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We’ve all been there. We see the artwork on a 
book cover – perhaps in a bookshop or, more 
likely these days, on screen – and it piques 
our interest. We want to know more, and it 
stimulates us to read the contents of the book.

Without it, the potential reader is presented with only 
two pieces of information. First, the book’s title may itself 
excite curiosity, but it demands of lot of those few words 
to arouse the same level of stimulation as a well-chosen 
image – a picture, as they say, paints a thousand words. 
Second, the name of the author may alone prompt the 
reader who is already familiar with their work, but the 
added attraction of cover art may not only provoke extra 
enthusiasm for the book amongst existing fans, but can 
also impact on new readers.

The artwork for fantastic fiction in print has a long 
history, going back at least as far as the first illustrations 
for science fiction novels in the late nineteenth century. 
The work of Warwick Goble in illustrating the novels of HG 
Wells, and of J Allen St John in the early twentieth century 
in depicting the amazing worlds created by Edgar Rice 
Burroughs, set the scene for imagery which would stay 
in the mind of any reader of such tales. In every sense, 
they were part of the creation of those other lands in the 
imagination.

But it was in the 1920s that the art of cover illustration 
really started to develop with the popularity of science 

fiction magazines. These often lurid scenes became a 
key aspect of the culture of the so-called “pulps”, due in 
no small part to the memorable work of Frank R Paul in 
publications such as Amazing Stories. Although their main 
focus may often have been on the dramatic impact of the 
images, rather than any attempt at realistically portraying 
the contents of a particular story, the path for the future 
was set – in the minds of many, perhaps most readers, 
the pictures became an integral part of what became 
established as science fiction.

It all went from strength to strength. Science fiction, 
fantasy, horror stories and the whole range of tales of the 
unusual and speculative became inexorably linked with 
the artwork that accompanied them. Depictions in film 
and television, and later online and through the medium 
of computer games, came to represent how people saw 
these imaginative narratives.

Back in the 1960s, though, much of the artistry seemed 
to comprise abstract designs and psychedelic patterns 
which were all rather...well... 1960s really. They did 
their job in their own way by attracting attention, and 
undoubtedly reflected other realities, but told you little 
or nothing about the book itself. Much the same can be 
said of those occasional cover illustrations over the years 
that bear no relation whatsoever to the stories inside 
the book, with the additional obstacle that they could be 
considered somewhat deceptive – possibly attracting the 
reader under false pretences.

There is no doubt that fantastic art has broken free of 
the bounds of science fiction magazines and, properly 
done with style, has become a respectable art form in 
its own right. A good artwork can tell a story by itself, as 
indeed it has done throughout the ages, but even then 
those people who appreciate that story will be heavily 
influenced by what they have already read. It is that which 
gives them the focus to create the story in their own 
minds. It has always been so – the stunning paintings of 
Hieronymus Bosch in the early sixteenth century would 
have made little sense to viewers without a knowledge 
of the religious and nightmarish concepts that lay behind 
them. 

The two features of any story, the tale itself and the 
images that go with it, are inextricably linked, and 
nowadays we have the distinct advantage over our 
distant ancestors of not only being able to read, but 
also to have immediate access to an immense treasury 
of imagery which fuels our imagination. The real 
achievement comes in connecting the two in a way that 
increases the understanding, and enjoyment, of the 
reader.

And it is the cover of a book that has the first impact 
on the reader, which is why it must be selected and 
prepared with care, as Alice and Alex have found during 
their collaboration as outlined in what follows. It lays the 
foundation, as well as promotes, the story. As is so often 
the case, first impressions count.

Reflections of Another Reality

Richard Hayes
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You always remember your first commission… and mine came in early 
2014, when an email from an American writer called Alice Sabo came out of 
the blue. Alice was interested in having me illustrate the cover to her new 
book, Lethal Seasons – the first title in her post-apocalyptic series,  
A Changed World. It sounded absolutely perfect.

I had spent the previous few years – having rediscovered my love of SF&F art – working 
on my illustration portfolio and exhibiting my artwork at science fiction conventions. 

Not only was Alice’s email the spark that would ignite a long and fruitful creative 
collaboration from opposite sides of the globe, but it was also the key that opened the 
doors to me working with other self-publishing authors and independent publishers. 

With that initial commission came the realisation that self-publishing was fast becoming 
a very big and exciting new area of publishing, and a fantastic platform for science 
fiction in particular. As an artist, the opportunity to work directly with the author was 
particularly appealing, as my work would feel like an integral part of the process and their 
journey to publication.

Whether designing for an e-book cover or full wraparound jacket, the challenge of 
transforming a writer’s words into a visual portal for the audience remains the same. The 
cover art is often the first thing anybody will see of their book – often at thumbnail size 
these days – so it is crucial to get it right.

Alice’s writing and creativity is prolific – to date, we have collaborated on thirteen books 
spanning science fiction, fantasy and mystery. Each project offers an exciting new 
challenge, as we continue to explore and interpret the various worlds that Alice has 
created. 2020 feels like the right moment to look back over our journey so far, which 
is also testament to – despite having only ever communicated by email – the creative 
synergy which occurs when you find the right collaborator.

Alex Storer, artist
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When I first jumped into self publishing, authors were throwing together 
basic covers on PowerPoint. The market was becoming flooded with books 
from anyone who could figure out how to upload one. Authors who wanted 
to make a career out of writing needed a way to stand out: better covers 
became a necessity.

I don’t remember where I first saw a link to Alex’s website, but I liked what I saw 
immediately. I contacted him about a book cover, and he responded enthusiastically. 
We emailed back and forth several times before he sent me an estimate. I then 
misunderstood the exchange rate and okayed the work. When he sent me the finalized 
estimate with the correct exchange rate, I flipped out. It was out of my budget, and I felt 
a fool. I was too stretched financially and had no wiggle room, no matter how much I 
wanted to do it. With dread and tremendous disappointment, I emailed my apologies to 
Alex. 

He came right back with a compromise. Alex was willing to lower the rate because he 
was intrigued by the project. I was amazed and delighted. I knew that I would use his 
artwork for the rest of the series, which I hadn’t written yet, but he didn’t know that. He 
had taken a risk with me. It has turned out to be a wonderful working relationship. 

Alex always tries to understand what I want to convey on the cover. Sometimes I send 
him random pictures from the internet to illustrate a perspective or a colour scheme, and 
he always knows how to incorporate them into his artwork. I’m constantly amazed how 
he can translate my ramblings into an image that works for a story he isn’t familiar with. 
Whenever I wrap up the final draft of a new book, I look forward to seeing what exciting 
artwork he’ll create for the cover.

Alice Sabo, writer
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A CHANGED WORLD
“A Changed World takes place ten years after a 

pandemic has decimated the population all across 
the planet. There are a lot of stories that deal with 

the devastating Event. I wanted to look at what 
happens later when the first responders, military 
and tragedy are long gone. How do the survivors 

continue to survive?”

A L I CE S A B O
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Lethal Seasons

Alice’s brief for Lethal Seasons was clear from the outset 
– a tornado set against the Blue Ridge Mountains and 
a landscape ravaged by storms and an overgrown, 
neglected infrastructure.

Lethal Seasons – the first book of A Changed World – is 
an ongoing tale of survival in the aftermath of an ever-
changing and unpredictable climate, where germs and 
DNA have also evolved. The main enemies here are the 
weather and the virus mutation – and the book of the 
introduces the various characters and locations, it was 
key to present a flavour of the overall environment on the 
cover. One of the early ideas we discussed included a DNA 
helix within a tornado, however we eventually abandoned 
this as we felt it would detract from the realism of the 
scene.

My digital paintings prior to this cover, had either been 
space-based or of very alien looking worlds, so it was an 
interesting challenge to produce what was very much a 
down-to-Earth scene – the end result was a sweeping 
view across a valley savaged by the tornado; trees are 
fallen and the road cracked and crumbling.

To inject an additional element of horror, I added a 
vignette of splattered blood and virus cells; almost as if 
the cover itself was becoming infected. 

I extended this to the typography on the book’s title, with 
the idea that this would form a consistent styling going 
forward.
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Alice Sabo on Lethal Seasons:

The post-apocalyptic genre has a lot 
of fairly strict sub-genres. I wanted to 
be clear about which one this was. The 
image of the tornado had been in my head 
for awhile, but I had to be sure that fans 
of natural disasters would understand 
that this book wasn’t totally about that. 
I asked Alex to incorporate something to 
indicate virus or DNA. The blood spatter 
and broken matrix frame was perfect.

Process

With over 20 years’ experience as a professional graphic 
designer, I’ve been able to apply much of that same 
process to cover art. 

As much as I would love to be able to read a full 
manuscript prior to working on a cover, despite my best 
intentions as an avid reader, time simply doesn’t allow! 
Therefore I usually ask the author for a synopsis and 
sometimes a sample chapter or two, particularly if we are 
looking to illustrate or link to a specific scene.

Once a brief has been discussed, I set about working up 
some rough concept sketches. These are usually just 
in mono, or roughly coloured, mainly to get a feel for 
the cover and general composition. Depending on the 
conversations that have been had, this may be one or two 
rough sketches, or several. Once this overall concept has 
been agreed, I’ll make a start on the actual illustration.

When the cover illustration is well under way, I’ll send it 
over to the publisher or author for any comments and 
feedback, before finishing it off. The next step is the 
layout and typography, if I’m handling that part of the 
cover (which obviously, I prefer to do!).
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Scattered Seeds

Having discussed the cover with Alice, it 
was clear that book two would follow a 
similar atmosphere and colour palette 
established with Lethal Seasons. Alice’s 
initial suggestion was a scene showing 
derelict factory buildings, an abandoned 
cart and children hiding in the shadows.

I was unsure whether this was going to 
work as a “cover” image, as I thought it 
felt more like an interior illustration. It 
lacked a focal point – but once we hit on 
the idea of including the character Wisp 
in the scene, it all came together. We 
retained the fallen cart, but it became 
much more a part of the surrounding 
environment.

Initially, I put Wisp in the shadows 
alongside the children, but it still didn’t 
work. So I brought him right out into the 
foreground as an onlooker – instantly the 
cover had direction and a journey for the 
eye to travel, from the view over Wisp’s 
shoulder past the crumbling buildings and 
following the children to the water’s edge. 

The abandoned cart became much less of 
a feature in the final cover, but Alice was 
also keen for there to be another small 
point of interest – a brightly coloured 
child’s shoe – which once the viewer 
makes the connection with the cart, we 
are drawn into one of the more unsettling 
aspects of the story.

Once again, I gave the title a graphic 
treatment, this time featuring the title 
amid a cloud of seeds. This approach was 
more subtle than what I had done on the 
typography of Lethal Seasons, but no less 
effective.

Unlike Lethal Seasons, where I only 
produced the front cover image, this 
time around it was decided that I would 
produce the artwork and design for the 
front, back and spine of the paperback 
edition.

I believe a cover project should achieve 
a balance between the unique style of 
the artist’s work and a realisation of the 
images in the author or publisher’s mind – 
Scattered Seeds achieved this.

During the concept 
stage of the work, I had 
rendered a rough scene 
from the opposite side 
of the river, looking over 
at a dusky silhouette of 
the factory buildings. This 
became the image on the 
back cover of the book.
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Alice Sabo on Scattered Seeds:

I was hesitant to add a character to this cover, but 
Alex won me over. Personally, I don’t like to see the 
characters illustrated because my own interpretation 
can be so different. But since it was just the back of his 
head, I thought that would work. I think this one was a 
little harder to put together because I didn’t have a clear 
image in my head. I had to trust Alex to read my mind and 
translate it into artwork.
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Gleanings

For the third book in the Changed World series, Alice came 
to me with a very clear idea for the cover image – Wisp, 
running through a corn field during a storm, towards a 
farmhouse. While this was one of the story’s key scenes, 
the challenge for me was to create a dynamic and 
dramatic image (plus, I had never tried drawing a cornfield 
in my life!).

Dramatic light always plays a big part in my work, so this 
would be the key to success here, along with a sense of 
scale and perspective. Beyond some finishing texture, I 
rarely use any filters on my artwork, but for Gleanings, 
some directional blurring made an enormous difference to 
the dynamic of the scene. I had also experimented with a 
version featuring dirt and debris blowing around Wisp as 
he runs through the field.

I treated this cover more as if it were for a horror story, 
with a crack of lightning tearing through a blood red sky. 
I also experimented with the idea of adding rain to the 
scene, but in the end, this was used on the back cover, in 
a reversal of the scene again, but this time as if looking 
back from where we had come on the cover.

My initial proposal for the typographical treatment was 
to have tree roots sprouting from the ‘I’ in the title, but 
we eventually concluded that this additional graphical 
element was simply unnecessary, and Alice was happy to 
go with clean typography from here on.
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Alice Sabo on Gleanings:

I don’t remember having a specific image in my head 
for this one, but it is one of my favourite covers. It has 
movement and a great tone. Anyone who read the first 
two books will know who that character is, the long white 
braid identifies him. Wisp has become a very well liked 
character. 
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Lessons Learned

A Changed World book four was quick to complete, and 
was a much more simple, minimal scene; perhaps harking 
back to the cover of Lethal Seasons as a reminder of the 
hazardous climate in which the series is set.

Alice wanted to feature a wildfire on the cover, and after 
a couple of concept sketches, the cover soon found 
direction – dramatic and dangerous. 

My first concept sketch mirrored the Lethal Seasons 
artwork more closely, being the view of a road cutting 
through the raging flames of a forest fire. However, not 
wanting to repeat ourselves, we agreed on a view of the 
wildfire from across a lake, as the story also features a 
toxic waste spill, so I was able to integrate some green, 
pungent-looking gasses into the scene.
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Alice Sabo on Lessons Learned:

The main storyline deals with a wildfire. What do you do 
when you don’t have the equipment to fight it? They’ve 
fought to survive and are almost at self-sufficiency when 
a wall of flames threatens everything they’ve struggled 
to build. I think this cover says that all.
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Desperate Measures

Unlike our previous projects, I didn’t work up any concept 
art for Desperate Measures, instead launching straight into 
the final piece, developing it from there.

The fifth and final (for now) book of A Changed World 
took us in a different direction, away from the ravaged 
countryside and fires or derelict factories of previous 
covers. This time we’re right in the middle of a town, 
where people are rebuilding their lives and attempting to 
establish some kind of norm. But is anything normal in 
this changed world? The early morning sun is rising, and 
the shops are not yet open, and in the middle of an empty 
street, we see a woman, collapsed in the middle of the 
road, her basket of eggs spilling out. 

With the main point of interest being the woman, the 
scene didn’t need cluttering with other elements – plus 
the buildings themselves needed to be intact, so no 
temptation to get carried away with ruins and debris. 

Alice Sabo on Desperate Measures:

When I was halfway through writing this book, I knew 
what I wanted on the cover. It was sort of vague in my 
head, but I gave Alex all the bits, and he came through 
with the perfect image.
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One little bit of fun 
was the creation of 
the shop signs, which 
included “Asher’s Café”, 
in reference to Alice’s 
protagonist Asher Blaine, 
from her other series of 
mystery books – although 
this remained a subtle 
feature on the final cover, 
once some perspective 
and blurring had been 
introduced.
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Children of A Changed World

“The Children of a Changed World Series starts 20 years after 
Desperate Measures. It follows the children of High Meadow 

on their adventures.” 

A L I CE S A B O
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Willow’s Run

This was the only time where things initially went in the 
wrong direction. We discussed the idea of some hooded 
monks coming upon “The Circuit”, a huge steampunk-like 
travelling contraption.

Despite me working up a concept sketch and starting 
on a colour illustration (opposite), it wasn’t working for 
either of us, and Alice realised it wasn’t the best image to 
represent the story. 

So we started over.

Alice came back to me with the alternative suggestion of 
the cover image being a map, overlaid with various items 
from the story. This approach felt fresh and different, 
also setting the style of artwork aside from the original 
Changed World series, perhaps giving it more of an 
adventurous, Young Adult feel.

Alice Sabo on Willow’s Run:

Willow’s Run is the first in a sequel series to A Changed 
World but with a different focus. I wanted to change the 
feel of the cover to let readers know that it wouldn’t be 
more of the same. I had a few ideas at first, but none of 
them seemed to be working. The story follows travelling 
merchants, so I thought about a map, but the world is an 
uncertain one. I didn’t want something clean and crisp. 
This story needed a grubby, creased, stained map with 
random notes on what was found. A few paw prints and 
a handful of coffee beans made a perfect image for this 
story.
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Although the final artwork was produced using a graphics 
tablet, this time for my initial concept sketch, I turned to 
good old fashioned ink and paper. 

On the final design, I came up with the idea of having a 
navigational star as part of the typography to compliment 
the map image.
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Transmutation
“Transmutation is a sort of Space Fantasy / Space Opera 

series. I had tried to put together a cover when I first 
started writing it, way before I’d met Alex. My attempts 

were all about space, because there is interplanetary travel, 
but that isn’t the main setting. I didn’t want to confuse the 
reader. This wasn’t a Star Trek kind of story with the people 

living on ships in space. Nor was it Military SF, as there is 
nary a space battle to be found. It had more to do with the 

telepathic abilities of an unknown species hiding in plain 
sight, and their efforts to remain incognito while trying to 

resurrect their lost culture.” 

A L I CE S A B O



20T H E  A R T  O F  A  C H A N G E D  W O R L D

Façade

This was one of the most personally 
rewarding cover projects for me, 
resulting in a piece that often takes prime 
position when my artwork is exhibited 
at conventions. This time round, Alice’s 
brief was slightly more vague and open to 
interpretation.

Alice described the Transmutation series as 
a space fantasy, but she was keen that the 
cover art for Façade had a more distinct 
“fantasy” look to it in order to appeal to 
that particular audience. 

My first visuals were based on traditional 
castles, but these weren’t right for the 
description in the story. While a cover 
should be open to interpretation to a 
degree, I do feel it is important to have a 
relatively faithful rendition of what you’ll 
find in the book.

I was also keen on only showing just 
a portion of the castle – more of a 
suggestion of looking at part of a much 
larger, complex structure, than trying 
to squeeze an entire castle on to the 
front cover. I explored several angles and 
viewpoints, including one perspective 
from over the castle balcony, rather than 
looking at the castle itself.

These weren’t right. The building structure 
needed to be grander and imposing, with 
cathedral-like arches, towers and spires, 
and I felt the best way to show this was 
to view the scene from a low angle. The 
next – and what became final – version 
of the cover focused on a more Gothic 
style structure, seen through a clearing in 
surrounding forestry.

It became clear while I was working on 
the final artwork that the castle needed 
to be taller still, so I applied a greater 
perspective and added more towers and 
levels, allowing the structure to soar into 
the stormy clouds above.
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Layering up

I create my digital paintings in Photoshop, using a 
graphics tablet. When I first started, I would sketch out a 
rough idea in pencil on paper, then scan it and work over 
it, but soon found I could leave the paper behind.

One of the greatest advantages of digital art is the ability 
to work in layers. Although it’s challenging to create a 
piece on one flat ‘canvas’ as you would with traditional 
medium (which actually is pretty much how I approached 
the artwork for Lethal Seasons), for something like book 
cover art – especially those with busier images – it is 
absolutely vital to have the flexibility of being able to 
manipulate individual elements; you can experiment with 
different skies or backgrounds, move objects around 
and try out alternative compositions – this is particularly 
useful for accommodate whatever text needs to go on.

Although I work mostly digitally, retaining the touch of 
the artist’s hand is vital. Working with the graphics tablet, 
I’m able to create pieces which still have an illustrated or 
painterly look and feel, rather than what I call the “cold, 
digital sheen” that you often see with 3D rendered pieces. 
I also think an illustrated cover should be able to work as 
a standalone piece of art in its own right, and still tell a 
story even when stripped of titles and straplines.
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Although originally published just as eBooks, Alice later 
decided to publish paperback editions of the Transmutation 
titles, so I came up with a layout that could be adapted to 
each book.

Alice Sabo on Façade:

The story has two trajectories. One is the lost culture 
hiding their abilities under the guise of great healers. 
The other is a genetically engineered person who was 
abandoned by his designers as a fragile and dying child. 
The healers rescued him and raised him. Decades later, 
he’s an Intelligence Agent and seeing his adopted family 
anew with well-trained eyes.

Though small, the ship was a crucial detail. Because of 
the name of the craft – The Greygoss – I was keen for it to 
be almost bird-like in design.
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Charade

For the cover of the second book in the Transmutation 
series, we are taken inside the labyrinthine castle that we 
saw on the cover to Façade.

Alice’s first thoughts on the cover was for it to feature 
a female character Elaan, whose search for truth lies at 
the heart of the story. Alice wanted to see her wearing a 
purple dress, silhouetted by a window at the end of a long 
hallway. The working title was Misconceptions.

It soon became clear that Misconceptions was not only too 
long for the title, but combined with the artwork, gave the 
book a romance feel, which was completely misleading. 
While Alice went away to mull over alternative titles, I 
reworked the character of Elaan as well as the colour 
scheme – trying out several different variations.

Adjoining hallways and entrances were added to the 
corridor, and Elaan was now in profile, facing one of them 
– this brought about the sense of confusion that Alice 
wanted to portray.

The artwork also needed more of a fantasy feel, and I 
felt this could be achieved by bringing in some vines and 
creepers growing through the ancient stonework. Looking 
back at Façade, the exterior of the building was festooned 
with various fronds and plant life, so it was logical that 
some of this would have started to work its way inside 
older parts of the building, which may also have been 
crumbling in places.

ALICE SABO

MISCONCEPTIONS
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Alice Sabo on Charade:

The two story lines blend in this novel. There are more 
revelations and back stories. I wanted the cover to reflect 
difficult choices. The figure on the cover originally faced 
the light, but I wanted it to seem contrary, so she looks to 
one side. 
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Dilemma

I remember as a child, having the most 
wonderfully illustrated story book of 
Aladdin’s Cave. There was one particular 
illustration which captivated me, and 
that was a view of the mouth of the 
cave, allowing the viewer to peek inside, 
following steps leading down into a 
gleaming, shimmering wonderland. 
That image has always stayed with me, 
and where possible I’ve always tried to 
capture a similar element of mystery and 
enchantment in my work. The cover for 
Dilemma allowed me to do just that. 

Towards the end of 2019 – two years 
after Charade – Alice returned to the 
Transmutation series with a third book, 
Dilemma.

The cover would be a further exploration 
of the castle, this time featuring one of 
many “pocket gardens” – a big, jungle-like 
place in an inner courtyard of the castle.

We had long established a way of working 
whereby Alice could give me the simplest 
of briefs, and from that I would sketch up 
a rough concept –Desperate Measures and 
Charade were the only exceptions where I 
bypassed the concept art stage. However 

in this particular instance, I didn’t quite 
feel I had enough to go on, and that the 
cover would need a focal point of some 
sort.

From this discussion came the idea of 
a strange ‘fading’ figure lurking in the 
shadows, with a flame balancing above 
his hand. We also discussed the idea of 
having various animals and creatures 
scurrying about, though this started to 
feel like things may be getting too busy. In 
the end, we decided to include fireflies, as 
they added to the atmosphere.

Despite the addition of the figure, 
something was still missing from this 
cover, so I decided it would look cool 
to have a sundial in the centre of a 
crossroads of overgrown pathways. 

In some respects, this mirrored the final 
composition of Charade, especially once 
I framed the view through an arched 
doorway leading to the pocket garden. 
The end result is perhaps our most 
unusual and evocative cover to date.
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Alice Sabo on Charade:

I love this cover. It has a wonderful, magical feel to it. 
The mysterious abilities of the lost culture are being 
rediscovered in unexpected ways. The repercussions are 
also cropping up in unanticipated events.

Cover art: Alex Storer / thelightdream.net
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Entangled

For Entangled, we return to the castle scene from Façade. This time 
it’s a night view, from a distance. It was an interesting challenge 
to create the whole building, unlike on the Façade cover where it 
simply fades into the clouds. Although being a night scene, the 
building would be in silhouette, I emphasised the fact this is a 
structure atop of a large rock or mountain, seen from over the 
surrounding treetops.

Alice had asked for a “web” of light emitting from the building, 
though my concept sketch wasn’t quite right – the beams needed 
to be straight. This made a huge impact to what is quite a simple 
scene, and it allowed a greater sense of perspective, as I painted 
the light beams around the back and front of the building, with the 
foremost beam extending towards the edge of the cover.

Alice provided the finishing touch by suggesting one of the more 
distant beams actually connects with one of the stars in the night 
sky. The end result was atmospheric and enchanting.

Alice Sabo on Entangled:

Entangled is the fourth book in a space opera series. The aliens 
in this series are powerful telepaths who can connect with each 
other across the galaxy. I wanted to try to somehow depict that 
ability. The beams of light coming out of their castle are meant 
to represent their abilities. I had told Alex that we could reuse 
the image of the castle form the first book, but he had to shift 
the perspective. The silhouette in this image is similar enough to 
that first cover that I think readers would recognize if for what it’s 
meant to be. And anyone who has read this far in the series would 
understand what the beams are. I think this cover is very striking.
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T R A N S M U T A T I O N  B O O K  F O U R

The paperback edition of 
Entangled, followed the 
existing template for the 
series, with coordinated 
colour scheme and 
growing list of previous 
titles on the back cover.
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Asher Blaine Mysteries

“Asher Blaine Mysteries is a traditional, amateur sleuth 
series. Asher is an actor who rocketed to stardom before 

he crashed and burned. Now he’s trying to learn how to be 
normal and repair his relationships with the people who 

tried to be his friends. Of course, he stumbles into a murder 
investigation along the way of rebuilding his life and career.”

A L I CE S A B O
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White Lies

Alice had previously published White Lies – the first 
book of her Asher Blaine mystery/thriller series – with a 
photographic cover. However, having established a good 
working relationship, Alice was keen to have me re-brand 
the book with a new illustrated cover, to coincide with the 
release of the second Asher Blaine book.

Having discussed a few ideas, I started working up a 
concept sketch showing the Asher character – a washed 
up actor – standing in front of his house, which is 
burning down. As the story is set in the LA suburbs, the 
architectural style had to be right, and the location was 
emphasised by the inclusion of palm trees.

Alice Sabo on White Lies:

White Lies is the first book of the series. There were a 
couple of scenes that I considered for the cover. I wanted 
something exciting to pull the reader in. I suggested the 
house on fire and Alex took it from there.
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Original concept sketch Final cover illustration 2019 update
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Dark Deeds

Alice nearly always comes to me with a clear idea of what 
she would like on the cover, and this sparks the initial 
discussion. Sometimes I sketch out a draft of how it could 
look, alongside an alternative idea. In some cases, if 
we’re not quite sure of the direction the cover might take, 
I’ll work up multiple draft ideas. 

For Dark Deeds, Alice wanted to see Asher dangling 
from a cliff edge – that was the easy part. Getting the 
background sky and colouring right, proved another 
challenge entirely this time round. One of the many 
advantages of working digitally is the ability to work in 
layers; so having worked up Asher and the cliff, I was 
able to try out various different backgrounds and colour 
schemes, until we found the right one.

Although Asher’s character is obviously explored in-
depth, Alice was keen for him not to be depicted in such 
detail, so as not to disallow the reader to build their own 
image of him – so we decided he should be in silhouette, 
which perfectly suited the title of the book and added to 
the tense drama of the scene.
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Alice Sabo on Dark Deeds:

Dark Deeds is set in rural North Carolina. I gave Alex 
a couple of scenes that might work, but when I saw 
the sketch for this, I was hooked. It works literally and 
metaphorically for the story line.
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Blood Relations

The cover for Blood Relations was to depict the main 
setting for the book – a corn field in Kansas – where 
circling vultures indicate the location of a body. 

We originally discussed including a building in the 
background – where the Blaine and the characters in 
the story are residing – but I felt it would detract from 
the simple symmetry of the figure in the corn field, 
looking up at the vultures. What also started out as a 
bright, daylight scene, gradually evolved into a glowing, 
shadowy sunset.

This cover was much edgier and sinister than the 
previous two – and if you look closely, Blaine’s shirt 
appears to be splattered with blood. He’s even had a 
haircut!
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Alice Sabo on Blood Relations:

Blood Relations is set in Kansas. This one I had a particular 
image in my head. The first sketch had the field of corn 
only about knee high. I wanted this to be late summer, so 
I asked Alex to make the corn much taller. This image has 
a great tone, too. The lighting makes it very sinister.
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Tales of Haroon
“Tales of Haroon is a high fantasy series. The first three 
books will be about non-magical people dealing with a 

magic-dependent world. I have plans for a lot more books, 
but the first three have a shared arc. Each one is centred 
on a different character in a close third person POV. I had 
planned to write them so that they could each be read as 
a stand-alone, but when characters from the first book 
showed up in the second, I realised it had to be a series. 

Book three is planned for late in 2020.

A L I CE S A B O
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High Barrens

In early 2018, Alice launched a new fantasy series – Tales 
of Haroon, although this would be a series of standalone 
stories with occasional crossovers.

High Barrens was a sort of coming of age story; a journey 
of discovery across the vast, strange planes of Haroon, 
as the main character goes in search of the School of 
Wizards and Weirdlings – a castle on a cliff overlooking a 
raging river next to a magically constructed bridge... and 
right away, we had a potential cover image!

We also discussed a scene where a wizard tries to open 
a rift to a hostile plane. My first cover concept combined 
both elements, so two scenes in one. However we 
agreed the arrival on horseback at the magic bridge and 
School of Wizards and Weirdlings would make the most 
evocative cover.

Alice was keen for this to be a misty, foggy scene, 
but that also included some subtle element of magic; 
sparkles, colours, which I integrated into both the front 
and back covers.
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Process

As both a designer and reader, for me the aesthetic of 
a book is an extension of the story within it. The cover 
image takes on a whole new perspective the moment 
you set text over it. 

The choice of typeface is absolutely vital – and can be 
quite challenging. The choice of font and text colour can 
make or break your cover. I like to try and reflect the 
genre in the typography, but without the use of clichéd 
or naff typefaces, especially when it comes to science 
fiction and fantasy. The typographical style also needs 
to compliment the illustration and feel like a part of the 
artwork, rather than just sat on top of it. 

When it comes to designing covers for a series, the 
cover of the first book is the one that will set the 
styling for the rest of the series, so it’s always worth 
putting in the extra time to try out various iterations.
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Alice Sabo on High Barrens:

This is a sort of coming of age for a young woman finally 
getting free of a difficult family. She doesn’t have magical 
abilities, but she can feel magic around her. 

Part of the book is about her journey, hence the character 
on horseback. Alex added some twinkles of magic around 
her. Although the book has several settings, I thought the 
entrance into the city worked best.
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Greenvale

The cover for Greenvale started out in a very different 
direction to how it ended up. Alice had originally asked for 
a scene showing “lizard men” scaling the tall tower of a 
castle.

However once I’d sent some sketches over, Alice realised 
that this kind of image set the wrong tone for the 
book, so it was time for a rethink. She came back to me 
describing a pivotal scene in the story where a rift opens 
up over a beach during a storm – and a human hand 
reaches through.

This creepy second concept went through a few 
iterations and reinterpretations, but resulted in a dark, 
unsettling and mysterious cover image, with a lovely 
surreal quality to it.
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Alice Sabo on Greenvale:

In this book, the main character is a young man who 
can feel the wrong and right of the world around him. 
When he feels a Great Wrongness, that is the invasion of 
creatures from another plane, he becomes a bellwether 
for very powerful people. 

I wanted to capture the moment of the great rift being 
created. I think Alex came up with a very stark and 
engaging image.
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Shattered Landing

Unusually, I produced the concept sketch for Shattered 
Landing on an iPad, moments after reading Alice’s initial 
thoughts for the scene.

Alice’s description was quite vivid:

“The characters end up making a portal to other worlds. So 
it’s set in a rugged landscape that’s just had a blizzard. The 
far background could have tall snowy peaks. Sunset would 
be a good time. It’s very dangerous so some good reds in 
the sky maybe.

“They created a complex mosaic of rocks that had magic 
runes in it in a circle. Like a very intricate floor. Coming up 
out of the center of the circle is a disc - probably twice the 
height of a man - which should show a scene from another 
world; dangerous and menacing with hungry eyes looking 
out at them.”

We tried out various ideas in the portal, but they didn’t 
work – I eventually came up with what looked like a 
dark forest, which we repeated on the back cover of the 
paperback.

The original idea was to have several figures around 
the portal, but we moved away from that. I put some 
footprints in the snow leading to the portal, but it still 
looked incomplete. The addition of a single hooded figure 
with a staff gave a sense of scale – and with this, the 
cover finally came together.
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Alice Sabo on Shattered Landing:

Shattered Landing is the third book in a fantasy series. I 
tried to think of the most exciting scene from the book 
for the cover. It’s always tough with fantasy because 
sometimes the most interesting part is magical, and that 
is hard to portray. 

This series deals with portals between planes. Building 
a cover out of my head and into Alex’s head isn’t always 
easy. He’s very tuned to my wavelength, but we do hit a 
disconnect sometimes. Especially if I get too literal about 
things. Trying to fully depict an event isn’t always good 
for an eye-catching image. We pared this one down to the 
bare bones for a stronger cover.
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Alex Storer is an artist, musician and graphic 
designer based in Derbyshire, UK. 

A lifelong interest in science fiction came full circle in 
2010, when Alex finally began realising his own visions of 
future times and places. Taking inspiration from classic 
SF literature and the SF&F art greats of the 1970s and 
80s, his work pays homage to yesterday’s visions of 
tomorrow, yet remains contemporary in style.

Alex first encountered computer art during a school art 
class in 1990 – a moment that would ultimately define 
his career as a graphic designer and digital artist. 

Alex’s H.G. Wells-inspired painting Awakening was 
included in Brave New Worlds: Utopias/Dystopias in 
London in 2011, and his work has previously appeared in 
ImagineFX Magazine, Computer Arts, Writing and Illustrating 
the Graphic Novel (Mike Chinn) and How to Draw and Sell 
Comics (Alan McKenzie). In 2017, he was commissioned to 
produce a unique piece of artwork (albeit a non-science 
fiction one!) that was presented to HRH Prince William 
The Duke of Cambridge.

Also a musician, Alex has been composing instrumental 
music since 2006 under the name The Light Dreams, 
which frequently takes influence from literary SF.

Websites:  
www.thelightdream.net 
thelightdreams.bandcamp.com

Email: alex@thelightdream.net

Alice Sabo is the author of character driven 
stories in post-apocalyptic, space opera, fantasy 
and mystery series. 

Across genres, her characters deal with trying to make 
good choices in difficult situations. Whether seeking lost 
cultures in an unforgiving galaxy or finding a murderer on 
the streets of LA, her books have strong world building, 
multi-layered characters and a satisfying culmination.

She lives in the mountains of North Carolina. When 
not working on her various series, she researches 
her peripatetic ancestors, and gardens with hopes of 
outwitting the ravenous wildlife.

You can find all her series and the order in which to read 
them on her website, along with maps and other extras. 

Website: 
www.alicesabo.com
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