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  The Causality War, specifically the 1998 battle front, is the Big MacGuffin driving a good deal of society as seen in the ASH Universe in the 2020s. The specifics of what it was and how it went down are largely covered in Academy #0 (available both at the RACC eyrie.org archive and on the ASH page at http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/Academy.html), but that really only scratches the surface. Especially for anyone interested in writing an ASH story. So here's a short FAQ (Frequently Anticipated Questions) on the matter.


  



  1. Okay, I don't wanna go read Academy #0 yet. What's the deal in anutshell?


  2. Who all knows about this?


  3. Right, so almost no one knows the term "Causality Wars." How do regularpeople refer to the events of July 6, 1998?


  4. Wait, you keep referring to the Church of Tym. What's the deal here?


  5. What does the Barrier mean in terms of a plot device?


  6. Ha! Caught ya! There's mention of the Causality Wars in a 2021encyclopedia quoted in an issue of Academy! How do ya explain that?


  ----------------------------------------------------------------------------


  1. Okay, I don't wanna go read Academy #0 yet. What's the deal in anutshell?


  
    About 10,000 BC, humanity developed magical skills. In fact, almost all of humanity had magic to some extent. By 9,000 BC, the world was in a sort of "Golden Age," where a small number of godlike people ruled the world together. Then the trouble started. Being able to transcend time and space, these "Fullbloods" started to attack the origins of their opponents, wiping out or changing huge chunks of history. By the time the wars retreated out of normal space, there was virtually no sign remaining of that golden age.


    Over the millenia, the struggle has popped back into reality every so often, with these godlike beings representing themselves as gods to the normal humans and gaining power from their worship. Legends of the Great Flood stem from the most recent previous major incursion of the "Causality War" as it bounces about in time.


    In 1997, the Fullbloods started drawing support from worshippers again, using modern marketing tactics to lure in the faithful. A few mages were able to discover the facts behind this, but had little time to prepare, and on July 6, 1998, the gods called in their "markers," bodily absorbing worshippers at a frightening rate. Before they could move on to wiping out humanity entirely, the mages Wanderer and Tymythy Twystyd (with the help of numerous but unrevealed others) enacted a ritual that would let them "evict" all paranormals from the local reality. With such a sudden reduction in the number of people who could bend the laws of nature, reality "slammed shut" and scabbed over, creating the Barrier and temporarily locking the Fullbloods out. A concerted alliance of Fullbloods could have broken through immediately, but such unity wasn't in the offing.

  


  2. Who all knows about this?


  
    Very few know the whole story...most of those who knew were paranormals and died in erecting the Barrier. Everyone knows about *what* happened: two-thirds of humanity died either that day or in the years of social breakdown that followed. Most assume the pagan gods had something to do with it, and that the paranormals did, since both went away completely. Maybe a few thousand people in the entire world even know the term "Causality Wars," and most of them are high-ranking North American Combine officials. Graduates of the Academy are also told the truth. The knowledge is presumably also available to the upper echelons of other world governments, especially Khadam and the Eurasian Union.


    As a sub-question within the question, why didn't losing 2/3 of the population didn't lead to a death spiral of total extinction or at least a collapse back to stone age conditions? The reason is that the world got pretty good at dealing with major supernormal disasters in the last third of the 20th Century. Interdimensional invasions, supervillain conquests and even the temporary sterilization in 1990 of 99.999% of humanity led to most governments getting pretty good at dealing with disasters. Especially disasters that might leave the heads of state indisposed (captured by aliens, brainwashed by supervillains, whatever). So, while humanity reeled on the brink of collapse for a few years, the systems refined over a generation of superpowered troubles kept things from falling apart entirely.


    The Church of Tym's doctrines are disturbingly close to the real story, but no one outside the Church knows how they got their information since Tym's own journal was placed in the hands of Howard Henderson Sr. by Tym himself. The general backlash against non-mainstream religion in the 21st Century has kept the Church of Tym small, but the Combine fears that revelation of the truth could turn the church into a major religion and trigger serious social instability. So far, however, the lid has been kept on matters, in part because the Tymmytes most in the know have stayed silent.

  


  3. Right, so almost no one knows the term "Causality Wars." How do regularpeople refer to the events of July 6, 1998?


  
    For the most part, they *don't*. A collective shock to humanity that makes Hiroshima and Nagasaki seem puny by comparison, July 6th is rarely spoken about in most parts of the world. 25 years later, the psychic scars still haven't fully healed for those who lived through it, and it's considered rude to directly refer to it in conversation. Some communities have memorial holidays on July 6th, and the Tymmytes have it as their highest holy day, but attempts at a national day of memorial have been blocked repeatedly in both the Combine and the Eurasian Union.


    Most people refer to the whole troubled period from July 1998 until around 2002 as "The Turn of the Century," with decidedly more ominous overtones than used by those in the 20th Century referring to 1898-1902. Often people who remember those times will pause before saying the phrase, and even drop their voice to a hushed near-whisper. If the specific day must be mentioned, it's usually as "THAT day," with a knowing look. How people privately think about the day isn't known, because no one has dared try to poll people on such a sensitive topic.


    Among the new generation, born in the 21st Century, it's referred to a little more irreverently, although usually not within earshot of one's parents. Terms for July 6, 1998 include "The Big One," "Apocalypse Then," "the Pagan Rapture" or "False Rapture," and oddly enough, "The Day The Music Died." The reason for the last is the major retro-90s music movement which hit in the 2010s, because so many major entertainers of the 90s died that day.


    Aside from these generalities, how a person refers to that day depends on religious affiliation and location.


    By Religion:


    For a while, Christians called July 6th the Apocalypse or Armageddon, on the grounds that perhaps they (as the meek) had inherited the Earth. Some religious scholars seriously advanced the idea that stories of the Rapture had been altered over time, and really referred to those *not* faithful being bodily assumed into the afterlife. However, as the years passed and it became apparent that the Earth was still inhabited by sinners as well as the faithful, this idea lost currency, and only a few diehards hold it. A linguistic leftover, however, is that many of the more religious Christians refer to the events of July 6th as the breaking of the seventh seal (the climax of the apocalypse in Revelations). The terms False Rapture and Pagan Rapture are more common among Christians than other groups.


    Moslems, especially those in the politically-charged Moslem Coalition, celebrate the massive die-off as a sign from Allah, who reached out His hand and purged the world of a great many unbelievers. Devout moslems consider all the gods of the Godmarket to have been demons sent to tempt mankind, and the deaths are simply the fate of those who were tempted. Unlike most of the world, citizens of the Moslem Coalition freely discuss "that day" in reverent tones, with a new holy day based around it. Due to the lunar calendar used for religious purposes in the Moslem world, the day rarely actually falls on July 6th, but the very fact they celebrate it continues to be a minor source of friction between the Coalition and the rest of the world.


    Buddhists don't have any special reverence or fear of the day, beyond the normal reaction one has to a day on which billions died. Taoists generally consider the whole matter to have been a case of the balance being reset, and the Hindi see it as part of the cycle of creation and destruction. Those still holding to Confucist philosophy, however, are quite disturbed, because while China suffered less losses than most countries, the idea of having one's elders not simply die but disappear and leave no earthly remains was unsettling. After all, how does one pay respects at an ancestor's grave if there's no grave?


    By Region:


    China and countries under the influence of the People's Republic do not officially acknowledge that any citizen of the PROC died that day, and as mentioned above, not as many died as in other nations. China was already becoming more and more isolationist in the 1990s, due to events in the ASH Universe not matched in the real world, and the Godmarket helped push Chinese leadership into a seriously isolationist position. The majority of Chinese citizens in 2023 don't even know that the rest of the world was so badly hit in 1998. However, the Premier (later killed in 2023) was not without a sense of humor, black as it might have been, and China celebrates July 6th as a minor holiday, remembering the decision of the People's Republic to leave the international community and become fully self-sufficient (not that it was, mind you, they simply turned to secret trade and deals with the Pranir). It has not yet been revealed how the three successor states to the PROC officially treat the day, given the secret behind their leaderships. It seems likely that the remaining People's Republic continues as it had before, while the Central Asian Confederacy and SEATO likely repudiate the old holiday for various reasons.


    The areas which escaped relatively unscathed often refer to the two years from July 1998 until late 2000 as the "Millenial Riots," since much of the unrest in those countries could be accurately characterized as a series of riots. Riots against supernormals (well, those suspected of being supernormals). Riots for food. Riots to riot. The term is also useful when the speaker doesn't want to mention the exact date but still really means July 6, 1998.


    New York City and much of the Tri-State area call that day "Ragnarok," after the Norse "twilight of the gods." The Norse gods had established a major presence in Manhattan and had caused their own die-off before July 6th. Thing is, this one left bodies behind. Some speculate that the total vanishing resulting on the 6th was due to one of the gods deciding to improve on Odin's idea, and then everyone else following his lead.


    On the island of Cyprus, home to the Israeli Government-in-exile, the actual disappearances of July 6th aren't as important to the residents as the war which followed. The limited nuclear exchange and subsequent evacuation of Palestine are seen as some of the darkest times in the history of Israel. But they rarely talk about the day when they started to lose their home, rather they talk about the future, when somehow they'll get it all back.


    In Khadam, July 6th is Remembrance Day. Khadam's high percentage of paranormals and their dependance on supertech made that day a major blow to them, and it's amazing to many that the nation held together at all. But since so few of the current residents were born there or even spend more than a few months at a time there, there's no real national "mood" on the subject.

  


  4. Wait, you keep referring to the Church of Tym. What's the deal here?


  
    The Church of Tym has been mentioned here and there, mainly in passing, but here's the straight dope, since this is perhaps the only religion to have been born out of the Causality Wars and survived the intervening 25 years.


    Tymythy Twystyd [created by Mark Friedman (aka Netlurker to LNH readers)] was one of the more powerful true mages (those able to manipulate any sort of supernatural energy) as of 1998, and one of the few not to worship any of the gods. After being used as a part of cosmic locus in Dvandom Force #42 (LNH crossover into multiple universes, including ASH), Tym gained greater understanding of the nature of reality, and was instrumental in the last-ditch effort to raise the Barrier against the gods.


    Because Tym was something of a pop-culture icon at the time (mostly on college campuses), somehow someone found out about his role in saving the world, and started a religion with Tym as the savior figure. It's still a very small religion in 2023, more of a cult with good press, but it has a strong following among the countercultural crowd. With the colleges, traditional hotbeds of Tymmysm (replacing vowels with the letter y is an affectation of theirs), filling up with minor paranormals in the late 2010s and early 2020s, the church is starting to grow. The Department of Superhuman Affairs continues to crack down on the power-enhancing meditations and medications used by the Tymmytes, but has to step carefully to avoid scandals...a number of current officials were Tymmytes in their college days, much like many politicians of the 1990s had drug use in their pasts.


    The Church of Tym celebrates that day in much the same way Christians observe Easter, although with a streak of weirdness. Solemnity is not a Tymmyte trait.


    A few sensitives within the Church noticed the weakening of the Barrier in July 2023. Since they know something of how it came to be, there's a debate working through the Church over whether this means Tym's return to the material plane is imminent.


    The Church of Tym hasn't really had much story impact since 2023, because none of the writers really had anything they wanted to do with it. But they're still around in 2026, keeping the faith.

  


  5. What does the Barrier mean in terms of a plot device?


  
    At the simplest level, it means that the years 1998-2023 are stuck in a sort of bubble. No interdimensional travel is possible during those years by anyone short of an unopposed Fullblood (and most of them are pretty opposed). Time travel attempts will either stop short or skip entirely over the era. Time travel within the bubble is exceedingly difficult even over very short hops, and tends to result in massive backlash regardless of whether it succeeds. It is possible to travel from after 2023 to back before 1998 and then try to hide out until the target year in some way, but paranormals who are on Earth itself on July 6, 1998 will be "vanished" unless they find a way to hide themselves VERY well.


    In order to make the Barrier, the Wanderer and Tymythy Twystyd had to find and remove (to the afterlife) every paranormal on or within a lightyear of Earth. Paranormals who survived July 6, 1998 are extremely rare, and are either time-travelers or were many lightyears away on that day. Superheroes and villains who did not have powers based on the Magene did survive that day, although many died trying to contain (or exploit) the chaos that followed. Any proposal for a new character to have survived into the 21st Century will be scrutinized very carefully.

  


  6. Why are the Causality Wars mentioned by name in some publicly-accessiblesources?


  
    Oops. It wasn't until I started having to clarify guidelines for other writers that I realized I'd committed a few errors of my own (of course, I also spelled Cyprus as "Cypress" in those issues). But, like the errors in date attribution, I'm not going to hunt them all down and change them, just be aware that there *are* errors, and that this document takes precedence.

  


  



  A Brief History of Space Travel in the ASH Universe


  copyright 2000 by Dave Van Domelen


  updated 2007


  Introduction:


  This file was originally written as a reference document shared only with the other ASH writers, and it was even misplaced for a while (it would have been nice to have it around when I was writing the Pranir history story!). But now it's resurfaced, and I've touched it up a bit for public viewing. This is considered to be more or less the "true" story, although what characters in 2025 believe to be true often contradicts it, for various reasons. Knowledge is lost, or kept hidden; politics result in the downplaying of certain things and the emphasis of others, etc. There are also some inconsistencies resulting from simple errors on my part: one reason I'm posting this now is to make sure it's easily accessible and I don't contradict myself even more. }->


  Most dates are approximate.


  =============================================================================


  1,000,000 BC:


  The T!rir start to colonize the galaxy. Due to a feature of their logical system, they never develop FTL technology, as they feel it is patently impossible. However, their expertise in biotechnology allows this insectoid race (they are endoskeletal and have lung-like breathing systems, but share many surface characteristics with Terran insects) to use slower than light ships and hibernation systems to travel to the stars. The remarkably stable and consensus-driven T!rir society can function as a cohesive whole despite long travel and communication times.


  500,000 BC:


  The apex of T!rir civilization. Accumulated genetic tinkering that has allowed them to colonize even marginal worlds (and to them, a marginal world is practically lethal for a human) has exacted its cost. The race has become extremely long-lived, but fertility has dropped dramatically. Reproduction no longer meets the population needs of an expanding empire, and cloning experiments end so horribly that the T!rir abandon the idea forever.


  100,000 BC:


  The T!rir have abandoned smaller colony worlds entirely, on the grounds that they will never reach a socially viable size (T!rir are uncomfortable in small groups, preferring large hive-like social structures). Often, advanced technology is left behind as being redundant on the world they are returning to, or because it is considered dangerous and best forgotten.


  10,000 BC:


  The followers of Santarus arrive on the planet that will eventually be called Santar. Santarus plucks them from about 100 BC as part of a plan to ensure he'd always have a core of followers that could not be wiped out by a historical alteration made by one of his rivals. He sets them up on a livable world and ensures that their culture would remain stable and true to the values he believed in. Then he is wiped out in the Causality Wars. Oops.


  5,000 BC:


  The Santari reach their low point. The gifts of Santarus keep them from totally degenerating into barbarism, but the old democractic ideals have long been lost, and a number of warlords rule the planet.


  1 AD:


  Santari civilization, dominated politically by the Great Houses, has reached a level of technology that Earth won't reach until the 20th Century. There is some cultural variety at this point, but nothing compared to Earth's. If you were to consider Earth's cultures to be like different species of animal, then Santar's cultures would be like different breeds of dog. Still much room for variety, but they're all dogs.


  The main benefit of this cultural unity is that Santar is moving towards a world government, despite the power of the Great Houses.


  1000 AD:


  The Santari develop hyperdrive and start colonizing their nearest neighbors. Among the first planets they discover is an old T!rir world, and the technology abandoned there helps them refine their crude and dangerous hyperspace engines (while the T!rir had no hyperdrive of their own, more advanced power and control systems greatly enhanced Santari drives). Where it originally took a year to reach the closest inhabitable worlds, now the same worlds can be reached in months. The Great Houses start to actively search for abandoned alien technology.


  1200 AD:


  The Santari run into an odd economic conundrum. They have a cultural expectation that those with wealth and power should have servants to attend to their needs and wants. But any Santari who goes into space is almost automatically rich and powerful thanks to the way the expansionist economy is geared. Robots are used by some, but they don't have to social cachet of living servants.


  Then the Santari discover Eprani, the homeworld of the Pranir. They find a society just entering its industrial age...sophisticated enough to make for good servants, but "primitive" enough to accept the role of servant. While the four-armed furry ophidians appear odd to Santari eyes, they do seem to make excellent servants. The Santari are careful not to trade anything to the Pranir that could let them become an independent space power, of course.


  However, while very sophisticated scientifically, the Santari are not exactly the galaxy's best traders. The Pranir, whose world was resource-poor to begin with, became aggressive traders amongst each other. By the time of first contact, their real government was an alliance of trading families, with the nominal government being puppets of the traders. The Families (who start calling themselves Great Houses in imitation of the Santari ruling families) recognize the potential in contact with the Santari, and start to put a devious and long-range plan into effect. They sell their own brightest scientists into servitude contracts, to act as spies and learn all they could. Once a few of these scientist-spies had return, the Pranir start making trades for things that seem innocent enough, but which can be used to develop very advanced technology.


  1300 AD:


  The Santari finally meet the T!rir face to face. There is an exchange of technology, although the T!rir have degenerated too far as a society to do much with their side of the bargain in the short term. Vastly improved Santari hyperdrives can now travel in weeks what had before taken months, and colonization takes off in a big way. It's the second golden age of Santari expansion.


  The T!rir are careful to hold back the majority of their technology (especially biotech and weapons of planetary devastation), reasoning that they can use these secrets as bargaining chips later.


  Santari demand for Pranir servants skyrockets, and a great many incautious Santari hand over important technology in exchange for manpower. Additionally, Santari have now gotten used to having Pranir around, and are starting to treat them more like equals, teaching them how to use Santari technology and entrusting them with more important duties. They're still servants, but they are valued servants.


  1400 AD:


  Santari expansion reaches a practical limit. Ships can go farther, but communication is simply not fast or efficient enough to keep the Santari Empire together. Additionally, many smaller empires and hegemonies have been encountered and absorbed, creating administrative difficulties.


  Santari going into space are no longer automatically rich. There is public outcry for Santari jobs to go to Santari people, and Pranir indenture contracts are slowly dropped or no longer renewed. There is an influx of highly trained and intelligent Pranir back to Eprani.


  1500 AD:


  The Pranir launch their first trade fleet. It has required the effort of almost everyone on Eprani, and stripped the world of most of its vital resources, but the Pranir have become a spacefaring race in spite of Santari precautions. Pranir history records this (when it mentions it at all) as the Great Gamble...had it failed, they would have a dead world and useless spaceships. However, Pranir prefer to think of their expansion into the stars as inevitable, and most histories treat the Great Gamble as more of a clever ploy that got things moving with a minimum of fuss, focusing more on a small core of ships bought off-world and downplaying the native-built fleets of slower, smaller craft.


  Each of the six main Families has its own flotilla of trade ships, and trading territories are initially set by contracts (but immediately start to mix and muddle). Thanks to their aggressive trading spirit and desperate need to make back their investment before the homeworld dies, the Pranir bring more cultures into closer contact than ever before. They also start to discover old T!rir caches that the Santari missed.


  1600 AD:


  The old Santari Space Empire can no longer impose order from above. Thanks to Pranir efforts, too many worlds are aware of exactly where they stand in the Empire, and they don't like it. The T!rir step forward to propose a consensus-driven democratic system, offering to support any such government formed with infusions of T!rir technology. In the centuries since learning FTL was possible, the T!rir Consensus's greatest minds have made tremendous leaps in science and technology, and now have more to offer than the dribs and drabs they hoarded in previous centuries. Within a generation, the Planetary Confederation is a reality.


  1700 AD:


  The Galactic Warrior Corps is formed, with a dual purpose. On the surface, it is to replace the old Imperial Armada's role of keeping the peace and dealing with space piracy and unruly Pranir. Secretly, however, its job is to protect the Confederation from dangerous technologies, such as those the T!rir scientists are turning out.


  Additionally, the Scytharian Mining Company comes to prominence and causes Confederation-wide scandal in the process. One of the major taboos of Santari culture is violation of the purity of the body. Transplants are acceptable (if difficult due to problems in the Santari gene pool), but cybernetics disgust the average Santari. This attitude has also percolated through to other races in contact with the Santari. What the Scytharians have done, however, is enlist the biotech expertise of a few T!rir scientists to create cyborgs capable of mining valuable ores in conditions that would destroy purely organic or purely inorganic lifeforms. The original cyborgs are death-penalty prisoners who are harvested for their organs for transplant. The harvested organs are replaced with cybernetic implants and the cyborgs' brains are shackled with biochips to keep them loyal. The Scytharians are seen as monsters, creators of abominations...but they're also financially successful.


  1800 AD:


  The GWC enlists the aid of Scytharia to help create a special sort of agent. A somewhat amorphous species on a windswept planet has evolved natural antigravity and bioelectricity abilities, and the Corps wants them to be turned into humanoids that could pass as Santari. After a number of failed attempts, the "Deltan" agents start to filter into the GWC.


  Later in the century, Pranir discover Earth at the edges of Planetary Confederation space. Their visits are responsible for many "UFO" sightings, and after a few abductions these unethical (even for a Pranir) traders discover that humans make great organ donors for Santari. "Organlegging" is kept to a minimum, however, because the GWC patrols the area vigilantly to protect a species that has been tagged as "promising."


  1902 AD:


  A Scytharian ore-carrier crashes on Earth, where Khadam will one day be founded. Mindful of the chaos caused by the Pranir, the Santari use their clout in the Confederation to make sure Earth stays off-limits, preventing a rescue operation. If humans make it to the stars on their own, they will be asked to join...but right now they're at a juncture where they might just absorb any technology given to them and go wild with it. The Santari are not interested in creating another Pranir problem.


  Also, there are some disturbing indications that science doesn't work "right" on Earth, and Earth is secretly marked for careful study and isolation.


  Mid-1900s:


  Khadam accidentally launches the rescue beacon for the Scytharian ship, which alerts more Pranir that there's Someone Down There. Khadamite scientists also study both the ship and the Scytharian cyborgs in cold storage on board.


  Increased Pranir activity is responsible for many of the UFO sightings of the period, although other sightings are caused by secret government Supertech research. But Roswell was really just a crashed balloon that was part of Project Mogul, ironically.


  1970s:


  The Galactic Warrior Corps finally decides that they need to send an observer down to Earth to determine exactly what the situation is. Delta Rose is assigned to the planet and becomes a well-known superhero, although her alien nature is kept secret. Her reports about the Magene scare her superiors, who consider the entire planet to be a dangerous superweapon. As a compromise with those who oppose planetary genocide, Earth is put under quarantine. Officially this is to keep the Pranir and other opportunists out, but it's really to keep the humans in. In 1979, Delta Rose goes public as a representative of the Planetary Confederation.


  1980s:


  A relatively quiet time, but by the end of the decade Earth starts to experience invasions from other realities rather than from other planets. Outer space is all but neglected by humanity as they concentrate on other dimensions for several years.


  1990s:


  Thanks to supertech and the abilities of certain superhumans, Earth finally gets into space. Solar Max spends much of his time exploring the galaxy, going far beyond the limits of the Planetary Confederation, even beyond the wider sphere of influence the Pranir have. The Arcanovore, destroyer of the mystic civilization of Alpha Centauri (the only race other than humanity to develop magic), attacks Earth and is contained, attracting a great deal of attention from certain quarters. Then 1998 comes around and it all crashes.


  2000s:


  The Pranir start to move in. Political instability within the Planetary Confederation, combined with the assumption that all those with the Magene have died, results in Delta Rose being recalled and the quarantine being less carefully maintained. Khadam finds itself becoming a sort of Hong Kong for aliens of all stripes, mainly Pranir.


  2010s:


  Word reaches the GWC that paranormals are being born again. Their position within the Planetary Confederation has become more and more untenable, and they know it's only a matter of time before the Great Houses start making grabs for the advanced technology the Corps guard. The T!rir have run out of new technology that they can safely bribe others with, and the Corps starts to destroy some of the more dangerous things that they guard.


  There is some discussion of using a starkiller weapon to permanently solve the "human problem," but Delta Rose lobbies to be allowed to try another plan first. She travels back to Earth and takes a position in the new United World government. From there, she starts to manipulate the new generation of superhumans in hopes of creating teams of superheroes that can defend Earth from any alien powers that might try to use them as weapons (or grab the still-trapped Arcanovore).


  2020s:


  The Planetary Confederation is starting to become a joke. Earth manages to repel a number of incursions (including an attempt to steal the Arcanovore) thanks to ASH and other teams Delta Rose helped create from behind the scenes. Delta Rose also takes on an extremely powerful deputy and gives him advanced T!rir technology to help him both defend Earth and seek out troubles before they become too big to stop. A planetkiller weapon is finally deployed as a last-ditch measure to deal with the mad god Rebus, but Earth is spared destruction by either Rebus or the weapon. The fact that Terran superhumans can redirect the energies of a planetkiller weapon makes the rest of the galaxy nervous...those who have the clearance to know about it, at any rate.


  The Terran space program is still largely limited to orbital stations, although a moonbase is planned, built on the remains of an old supervillain base. National governments have trouble allocating money for too much space exploration and development, on the grounds that it's cheaper to buy the information from other races or hire them to act as ferries.


  Venus is mystically terraformed in 2025, and several colonies are established either intentionally or accidentally (Montreal having been banished to the planet in 2024, protected from the harsh conditions by the Viau twins). Additionally, Khadam secretly establishes a presence on Mars. Supernormal means and alien help are still required to maintain transportation to and from Venus.


  Beyond:


  At some point, the Planetary Confederation completely collapses, and the Santari engage in civil wars that reduce their influence significantly. Many Santari worlds are cut off from space flight and start to regress to a technological base that they can sustain on purely local resources. While superhumans become rarer and rarer on Earth, the secrets of tachyonic transformation are unlocked, resulting in the Twist Drive (which "twists" a ship 90 degrees in complex space, making it mathematically "imaginary" and thus faster than light). Humanity expands for a few centuries, absorbing a number of the "lost" Santari worlds.


  Eventually, the remaining core of the Santari Empire becomes aware of Terran expansion. Acquiring the secret of Twist Drive, the Santari enter a third age of expansion, which halts abruptly when the Santari Empire runs into the Terran-dominated United Worlds. A centuries-long war erupts along the border, while both powers expand outward, away from each other.


  =============================================================================


  Addendum:


  Yes, the GWC's secret purpose is a lot like the recently retconned reasoning behind the Science Police in the Legion of Super-Heroes setting. I'm pretty sure I came up with it on my own, though. }->
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  Added ASH-Prime.


  



  One of the conceits of the ASH setting when I started writing about it on Rec.Arts.Comics.Creative was that there weren't going to be the sort of willy-nilly crossovers that had gummed up some of the other serious settings there. To that end, one of the elements I brought in was the Barrier, which would keep the ASH characters in, and others out. The closest I came to a crossover originally was LNH202X, which was more of a meta-crossover sort of thing. Hence, there wasn't really a big need for a catalog of alternate realities, since you couldn't go to them.


  Still, because I mined a lot of older material for ASH, and mined the same material in earlier writings, there's a sort of defacto collection of alternate continuities. Plus, of course, the Barrier did get weakened before ASH even made it to double digits.


  This file is intended to keep track of the (relatively) small number of other realities attached in some way to ASH. They're split into three groups: Parallel ASH, Pocket Realities, and Distinct Universes.


  Parallel ASH worlds are ones that share common elements, but aren't quite the same. Either they diverge at some distinct point, or simply raid the same source material from my real life past. Some parallels can "reach" each other, some cannot. It is not well established what happens to divergent timelines if they are diverged by the results of time travel. Some think the parallels cease to exist, or perhaps they simply become inaccessible to anyone too closely tied to the divergence event. Parallels sufficiently similar are considered a "cluster," and ASH forms one such cluster.


  Pocket Realities are essentially budded off from the main ASH universe somehow. They tend to be small in extent, and most were still accessible after the Barrier went up. Consider them to be like cysts within the "scar" created when the Barrier formed.


  Distinct Universes are just that. They could be considered parallels that diverged so long ago that they're no longer in the same cluster, or they are even more different than that.


  Important note: there are no links between ASH Mainline and any setting owned by someone with lawyercons. So, no fanfic crossovers. Some indirect links are certainly possible (notably via the LNH, which had Bart Allen appear in an issue of the Elf series with Mark Waid's permission), but no intentional crossovers. Trying to keep the IP in the clear.


  The names of any reality given here will often be just personal bookkeeping, not what the natives call it...if they call it anything at all. And there isn't an in-story organization like the Monitors or Merlyn's crew keeping track of and naming stuff. Yet, anyway. The Multiversal Office likely had designations for them all, but who wants to use names like FR4E-x99-~!%$#j/B anyway?


  PARALLEL ASH


  ASH-Champions - The original from which I mined material for all the others. Based on a Champions campaign that ran from early 1989 through early 1992, split across several GMs, and incorporating all sorts of trademarks owned by other people (including, but not limited to: official Hero products, Torg the RPG, Bubblegum Crisis, Dreadstar, Pern, Blake's 7, Castle Ravenloft, Paranoia, The Prisoner, Power Rangers, and Vampire: the Masquerade). Because of this, here are not any actual crossovers between ASH-Champions and ASH Mainline, it's included here for historical reasons. Consider it a pruned section of the cluster. Every so often I mine bits of it for ideas, and sometimes I mine the same thing twice but give it different names, leading to continuity problems, oops.


  ASH Mainline - This is where most of the stories are set. Don't really need to go into much detail. All the other universes mentioned in this section are in the same cluster.


  Alliance of Super-Heroes - Diverged from ASH Mainline in 1976, see the Second Heroic Age Sourcebook for more. This is a special case of the Coherent Super Stories Worlds (see below) that is very definitely a parallel ASH rather than in-setting fiction.


  Cassandra's World - Possibly just a simulation (and therefore more of a Pocket Reality), this timeline diverges with the precog Cassandra not being murdered by the Template Killer prior to Academy #0. Glimpsed in LNH 2024 #1-2.


  Coherent Super Stories Worlds - Many of the tales in Coherent Super Stories are written explicitly as fiction, such as scripts for comics given fictional publication dates, or for movies, etc. As a result, it's not always clear whether these are "true" tales of events in ASH Mainline, or if they're fiction written in ASH Mainline that takes inspiration from actual characters and events. This ambiguity is intentional on the part of the author, especially in the Brightsword stories, don't worry about it too much. It's also possible that, in cases where the stories conflict with known ASH Mainline history, that they depict events in accessible parallels. For instance, in one Brightsword story the truth behind Santa Claus is revealed. This does not mean, necessarily, that Santa Claus was real in ASH Mainline, but dimensional travel could bring other pre-1998 characters face to face with Santa. Continuity errors could also be explained by the fact that many of these stories are simply fiction in ASH-Prime, and do not reflect actual events in Mainline ASH. Just because Brightsword is "real" doesn't mean every comic published about him is an accurate portrayal of his career in some other dimension.


  Constellation's Worlds - In his attempts to use his dimensional travel powers to visit home, Constellation didn't always hit the mark. The most obvious "miss" would be the wish-fulfillment reality he landed in during his final arc, but he also had other near-misses. In Constellation #28, for instance, he landed in a slightly divergent world in which Delta Rose and Powerhouse (references to "Powerhaus" can be considered a typo) had a brief affair, because he subconsciously needed to hear from someone else who had been in a weird love situation. See the "Problems" section, item 1.


  CSV 2052 - An alternate timeline that diverged on December 31, 2025. The ASH Mainline no longer goes in this direction, and it is the opinion of five refugees from it (the Impossible Five) that the parallel no longer exists. However, it may simply be that they are personally incapable of reaching it, due to their close ties to the divergence point. The future of The Rush organization of cyborgs in 2112 seems to be one possible outcome splitting from this alternity.


  Curseworld - Not so much a single alternity as a cluster of them. A powerful spell cast in the wake of the bombing of Hiroshima sent this cluster of realities into a downward spiral of evil until a confluence of events in ASH Mainline broke the spell across the entire cluster. The original Conclave of Super-Villains were refugees from a Curseworld. It is unknown how the Curseworlds fared post-1998, although the events of July 5, 1998 were probably a nexus point that resulted in disaster across all ASH-related alternities. The Constellation native to the "Mainline" Curseworld eventually ended up in the Superguy Altiverse known as 000SUPERGUY.


  Devastated ASH - Given his dedication and ability to cross dimensional boundaries, it was inevitable that Devastator would succeed at least once in wiping out humanity. Constellation #15 references one such world. Given the nature of the Barrier's creation, it's likely that Devastator's success in these alternities led to them being sealed off from other realities. This may also be what eventually trapped mainline Devastator between realities, although in the 1990s he often used the Devastated worlds as boltholes when recovering from defeats. In some Devastated worlds, the native Devastator is likely still alive, hunting humans across the galaxy to make sure the species is extinct. Some likely came to the conclusion that Santari were close enough to fall under his mission, although these probably ended up killed once they started their campaigns against the Planetary Confederation in earnest. In some versions, Devastator wipes out the last human he can find and then suicides to make sure the job is completely done.


  Spear Carriers - It is unknown if the events related in the Spear Carriers series are still the future of the ASH Mainline, or if a divergence has already happened.


  Unzipped ASH - Alternate timeline where George "Channel" Sylvester accidentally destroyed reality in ASH #15. This parallel ceased to exist after only a few hours, as it completely unraveled. Baal Samin simply spawned an alternate timeline in which he removed Channel's relevant ability before it could be used. In some ways, this could be considered the true ASH Mainline, but the title transferred to the newly diverged parallel.


  POCKET REALITIES


  The Dark Gate - A bolthole for a group of Svartalfen seen in ASH #3. Also referred to as "the Nazis' root cellar".


  Dimension Z - A shrinking pocket reality colonized by Jotuns, see Second Age Sourcebook for more. By the 21st Century it is likely uninhabitable due to the increasing proximity of its Sun and the devastating seismic activity...it was already pretty unpleasant in the 1970s.


  Dreamtime - Only mentioned in passing, parts of Australia were merged with it in the late 1990s and it did not go away even after the Barrier was erected, suggesting it's actually somehow part of the natural order, merely perverted.


  The Four Monacos - The region around Monaco was briefly split into four divergent timelines by the Impossible Five before being reunited. Since the four strands were tied back together, they do not constitute "Parallel ASH" realities.


  Hyperspace - A smaller, hotter reality underlying the regular one. Entering it allows travel at higher effective speeds.


  The Net - Netwalker actually generates short-lived pocket realities with his power, that are sympathetically attuned to the computer network of ASH Mainline.


  The Nine Worlds - Asgard, Vanaheim, Jotunheim, Alfheim, Svartalfheim, Niflheim, Muspelheim. Asgardian pocket realities carved out by the Purebloods known as Aesir for themselves and their fallen enemies (i.e. Jotuns started as a group of Purebloods who fared poorly in the godwars). Sealed off from ASH Mainline by the Barrier, as were all the other godly pocket realities not named here. Because the purebloods specifically needed to be outside regular causality due to their convoluted time wars, it was not possible for these pocket realities to stay inside the Barrier.


  Psiscapes - In some cases it is possible to travel physically into the psyche of someone else. This tends to manifest as a metaphorical reality similar to how Netwalker perceives the Net. It is also possible, if unlikely, that Netwalker's power simply lets him enter the psiscape of some emergent mind that contains the entire internet. During the Second Age, Brightsword entered such a net.mind with the help of LSDemon, but as with many Brightsword stories it's possible that the events didn't actually happen in Mainline ASH.


  Telly Mobster's Worlds - Paraganger Telly Mobster can create pocket realities similar to Netwalker's, but his resonate with video recordings, typically those of old television shows. Changing events in one of these worlds affects what's on the specific recording, but does not globally change all recordings of the same event.


  Warp Bubbles - The original Solar Max was able to create person-sized oubliettes in spacetime as prisons or to isolate dangerous items. These eventually "decay" and merge with ASH Mainline. Peregryn has the ability to create similar holes in reality via magic, and uses them to store important things. Triton has generated one using the entire power output of his AstroSpear, but it's not something he can do regularly.


  DISTINCT UNIVERSES


  ASH-Prime - Cribbing from DC's Earth-Prime, this is the dimension that is essentially the "real world" except that ASH properties have been published there since at least the days of the penny dreadfuls, occupying a consistent second tier position analogous to Charlton Comics or Dark Horse Comics. Many issues of Coherent Super Stories are "reprints" of stories published in ASH-Prime.


  Astral Realm - This is a sort of underlying realm of potential from which other universes spring. There's only one, and it connects everything, but everyone who can access it experiences it in different ways, since it is really just potential, not fulfilled reality. A select few, like Constellation (and his parallels) can use it to travel between realities, but this is rare. And due to its impressionistic nature, two Astral Travelers may not even realize they're both using the same means. The Barrier sealed the ASH cluster off from this realm, which may have been the cause of the stagnation that Devastator cited in ASH #7. The Astral Realm is probably the "in between" Baal Samin used in ASH #15.


  Ghostworld - See the Second Heroic Age sourcebook for more information. While distinct in character, this reality did overlap the ASH universes slightly, resulting in ghostly incursions. Blocked by the Barrier.


  Legion of Net.Heroes Looniverse - A silly, parodic reality that bleeds over onto everything around it in a chaotic manner. Blocked by the Barrier, contact was not restored when the Barrier started to crumble. This lack of reconnection is due to the divergent events between "Real Life" and the ASH cluster.


  Multiversal Office - A vast bureaucracy that, in theory, connects every reality you can think of, plus the ones you can't. However, not all offices are staffed at all times. There's evidence that the ASH cluster's offices were staffed prior to the Barrier going up, but there has been no sign of activity from it in the 21st Century and beyond.


  Superguy - A slightly less silly parodic universe, never directly contacted by ASH Mainline, but indirectly linked via the Looniverse and the Curseworld.


  WarStar's World - A radically different divergent Earth in which Partbloods rule an interstellar empire in the present day and the Purebloods work together to safeguard reality rather than fighting amongst themselves (hence, the Causality Wars were kept out of WarStar's World by its unified purebloods). There have been only two representatives of this world in ASH Mainline: WarStar and his daughter TerraStar. Blocked by the Barrier, but contact was re-established after the Barrier was weakened.


  PROBLEMS / POTENTIAL TANGLES


  Okay, one of the problems of not being totally obsessive about plotlines is that the occasional glitches creep in. This section will discuss any inter-universal hassles that have come up, and potential resolutions. Hopefully it won't have too many entries.


  This section is unabashedly written in my perspective as writer and editor. :)


  1) Is Constellation really from ASH Mainline?


  2) What about (insert "connects all realities" plot device here)?


  3) Gods...do they split or not?


  4) How can the Barrier do much against gods who exist across multiple parallels?


  5) Veterans or Elite Regiment? And why is this even a problem?


  



  1) Is Constellation really from ASH Mainline?


  
    This actually comes up from a three-sided problem, and inspired the creation of this file.


    In Constellation #28, posted a few months before the ASH Mainline was conceived, Constellation had a talk with Delta Rose, who mentioned that she'd had an affair with "Powerhaus", a villain who eventually reformed and had a daughter who grew up to be Lucky Ball and Chain of They Might Be Villains, after a brief (and undetailed) stint as a hero.


    In ASH #18, Lightfoot tells Netwalker that the LNH Looniverse is real, and that most of the events of Constellation involving the Raiders et al really happened from the viewpoint of ASH Mainline. This can't just be Lightfoot pulling Netwalker's leg, since Netwalker independently hacked some databases to confirm parts of it.


    In Coherent Super-Stories #1-4, the villain is Powerhouse, not Powerhaus, and there's no indication that he and Delta Rose were ever involved, certainly not to the extent of being a "scandal" as described in Constellation #28.


    So, here's the problem. When I wrote the Constellation scene, I hadn't yet given up on Patrol, and wasn't thinking of ASH as anything but an occasional guest universe. And, about ten years earlier when I wrote ASH #18, I wasn't particularly worried about any LNH stuff coming back to bite me. But long before hitting CSS #1, I'd decided I really didn't want to have ever had direct contact between the Looniverse and ASH Mainline, and had forgotten about the scene in ASH #18. So, emotionally, if I have to "believe" one side of this triangle over any other two, it's the newer stuff.


    Still, I'm loath to completely retcon things away, especially actual ASH stories. If I only needed to deal with the Raiders reference, that'd be comparatively easy, but the fact I said that Constellation was a native of ASH Mainline pretty much sinks that.


    I suppose the least inelegant solution is to simply say that when Constellation tried to go home, he sometimes missed by a little and ended up in near parallels. So the parallel he visited in #28 differed by Delta Rose and Powerhouse ("Powerhaus" can be written off as a typo) being lovers. "Constellation's Worlds" have been officially declared a Parallel ASH. Thus, any scenes in Constellation issues that contradict later ASH writings can be explained as parallels. Most of it happened in the ASH Mainline, or at least enough to leave a record, but a few inconvenient scenes...didn't.


    Hey, it's better than punching reality and saying it never happened at all, yes?

  


  2) What about (insert "connects all realities" plot device here)?


  
    The Multiversal Office (already mentioned), the Astral Realm, Marvel's Omniverse, the overstructure to the Superguy Altiverses...there's a lot of stuff out there, both referenced specifically in connection to ASH and not referenced specifically, that should touch upon the ASH Mainline.


    The short answer is, yeah. They're connected. But all transit was blocked in 1998, and until and unless it's explicitly re-established in an ASH story, assume these various overstructures are unable to connect to the ASH Mainline or any other ASH parallel or pocket. The Astral Realm at least leaks into the ASH cluster now, but there's not currently any Astral travellers (the Family might have the ability, but they haven't shown up lately).

  


  3) Gods...do they split or not?



  
    So, there's various parallel ASH settings, where history diverges either a little or a lot. Baal Samin, in his talks with George Sylvester, has implied awareness of the split universes. It's also been implied that the Godmarket happened in some way in all the parallels. So, that would mean that the gods don't actually bifurcate.


    On the other hand, there's also been hints here and there that the actions of the gods can be altered in one or another parallel, or even that they behave in significantly different ways. In the clearest example, WarStar's home reality is a highly divergent ASH where the Purebloods never warred against each other.


    Finally, there's the case of fallen (like Q'Nos) or erased (like Santarus) gods. If altering the timeline can reduce the power of a god, what about parallels in which the timeline wasn't altered? Shouldn't the old reality still exist as a parallel?


    The simplest handwave is that part of the nature of gods is to not follow the sort of linear logic that mortals can comprehend. They are, to an extent, outside of time, both for good and for ill. And since gods are generally a shadowy background force rather than front and center in stories, I'd rather not nail it down too firmly, since that requires the story focus on them more closely.


    But, if you want more explanation than "because," it's probably best to draw an analogy to the "significant point" mentioned in the Raiders/ Constellation crossover. At certain confluences of importance, the events that take place in one reality among a cluster of parallels will echo across all "nearby" universes as well, coming to pass in one way or another through the entire cluster. This was how the Curseworlds all got cured despite the main action taking place in only one of them.


    So, what does that have to do with the gods? The gods are, in a way, living Significant Points. Yes, they diverge when the timelines they are linked to diverge, but everything tends to go along roughly the same lines in all parallels for them. They also happen to exist along more dimensional axes than mortals, and are aware of their parallel selves to a greater or lesser extent. This gives them a LOT of transtemporal inertia, which defends them against their enemies. But it also means that if you can crack one version, they all fall. So Santarus was banished from all parallels (although it's possible there's widely-diverging-enough parallels out there that he still exists, he just can't "travel" far enough to get to ASH Mainline from there), Q'Nos fell to demigod status across the whole cluster, etc. So there wasn't an untouched Santarus or Q'Nos left somewhere to rescue the fallen version.

  


  4) How can the Barrier do much against gods who exist across multiple parallels?


  
    The creation of the Barrier was itself a Significant Point, rising across the entire parallel cluster, but also requiring the sacrifice of all paranormals on or near Earth in all parallels. The details of how it came to pass and why it was necessary vary from alternate timeline to alternate timeline, but they all have it in common. In some, it goes up too late and all life is gone. In others, it goes up sooner and very few normals die. And maybe, in one or two, most of the paranormals evacuated Earth's vicinity as part of the plan and were able to return, much like the original Solar Max did unintentionally in ASH Mainline. However, as pointed out in Coherent Super Stories #8, an evacuation attempt would likely cause the Barrier to go up too late to save the world (or even the universe), so this outcome was probably very rare.


    In a way, ASH Mainline rests at a dramatic medium along the possible continuum. The Barrier saved the world, but not without tremendous loss. It may well be the cost that let it work at all...and it's certainly why it's the timeline that gets watched most by ASH writers. :)


    Anyway, the Barrier could be considered like that border-draw function in spreadsheet programs where every cell in the selected area gets its own border. The affected cluster was cut off from not only everything outside the cluster, but also from every other member of the cluster. This is because the removal of so many Magenes at once lets the reality's "immune system" heal over all the damage caused by tampering, resulting in a sort of scar that blocks further Violation Physics for a time.

  


  5) Veterans or Elite Regiment? And why is this even a problem?


  
    In ASH #11, I established that the Veterans were a group of "ex" military superhumans who operated out of Washington DC, a renaming of the Capitol Patrol in the ASH-Champions alternity. Because international treaty forbade the use of supernormals in the military, these guys were all officially mustered out, but unofficially still worked for the government.


    In WarStar #3, while I didn't explicitly say so, I meant for the Elite Regiment to be the renamed Capitol Patrol, having forgotten about the Veterans. Since I didn't mention this in the endnotes of the issue, no one could have known about this goof if I didn't decide to come clean (and I've amended the endnotes on WarStar #3 now as well). But I figured as long as I'm cleaning up messes, I'd fix that one.


    Here's the explanation, which I will hopefully not forget next time I want to use the Colonel and his team. The Veterans was their public name, when they were running around being standard superheroes. The Colonel, the fourth Strafe, Barrage and a few others, each a veteran of one of the branches of service. However, this was largely cover to let them operate together and get experience as a team. For missions where they secretly (and inviolation of treaty) acted under direct orders from the military, they were known as the Elite Regiment, and used different costumes and codenames. WarStar knew about their involvement in the destruction of the City-State of Septimus Artorius, but the general public did not.

  


  ============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  Thanks to Saxon Brenton for help in sorting things out!


  A lot of this is kinda ad hoc, and I'll probably have to amend it as more continuity conflicts come to my attention, or stories come to mind that require breaking or bending the rules I've set up. :)


  Elemental Planes


  an Academy of Super-Heroes Universe Information File


  copyright 2010 by Dave Van Domelen ==============================================================================


  [Editor's note: this is a partial transcript of a briefing given by Peregryn on September 29, 2026 to Solar Max, Scorch, Breaker, Centurion and Lightfoot. Since it's pretty much all lecturing, we've left out the main set of quotation marks and any minor gesturing he might have done during the mystic teleconference.]


  The first thing you need to understand is that what I'm about to tell you is simplified, but even the full complexity is not yet an accurate description of the truth. The study of other realities is complicated by the fact that most of that studying is done by people whose wills alter reality. But even leaving that aside, the mages of ages past agree that while there must be some underlying ultimate law of supernature, we haven't found it yet. And what we *have* found is too complex to explain without years of study. So this will be the "Rocks for Jocks" level of explanation, if you will. Where even an untrained person will be able to see where the assumptions fail to hold and the approximations break down...but it's a useful starting point.


  Of the many ways to classify realms is by the strength of their underlying "spirit field". It's a sort of mystical equivalent to the scalar field in physics, and it underlies everything. Matter and energy can interact with the spirit field, and some sages believe that the spirit field's strength doesn't actually vary from realm to realm, just the ease of interacting with it. Functionally speaking, for our purposes here, it doesn't matter who's right, since the effect is the same: different realms have different levels of spiritual resources. The Spirit Pillar of magical law could be seen as saying that everything interacts with the spirit field in its own way, and it's a violation of natural law to alter another thing's interactions or to significantly change your own.


  A world like our own, and in fact like all in which "life as we know it" exists, has a moderately strong spirit field. Certain things interact more strongly with it than others, and those interactions can be strong enough to affect the local spirit field even after the interactor has left. For instance, psychic impressions may be left on an area, and a person's mind could detach completely from their body and exist solely as an interaction within the spirit field. Most of the more dramatic effects violate the Pillar of Spirit, of course.


  In our specific world, all matter and energy interacts with the spirit field on some level, but the sorts of electromagnetic processes that go on in our brains have a special "hook" into the spirit field. The same sorts of things that make thought possible also create stronger links to the spirit field, be the thinker organic or artificial. Sages have postulated worlds where mass creates the links instead, leading to stars being the primary ensouled life in those realms.


  At the high end, you can have "spirit worlds" where everything is fully alive and aware, it doesn't take an electromagnetically active brain or an excess of mass to tap into the spirit field. Identity and personality can be constructed fully within the spirit field in such worlds, so even things that are too simple to ever think in a mechanistic sense are alive. Mind you, that's not the same as communicating with the spirits of objects in our world. You may recall me speaking to the spirits within stones or trees, but that requires artificially boosting their spiritual connections...they simply lack the complexity for normal thought in our world. In a spirit world, however, anyone can awaken the spirit in anything, assuming it's not already awake on its own. In spirit worlds, the spirit field is as important as gravity or electromagnetism, if not moreso.


  At the low end are realms where only gross matter and energy exist. There is little to no interaction with the spirit field, assuming they even have a spirit field. While I suppose it's possible to have life arise in one of these materialistic worlds, it would have no separation of mind and body, any intelligence would be purely a mechanistic process with no spark of the divine to it. A thinking being from a low-spirit realm would be fully self- contained, with no extension of their personality into the spirit field. Should such an entity enter a realm like ours, it would be as unpredictable and unsettling to them as a high-spirit realm would be to us, and they might gain abilities resembling uncontrolled spirit magic. However, I know of no such visitors having arrived here, so it's all speculation.


  Now to get a little more specific. Within the category of low-spirit realms lie the elemental planes. Not only do elemental planes lack a strong spirit field of their own, they tend to be homogenous in some way, representing a single sort of thing or concept. Generally they are parasitic sub-realities, each attached to a single reality or cluster of realities. The classical elements of fire, air, water and earth are each represented by such parasitic planes attached to our world, and they were not cut off from us by the Barrier. Other elemental planes, sometimes called para-elemental, quasi-elemental or pseudo-elemental because they don't map onto the Classical Elements of either the Western or Eastern traditions, also exist. Ice is the one you are all intimiately familiar with, of course, and I believe that hyperspace is a sort of elemental plane of plasma, related to but not the same as fire...but I could be wrong.


  Elemental planes generally lack native life, being too simple and pure to generate mechanistic life and lacking the spirit field connections needed to create life out of non-complex structures. The elemental spirits that I and other mages command are actually the result of making a connection between the elemental plane and our local spirit field. Fortunately, this process rarely happens spontaneously at interfaces with elemental planes, or Mrs. Grant-Taylor would have been shedding random ice elementals during her ordeal. But such interfaces do exist, and do generate elementals on rare occasions. The hearts of volcanoes often host portals to the plane of fire, and the depths of the ocean hide a number of weak spots between our world and the elemental plane of water, with elemental spirits emerging from these interfaces once in a great while. Without the binding of a mage, these spontaneous spirits tend to stay close to "home" and dissipate if they move away, though.


  Any sufficiently common thing or idea might spawn an elemental plane, but we know the most about the Classical elemental planes of fire, water, air and earth simply because they have been studied the most. Prior to the development of atomic theory a scant few centuries ago, most people who gave the matter any serious thought felt that those four elements...or the five classical elements of Chinese thought...in some mixture made up all things in the world. A mage specializing in elemental magic might simply be adept at manipulating the world around him, but some actually use specialized dimension-crossing spells to draw the elements out of their planes, summoning fire out of empty space, or bringing a stone wall into existence on a grassy plain. My own talents run more towards working with the materials at hand, while Claudette Viau's elemental magic includes a greater proportion of summoning spells...in that respect, her magecraft is more like her brother's than you might think at first glance. Each breaks the Spatial Pillar in different ways.


  The better-known quasi-elemental planes were once thought to have formed at the boundaries between the classical planes, such as the plane of mist forming where water met air. However, explorations in the 1980s confirmed fragmentary lore passed down through the ages and showed that the major elemental planes were functionally infinite, and a physical borderland was not the correct way to look at the "mixed element" planes. Every major elemental plane is effectively infinite in scope, with every point in our world matching a point in the elemental plane. Were you to enter the plane of air and travel one kilometer before leaving, you would come out in the real world a kilometer from where you started. Given my observations from the time when Comet was a living interface with the quasi-elemental plane of ice, I'd say that the ice plane is similarly infinite.


  On the other hand, lesser elemental planes also exist, even if they're not easily accessible due to the rarity or abstract nature of their element, and their physical scope may be much smaller. If you can think of something, then it may exist in the infinite multiverse, even if you can never find it, but the rarer it is the smaller its plane is likely to be. For instance, if there is an elemental plane of fudge, it is likely smaller than a lightyear across and very hard to access, much as my wife would appreciate its discovery. Entering it and forcing your way through even a small amount of fudge would let you emerge on the other side of the galaxy, possibly on a planet where they independently discovered chocolate. But that assumes you could ever find a way to access it. This, by the way, is why I think hyperspace may be an elemental plane, one that is several orders of magnitude smaller than our reality and hence useful for transport. But given that plasma of the sort found in hyperspace is actually more common than fire, air, earth or water, it's hard to explain why such a reality would actually be smaller than the classical planes. Sadly, there are few people currently qualified to have this debate, so it may be some time before I can put the matter to rest.


  Just as physical substances can exist as quasi-elemental planes, abstract concepts can also be embodied in some way, although the embodiment may be symbolic rather than actual. The lack of a spirit field connection makes it difficult to have an elemental plane of love or of sorrow, for instance, as emotions tend to be tightly bound to the spirit. As a result, it may be difficult to identify an abstract elemental plane once you do find it, and likewise it's possible to mis-identify a high-spirit realm as an abstract elemental plane. I have read of three spirit realms that were initially identified as "the elemental plane of chaos" by their discoverers, for instance, because of their ever-shifting natures. Many other abstract elemental planes have probably gone unidentified because their discoverers thought they were just empty pocket realities and never figured out what they were supposed to embody. The pocket in which the Svartalfen took refuge in South America, for instance, might have been an unidentified abstract elemental plane.


  The abstract elemental plane for which we have the most data is the Office, which embodies bureaucracy and order if it is indeed an elemental plane. Unfortunately, "the most data" is still very little, as the apparent lack of active threat put the Office very low on the priority list during an age when more obviously hostile realities were a concern. As far as I know, every nation that acquired a portal to the Office seemed content to keep an eye on it to make sure nothing wandered out, and left it at that.


  To the extent we do know about it, though, the Office would seem to be a smaller elemental plane which can only be accessed through the doors it generates in regions of locally high bureaucracy. The Pentagon's door emerged in the 1970s, the Kremlin is suspected to have acquired a door at about the same time, and there are ancient accounts suggesting a version of the Office opened out into the imperial capitals of several Chinese dynasties and at least one place in pre-Colonial India. The Office itself is reputedly fairly small in scope, and it's possible you could walk from Washington to Moscow via the Office in a fairly short time. No one is known to have done so, in part because all of the doors opened into "secure" locations and no one in control of a door seems to have done anything but guard it. If there has been an expedition past the first few rooms, I could find no record of it.


  Of course, it's also possible that the Office is a "real" realm that has been twisted by a being of immense power to meet certain needs. The gods often made or altered pocket realities to suit their desires, and a god with a particularly bureaucratic bent could have created the Office. That's one of the questions you will have to answer when you enter it.


  How will you answer the question? There's no way to be completely certain, but there are some things you can look for. For instance, while Mr. Dodson's stories in the 1990s implied a truly multiversal construct, few elemental planes connect to more than a single realm at once. So if you find clear bridges to other realities, that would suggest it is a purposeful construct rather than a naturally occuring abstract elemental plane. On the other hand, a construct would likely have some sort of "natives" or at least long-term residents, as it would have been constructed for a purpose rather than emerging from the aetherial foam on its own. Should the Office be devoid of such, that would suggest it is simply elemental bureaucracy taking on a form that matches how you see the concept...nothing physical would truly be there, it could all be mental constructs.


  A hybrid may also be possible. A god may have discovered the naturally occurring elemental planes of bureaucracy native to several realities and used his powers to connect them together via a sort of "Nexus of Org Charts." Or it could be an elemental plane of office furniture into which someone introduced elemental spirits of bureacracy in an attempt to breed a new sort of reality. You may start to see now the problem with answering the question of whether the Office is an elemental plane or not.


  There is no intrinsic hazard to being in a low-spirit realm, by the way. Such elemental planes do not hunger for your soul, or anything so dramatic. In fact, it's in the animistic high-spirit realms where you're most in danger of having your own connection to the spiritual assaulted, simply because it's just another avenue of predation for the native lifeforms. You may find yourself feeling somewhat...lessened, though. More like you're going through the motions. This will be especially pronounced in an elemental plane of bureaucracy. Your spirit isn't under assault, but neither can you bolster yourself by drawing on the spirit field as you might unconsciously do in the real world. What, you've never wondered why even normal people can sometimes exceed their limitations by digging deep? Even without a Magene, a human mind's connection to the spirit field is strong enough that sometimes the field can be tapped in times of duress to make an extraordinary effort. Such things cannot be done in a low-spirit realm, so you will not be able to count on "turning it up to eleven" while there. Grit and determination simply don't count for as much in an elemental plane. Except, I suppose, in an elemental plane of grit and determination....


  ==============================================================================


  Author's Notes:


  This was originally going to be a scene in ASH #109, either done as a flashback to September 29th, or I'd have them forced to evac and regroup, getting a speech like this on October 1st while they prepared to go in and rescue Sal. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized it'd be one big ol' chunk of explosition (exposition that explodes all over the story and shatters any sense of narrative coherence) and I decided to break it out as an info file, then have reference made back to it at a relevant place in #109.


  Of course, once I made that decision, it started expanding. :) My first draft was probably twice as long as anything I would have tried cramming into a story, and I added several paragraphs during revision, ending up with something about half as long as a regular issue.


  As a side note, while this piece was mostly inspireed by the need to work out some worldbuilding for ASH, the idea of interaction with a spirit field comes from some recent philosophical woolgathering I did while driving to Topeka. To wit, the idea that if there *is* such thing as a soul independent of the body, it must be constructed in such a way that it can interact with physical matter and/or electromagnetism or it wouldn't be able to actually DO anything. And this led to the idea that ghosts might just be strong recordings on the spirit field that remain stable in a process similar to magnetic hysteresis. :) It's likely that this idea has been developed many times under many different names, but it arrived in my brain at the right time to be useful for this file.


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


  ============================================================================


  The Future Ain't What It Used To Be


  An ASH Sourcebook File


  copyright 2010 by Dave Van Domelen ===========================================================================


  (Archival note: this file was originally posted July 6, 2010.)


  Twelve years ago today, an event changed the world. All worlds along a rather large chunk of the worldtree, in fact. July 6, 1998 marked the end of the world for a potentially uncountable number of alternate realities, although we've only seen the details in a few of those worlds.


  But this piece isn't about the way the world changed on that day. It's about how it changed (or didn't change) on January 1, 2026, and what that's done to the various stories set in years after the 2020s. In the Original Timeline (OTL), January 1, 2026 was the date when Chris Kelsey's powers went out of control and pulled the entire city of Milwaukee into a timeless void. When an adult Chris Kelsey came back in time and prevented this from happening, it was a significant enough event to affect the worldtree and possibly prevent the old future from ever coming to pass!


  This article will consist of three parts. First, I'll summarize what's known about the OTL future (and what isn't known, or isn't reliably known). Then I'll cover what the Impossible Five hoped to accomplish in "Four to Never" on April 15, 2026. Finally, I'll speculate on how the New Timeline (NTL) might look, although to avoid nipping future stories in the bud I'll present possibilities rather than establishing a firm answer.


  Note: the "tree branch" metaphor for timelines is explained in ASH #84, http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/ASH84 (scroll to the May 23, 81 C.E. scene). TL;DR version - there aren't an infinite number of alternate timelines, it takes a major decision point to split off a new reality. Otherwise you just tweak the details.


  I. OTL Future


  One thing to keep in mind about most of the times listed below is that we only have a fairly narrow and biased view of the world available. The world is filtered through a limited number of viewpoint characters, most of whom are expected to be unreliable narrators for one reason or another. Part of this is simply the natural provincialism that affects almost everyone. Ask a person from Brooklyn and a person from Beijing to describe the real world of 2010 and you'll get rather different tales. Thus, there may be inconsistencies between eras that simply result from the different viewpoints, before you even consider that a lot of the viewpoint characters are villains and may lie to inflate their rep.


  2052 - A generation on, the CSV is a major world power. To hear its members talk, it sounds like they're the main world power, having defeated all opposition. Led by Jesterling (who may be the Chinese anarchist of the 2020s or the son of Triton, it was not revealed), the CSV is definitely a major power even if its members inflate their importance.


  Some time between 2026 and the 2040s, Timeslip escaped from the ghost city of Milwaukee and resumed his life in realtime. 2052 was his first attempt at traveling backwards in time, however, and he was strictly a minor leaguer within the CSV.


  The woman who would call herself Never after traveling back to 2026 served the CSV in some kind of advisory role, possibly a "den mother" of sorts, helping give direction to some of the more feckless members.


  According to the 2108 Omnipedia, the four public members of the Impossible Five were powerful but never amounted to much. They simply used their powers to satisfy their whims without building anything significant. If they were typical of their generation of villains, it's possible that the reason the world wasn't ruled by villains in 2135 was simply that the second generation of the CSV was a bunch of slackers who talked a big game but never really accomplished anything with their powers.


  2112 - This is the era of The Rush. It is fairly certain that they were part of the CSV's future, although it's unknown if the NTL version of 2112 is substantively different. What little is known about 2112 comes from the viewpoint of cyborg gang members in the underclass of society.


  Paranormals do exist, but are apparently rare enough that they form a distinct minority within the gangs (possibly a leadership class, although the fact that the only definite paranormal in The Rush was an "album" leader shouldn't be taken to mean that all leaders were paras). The rarity of paranormals might be due to a "Reverse Owens Effect" in which people actively wanted normal kids and therefore fewer supers were born. Memories of the 2052 era might explain this.


  An "Omnipedia" exists that seems to serve a similar purpose to the real world Wikipedia, although you have to pay more to get access to more detail on a topic. The "cheapo" version doesn't have a lot of detail on the 2020s, but it has enough broad strokes to indicate no massive loss of information in the intervening century.


  2135 - The Time Capsules framing sequence is set here. However, due to the insulated nature of academia, it's hard to tell if, for instance, superhumans rule the world with an iron fist...so long as universities are largely left to their own devices. However, it seems that the world is increasingly cosmopolitan on the interstellar level while being fairly short on superhumans. Some of the mundanity may be a result of a cyborg crisis in the 2110s leading to both a strengthening of the existing Reverse Owens Effect (even fewer superhumans born) and heavy regulation on cybernetics (fewer superhumans built).


  Here's a few things we do know about the era, organized by the issue of Time Capsules that established it. Note that most issues of Time Capsules were written before I decided to derail the timeline, so there's no intentional clues in those issues.


  #0 - Doorknobs are uncommon, at least among those from the economic classes that go to college. "Everybody" uses automatic doors. 1950-2050 is sometimes called "The Apocalyptic Age," although that may be a rough cut and 2052 could be considered part of that era. Or maybe 2050 started a new age that the CSV2052 was a signal of. Either way, the fact that it was even called the Apocalyptic Age suggests that the public has less than fond memories of superhumans, which would reinforce the Reverse Ownes Effect. Baseball still exists in 2135, and the balls have stitches. American Football did not survive, dying out some time after about 2030.


  #1 - The first public statement by the CSV is still part of "public records," consistent with the previous suggestion by the Omnipedia that there was no massive information loss. Archaeology of the Apocalyptic Age is more about digging up the bits that weren't in the public record, either the secrets or the personal stories.


  #3 - News coverage is not obviously propagandistic in 2135, at least from the viewpoint of a college student. It at least seems more open and free than the 2023 press, so either the government isn't particularly oppressive, or it's very subtle about it. Eurolac has settled into a single tongue that's strongly influenced by English, meaning that there isn't a single world language yet.


  Annual #1 - The Pranir still trade with Earth. And they love Circus Peanuts. The optical internet in use in the 2130s was first developed in the 2020s. No indication is given of how long it took to go from initial development to actual use, however.


  #5 - There are orbital habitats ("the Orbs"), and a place called "neoIbiza" that suggests that the original Ibiza didn't survive. New York City is a bustling metropolis again in 2136. The Twin Trade Towers still stand, eerie and abandoned, as a memorial. The Cloisters also still stands, back to being a museum after a strange history.


  #6 - The gods do not interfere with mortals in the 22nd Century.


  #8 - The has either been some Santari intermarriage/immigration or it was fashionable in the early 22nd Century to give Santari names to babies.


  #9 - The "Heroic Age" appelations are also known to and used by archaeologists, in addition to the overall "Apocalyptic Age" title. English units of measure (feet, pounds, etc) have finally been abandoned, at least by the educated classes.


  #12 - Large lecture halls are largely a thing of the past, with telepresence tech being used for such purposes. No doglike aliens have been encountered. Much of the Levant is still contaminated by the nuclear exchange that occurred around 1999-2000.


  38th Century - Probably the most extensively-portrayed future setting, although pretty much everyone involved is military and that applies its own filters. People in both the United Worlds and the Santari Empire know about the "superhero age" of the distant past, and know it was a dangerous time, but the average person doesn't know any details. As a result, the Spear Carriers stories could be the same in several branches of the worldtree...or the branches could re-combine some time in the centuries before then.


  Superhumans still exist, but they tend to be limited in number and generally either telepaths or "ubers" with enhanced physical attributes. It's likely that interbreeding with the Magene-less Santari has diluted the potential to the point where Fenris-Wolf-level supers are almost never born anymore. Of course, "almost never" averaged over several hundred populated planets means that once in a while you do get someone dangerously powerful, such as the Santari psi who woke up the Weregild.


  The Santari warship Fornax definitely came from the OTL version of this era, as it was part of the machinations of "Four to Never". However, the only other interaction between the 21st Century and the 38th took place "before" the divergence and also involved the intervention of a god, so it's impossible to say if the Spear Carriers series was OTL, NTL or happens in both.


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/SpearFAQ covers a fair amount on the setting, so I don't feel the need to replicate it all here. Suffice to say that by the 38th Century known space is dominated by Terrans and Santari split into two main factions: the United World and the Santari Empire. Some time between 2135 and the 2600s, the Planetary Confederation collapsed, Terrans went to the stars and took over much of the old PC space. Humans interbred with the remarkably-similar Santari on many worlds, and while the United Worlds was culturally Terran in nature, by 2800 or so most people had some ancestors of both races.


  The ascendancy of the United Worlds eventually spurred the remnants of the "genetically pure" Great Houses of the Santari to unify into the new Santari Empire, and war erupted around the year 3000. While there were periods of peace here and there, much of the next 700 years consisted of war between the two sides as each expanded slowly away from their border into new territory. By 3732, most of the original Planetary Confederation is considered border territory, with systems changing hands every so often and most of the stable population living outside the old Confederation. Earth itself is largely depopulated and given over to monuments and parks, and is defended mostly due to its symbolic nature than for any real strategic importance.


  II. Four To Never


  When Timeslip prevented Milwaukee from being lost, he derailed more than his personal timeline. The effects were detectable in OTL 2052, at least to those expecting treachery from him, and it must have seemed to have an apocalyptic effect. Four next-generation CSVers and the elder advisor who came to call herself Never managed to use some means (supertech or magic) to follow Timeslip back to 2026. While not shown, it can be presumed that they found themselves unable to return to their 2052, reinforcing the idea that their timeline no longer existed.


  They decided that it was theoretically possible to restore their "lost" future if they acted quickly enough. It wouldn't be exactly the same, but if they could make enough big changes it would be a "other side of the same branch" effect rather than a bent branch or a split branch.


  Never determined that a city lost to time was a core element of preserving her timeline, and the power involved in causing such an event could be harnessed via magic to make most of the other details fall into place. Timeslip was captured and his power used to create a temporal trap that split Monaco into four threads. If successful, the spell would have "broken" spacetime around Monaco and thrust the city into a void similar to the one Milwaukee had been saved from, and as reality healed around the hole the Impossible Five would be able to reweave it to their liking.


  It is unknown if the plan would have worked even without interference from ASH, STRAFE, EUROPA and the CSV. It's possible it would have bent time an entirely different way, leading to another NTL that still differed from OTL. In any case, while it drew elements from the OTL future into 2026, it failed in its primary purpose and the NTL continued to diverge.


  III. NTL Future?


  There's two main possibilities in play. Either the branch of the timeline was simply bent and the OTL future no longer exists, or there was a split and there's simply something making it hard to cross over to the old branch. Either way, it's non-trivial to return to the OTL 2052.


  If the OTL is completely gone (bent branch), that suggests that Time Capsules and Spear Carriers were part of NTL all along, or that the future "heals" by 2135 and things are much the same so that those stories still happened the way they would have OTL. The fact that the Impossible Five felt a need to evacuate to 2026 suggests that even if OTL wasn't destroyed, the time ripples certainly made it look like destruction was imminent.


  The bent branch option does limit future stories somewhat, and may require retconning a few existing ones in small ways, but for the most part the OTL future wasn't developed in enough depth that this would be a big problem. It really just means that the Impossible Five and the Rush really can't go home.


  Additionally, even if bent, the branch could conceivably curve back onto the original path. Details would be different, the history books would include different things, but by 2135 it wouldn't matter in any big way. Temporal inertia at work.


  The split branch theory has one major obstacle, and that's the fact that no one has managed to dimension-hop to the OTL. However, that's not as big a problem as you might expect.


  Firstly, while weakened, the Barrier still exists. Barring massive exependitures of energy as seen in Four to Never, it's hard to get around it. Time travel within a reality is hard, and it's much easier than interdimensional travel. It's possible that no one who wants to travel between OTL and NTL has the power or skill to manage it.


  Secondly, Four to Never might have had the effect of making such travel even harder than it would otherwise have been, with ripples extending into the past and future. As sometimes happens in time travel stories, this sets up a circular chain...they tried Four to Never because they couldn't get back to their own timeline, and they couldn't get back to their own timeline because of the side effects of Four to Never.


  Thirdly, none of the Impossible Five is really an expert in the required technology or magic...Never is probably the closest they have, guiding Matrioshka onto the engineering side of things or suggesting spellcraft from Chiaroscuro. It's entirely possible that the whole thing is a dodge on her part, deliberately keeping the team in the past because she thinks she has a better shot at world domination in 2026. After all, in OTL, the four legacy villains never amounted to much, something Never had to realize was going to happen.


  It's worth noting that Superconductor of the Rush considers the split branch theory more likely than the bent branch theory. While he's hardly an expert either, he's basing his opinion on the interdimensional incursions of the Second and Third Heroic Ages, so he may have reasonable precedent on his side.


  As with the bent branch, it's possible that by 2135 the "inertia of time" has smoothed out the differences and both branches run parallel so that they're indistinguishable at first glance. You'd have to look into the history books to tell which branch you were in. The forces that collapsed the Planetary Confederation wouldn't have been affected much by events on Earth, and assuming a lack of superhuman tyrants it can be expected that the United Worlds would develop much the same way in the NTL as in the OTL (assuming it wasn't always NTL). It's possible that the 38th Century in the OTL would have been significantly different from the future seen in Spear Carriers, but this isn't likely to matter in any stories any time soon.


  In any case, the future of ASH ain't what it used to be.


  ==============================================================================


  Notes:


  I stole the OTL/NTL terminology from the "Grantville" books by Eric Flint and others.


  While some form of CSV 2052 plot had been kicking around since 2002, it didn't actually make it to the page until 2007, so there was some amount of false foreshadowing. If you want to get really cosmic, you could call these backwards-propagating ripples of Four to Never. :)


  "Information loss due to atomic war" was, for a long time, DC's standard line for why characters in their future stories didn't know about what happened in the 20th Century in any great detail. So, for instance, the Legion of Super-Heroes couldn't just solve the Manhunter mystery by looking it up on their Omnicoms. I strive to avoid this.
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    World Politics in 2026
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  The map above gives a rough lineup of the geopolitical situation on Earth in the year 2026. The meaning of "influenced" will be explained in each power's section. See the Academy series for more details on each of the world powers, this page will sketch out the basics and also serve as a place to find updates.


  2024 Map:
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    The United World
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  The United World was officially founded in 2018, although its seeds were in place as far back as the 1990s. It acts in many of the roles the old United Nations used to fill, but with some differences. The United World does not yet have a strong military arm, nor does it see internal peacekeeping as a priority at the moment. Rather, the UW is more concerned with matters that are more global, such as the internet and dealings with alien powers, both extraplanetary and extradimensional. STRAFE, the Superhuman Tactical Resources and Affiliated Field Experts, is sanctioned by the United World to act against threats that conventional military forces are either too slow to react too or are otherwise not things that armies are good at dealing with.


  As of early 2026, the members of the United World are: the North American Combine, the Eurasian Union, the Moslem Confederation, the Central Asian Confederation, the People's Republic of China, and the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization. The Moslem Confederation's membership is always uncertain, and the three parts of the former Chinese super-state are only recent members.


  The United World's headquarters are located in Australia, which is a neutral country and UW protectorate. Australia, New Zealand and several Indonesian nations have joined together in an alliance that falls under UW protection. The United World's only real military forces at this point exist to keep this protectorate secure against Khadamite threat. However, the UW can officially call on aid from the Planetary Confederation, a potentially big stick that is rarely invoked.


  In theory, the UW has jurisdiction over any territory not formally part of the North American Combine, the Eurasian Union, the Moslem Coalition or one of the three Chinas. In practice, Khadam holds sway over much of this unclaimed territory, especially in Africa.


  The United World banner is a deliberate reference to the old United Nations flag, but using a different projection of the world map, and a unifying oval rather than a wreath of olive branches. The symbolism is geared more towards unity than peace, as is the UW itself.

  


  
    North American Combine
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  The North American Combine is the strongest economic power in the world of 2025, partly due to the lesser damage it suffered in the wake of the Godmarket, but mostly because it has no immediate rivals on the ground. The Eurasian Union must spend considerable resources keeping Khadam, the Moslem Coalition and China out of its territories, and those other three powers were all hit hard by the Causality War (although China will not admit to this fact) and the events following it.


  The core of the NAC is the three States of Canada, Mexico and America. Each is broken up into Sectors that map fairly closely to their pre-unification states or provinces, although some of the more populous states were broken into multiple sectors, such as North and South California Sectors. Constitutional freedoms have been slowly restored over the past two decades after being suspended during the state of emergency at the turn of the century, but citizens of the Combine still don't enjoy the freedoms they might have had during the 20th Century.


  The Combine's influence extends into much of South America and the Pacific islands. Most of this territory is nominally under NAC law, but often the true law comes from the corporations which have set up shop in the area. South America is riddled with small corporate feifdoms which resemble upscaled "company towns," with no law but the bottom line. These are slowly being brought into NAC regulation, but it's still something of a wild frontier.


  The flag of the NAC is a combination of the colors of the flags of the three core States (each retains its original flag as a State flag). The seal of the Combine is an eagle with a shield over its chest, the shield bearing the pattern from the flag.


  


  
    Eurasian Union
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  Born out of the European Community and the shattered remains of the Commonwealth of Independent States, the Eurasian Union had to pull together quickly in the first decade of the century, thanks to a mulitude of enemies around it and many prospective member states who were ripe for the picking by powers like Khadam or China. The charismatic Lenard Duvallier managed to bring the nations together in 2005 as a more economic than political entity.


  Economic power quickly translated into political power, as the richer nations started to dictate policy for the poorer nations. A few minor wars were fought with China, resulting in Bangladesh being ceded to China in return for guarantees of Japan's safety and promises not to invade India. The EU is very pro-United World, although each nation has slightly different reasons for wanting the United World to succeed. Richer nations see it as a path to wider trade and higher profits, while poorer nations hope that they might someday be able to use the UW as a tool to gain greater indepedence from the EU without being gobbled up by hostile neighbors.


  EU-influenced nations are generally members of the Union, but they either lack significant power or are threatened border regions. India and South Africa are such minor powers, as is Israel (on Cyprus), while Morocco and much of Siberia represent border regions.

  



  The flag of the Eurasian Union is based on the European Community's banner, which was twelve golden stars in a circle on a navy blue field. The ring of stars has been replaced by a star in a solid ring. Some have joked that the ring represents the gold which keeps the EU together.

  


  
    People's Republic of China

  


  [image: ]



  China went behind a curtain of silence after the turn of the century, claiming to the outside world that they had suffered no losses from the worldwide disaster, and quickly moving to absorb nearby nations. Japan's ties to the Eurasian Union kept it safe, and parts of Malaysia were able to remain free of Chinese hegemony by joining the Moslem Coalition. Isolationism, plus bitter memories of the wars of the first decade of the century have kept China out of the United World.


  China's Premier was perhaps the world's most powerful Anchor, able to suppress supernatural powers over the entirety of the People's Republic. As nations fell into Chinese control, the Anchor Effect extended over them, aided by specially-recruited Anchors who patrolled the fringes of Chinese territory. The Premier's death in July 2023 (along with much of the government, in a nuclear explosion engineered by the Devastator) unleashed a wave of supernatural power over China and threw the government into disarray. Fortunately, no nuclear weapons were launched in retaliation, but the nation spent months in turmoil.


  A year after the destruction of Beijing, China had largely settled down and gotten its public face in order, with a seemingly unified government continuing to maintain a policy of isolationism. In fact, however, dozens of minor rebellions flared up every month, stamped out with ruthlessness or co-opted by one of the politicians seeking to carve out his own kingdom. Behind the "Bamboo Curtain," China was in chaos, and it was only a matter of time before the secret wars became public.


  Two years after the destruction of Beijing, the People's Republic finally lost its battle to keep its internal divisions secret. Two new political entities announced their existences to the world: the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), and the Central Asian Confederation (see below). Most of the territory lost to these polities came from satellite nations, not China proper, with Tibet and the westernmost province of China being the most significant losses. The People's Republic has recently normalized relations with the rest of the world and joined the United World.


  China's flag is the same as it has been since 1949, a red banner with five gold stars.


  
    


    SEATO

  


  Despite aggressive Chinese policies of intermixing, the nations that broke away to form SEATO generally do not have significant ethnic Chinese populations, being a mix of Vietnamese, Cambodian, Laotian, Malay and other ethnic groups that have clung to their cultural identities in the face of assimilationist doctrine. SEATO was formed in late spring 2025 by several nations who realized that they stood a better chance of freedom together than they did separately.


  As the name implies, this is a coalition rather than a single nation. The specific name SEATO was deliberatly chosen in an attempt to curry favor from the North American Combine, whose American state had been behind the original SEATO's formation. Most citizens of the member nations don't like the Combine much more than they do China, but they figure that they can play the giants against each other and remain free. It is a dangerous game they play. SEATO has recently joined the United World, and tends to vote with the Combine.


  SEATO does not have an official flag yet, but the member nations have revived their TwenCen flags. In the case of Vietnam, there is some talk of going back to a pre-Colonial banner, to further distance themselves from China.


  
    


    Central Asian Confederation
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  Unlike SEATO, the Central Asian Confederation is not simply a collection of TwenCen nations breaking away from Chinese influence. While it does contain nations like Nepal, Tibet and Bhutan, it also holds chunks of what was once western China, Outer Mongolia, Bangladesh, and even the formerly much- disputed Kashmir. A number of nations such as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are on the fence, trying to be friendly to both the Moslem Confederation and the Central Asian Confederation. The CAC is rumored to be strongly courting India, which is driving Pakistan into a closer relationship with the Moslem Confederation.

   The CAC is largely held together due to the efforts of an extremely charismatic woman who calls herself the Western Dragon. She is rumored to be a supernormal. The flag of the CAC is a simple green banner, six times as long as it is wide, with gold tassles at the end.

  


  
    Moslem Confederation
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  The deaths of all those who followed pagan gods in 1998 ignited a renewed fervor in the "major" world religions (which had been getting dangerously marginalized in the late 1990s), and Islam was no exception. A short and bloody war with Israel resulted in the "Holy Land" being reduced to radioactive ruin, and much of the Jordan was destroyed by fallout. The Moslem Confederation (also called the Moslem Coalition) arose out of the alliance to fight Israel, but stayed together to help promote Islam and recover from the war. While the individual nations originally ranged from total theocracy to democracy, the surviving Confederation members joined in a single Theocracy, rule by holy men. Considered socially oppressive by other nations, it is nonetheless a stable system. Especially since many of those who might have dissented died in 1998 or shortly after.


  The brief war against Q'Nos has brought the Confederation closer together in some ways, but this has also thrown their differences into sharper contrast, and outside observers tend to think something is going to have to give. Either the Confederation will loosen, or it will fracture along doctrinal lines.


  MC-influenced nations are nominally members of the Cofederation, but have to tread lightly with powerful neighbors. The flag of the Moslem Confederation is not a fixed banner, but always involves Islamic elements, such as the crescent moon. Pictured here is one of the more common designs.

  


  
    Khadam
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  Khadam is actually a fairly small city-state, located at about 10 degrees East longitude, 25 degrees North latitude, at the site of the older city of Ghat in Libya. It is ruled by a council that is a mix of the original Technomancers and representatives of the alien Pranir trading houses, and is very much an authoritarian state. The average citizen is lucky if he's not used as fodder for experiments or sold for his organs to the Pranir organleggers. Still, people flock to Khadam for that one chance in a thousand of hitting the jackpot and finding good work, as a security guard or lab assistant or whatnot. Mercenaries make up a large part of the population of this black market spaceport.


  Khadam's influence ranges over most of Africa and scattered enclaves in South America and even Antarctica. The products of their genetic experimentation make such areas dangerous to be in, and have slowed the encroachment of other powers into the Sahara and subsaharan jungles. Several lesser Pranir houses have established their own spaceports in Khadam-influenced areas for the purpose of offloading cargo that's too nasty even for Khadam's loose standards.


  Derek Radner, aka Triton, is currently the Chancellor of Khadam, having displaced the last of the Zugmann heirs. The Conclave of Super-Villains helps him retain power, but it also helps that several of the formerly ruling factions were weakened significantly during a series of internecine conflicts in 2023-4.


  Khadam's flag was designed to vaguely remind one of the Nazi banner without being immediately recognizable as such, since the nation was founded by an expatriate Nazi (see Academy #1).

  


  
    The Kingdom of Q'Nos


    
      [image: ]

    

  


  The newest of the major world powers, this kingdom is ruled by an ancient Pureblood named Q'Nos. Q'Nos lost most of his power in struggles with other Purebloods and was "demoted" to the status of demigod, and further humiliated by his defeat in the 1990s at the hands of Solar Max I. Freed by Solar Max II, he set about building an army out of the mythical creatures in the twisted wastelands of what once was Greece (aka "Shattered Hellas"). During a brief war with the Moslem Confederation, he lost much of his mystic power to the leader of their supernormal cadre, but the war was only a smokescreen covering his attempt to summon up his mother, the Leviathan.


  In the wake of his failure to conquer the world, Q'Nos retrenched and started planning for long term power, making his kingdom a refuge for misfits and freaks from around the world (a move that briefly caused tensions with Khadam). The revelation that Venus's terraforming was the result of his mother's banishment to that world has caused him to claim the entire planet as his birthright, and Khadam has openly supported this claim in exchange for considerations. Where this will go has yet to be revealed as of January 2026.


  Q'Nos's banner is the golden double-headed axe, or labris. He wields such an axe, coated in mystically-created Collapsauron, or hyperdense gold.



  
    Venus in Late 2025


    Venus Planetary Map


    
      [image: ]


      This map is based on radar altitude maps of Venus, such as the one found here. I painted it as a Winkel Tripel Projection, rather than the Mercator style in the radar map. I didn't try to get it exactly right, as I figure that the arrival of the Leviathan rearranged some of the planetary features over the course of ASH #56-60. Prior to September 2024, Venus looked exactly as the real world maps show. Between September 2024 and August 2025, it was almost exactly the same, but the mystically domed city of Montreal sat in a depression at the top of Maxwell Montes. Leviathan arrived on Venus some time between August and November. Magical terraforming took place from November 2025 through early December 2025.


      And now for a grayscaled smaller version of the map with a key. The names of places will start as the real world ones, or close analogues. But as the various Terran factions start staking claims, names may change. Note: Montreal is that little green dot in the small lake near the North Pole. Probably not to scale, but I wanted it to be big enough to see.
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              1. Lakshmi Planum

            


            
              2. Maxwell Montes

            


            
              3. Fortuna Tessera

            


            
              4. Tethus Regio

            


            
              5. Guinevere Sea

            


            
              6. Sedna Sea

            


            
              7. Bell Regio

            


            
              8. (no name)

            


            
              9. Tellus Regio

            

          

          	
            
              10. Niobe Sea

            


            
              11. (no name)

            


            
              12. Vifrun Regio

            


            
              13. New Menuush (formerly Vifrun Regio)

            


            
              14. Asteria Ocean

            


            
              15. Beta Regio

            


            
              16. Navka Ocean

            


            
              17. Eistla Regio

            


            
              18. Eistla Regio

            


            
              19. (no name)

            

          

          	
            
              20. (no name)

            


            
              21. (no name)

            


            
              22. Atla Regio

            


            
              23. Asteria Ocean

            


            
              24. Phoebe Regio

            


            
              25. Alpha Regio

            


            
              26. Tritonis (formerly Ouda Regio)

            


            
              27. Thetis Regio

            


            
              28. Dali Archipelago

            


            
              29. (no name)

            

          

          	
            
              30. Aino Sea

            


            
              31. Artemis Archipelago

            


            
              32. (no name)

            


            
              33. Themis Regio

            


            
              34. Helen Sea

            


            
              35. Pele Regio

            


            
              36. (no name)

            


            
              37. (no name)

            


            
              38. Imdr Regio

            

          
        

      

    


    Entries 1-3 are collectively the Ishtar Terra. 26, 27, 28 and 31 are part of Aphrodite Terra. 35-37 are the mostly sunken Lada Terra. And I've replaced "Planitia" with "Sea" or "Ocean" for underwater stuff. If the map I was using for reference has no name for a feature, I listed it as (no name), but I expect the area has been named. You'll also notice some names twice, that's because it's a single region officially, but due to submersion effects I figure will eventually get split, name-wise.
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    Closeup of North polar region.

    


    
      Environment

    


    Venus is a hot, jungle planet for the most part. However, with days that last a few hundred Terran days, there's a much more homogenous climate, since there's little rotation to power the sorts of weather systems seen on Earth. Instead, hot air on dayside rises and flows fairly uniformly back to nightside, where it sinks again. The strongest winds are at the day/night terminator, especially at the equator. The poles tend to have the most chaotic weather patterns in general, similar to temperate zones on Earth. Typical dayside temperatures reach 50C, while high humidity means even nightside tends to be around 30C. The arctic zones tend to be about 30C on dayside and 15C on nightside. Storms can temporarily drop temperatures by as much as 10C, but it never gets below freezing on Venus, even in the high mountains of Maxwell Montes.


    The ecosystem is far more vibrant than it has any right to be. This is due to the spirits of the Leviathan and Photosynth that infuse the planet. These energies make nightside livable and may also blunt the heat of dayside. All living things have some potential for self-awareness as well, although they rarely exhibit it. Except near the poles, flora tends towards a jungle pattern, with much of the larger animal life being reptilian as a result of being spawned from tiny fragments of the Leviathan's lifeforce. At the north pole the climate supports a deciduous forest, more or less, possibly a result of the presence of Montreal "contaminating" the inrush of life energy. Fauna is still mostly reptilian, and therefore sparser due to the cooler temperatures. Invasive species from Montreal, now free to leave the city itself, have started filling ecological niches that the reptiles can't defend. The seas support a full range of terran-style marine life, that being the environment that the Leviathan prefers, but with a larger number of reptilian predators (including the sea serpent spawn of the Leviathan).


    As mentioned above, the day is very long on Venus, longer than the year, in fact. The Sun rises in the west due to its retrograde rotation, and as of late December 2025 the day/night terminator crosses through Ouda Regio for dawn and in the Asteria Sea for dusk. (This may not match up with reality, but for dramatic purposes it's where I want dayside to be, so that's where it's gonna be. The planet shuddered arbitrarily in its rotation when the Leviathan hit. That's my story, and I'm sticking to it.)
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      Approximate location of dawn and sunset lines for 2026 (middle of each month).

    


    
      Daylight is left of the dawn line and right of the sunset line.

    


    Venus is about the size of Earth, with a surface gravity that is close enough that it'll only matter to sensitive instrumentation. Before the arrival of the Leviathan, there was no magnetic field, but its arrival triggered the restarting of the planet's dormant magnetodynamo. The magnetic north pole is precisely at the rotational north pole. The magnitude of the planetary magnetic field is approximately 0.8 Gauss at the surface, although at the location of Montreal the component parallel to the surface (and therefore usable for navigation) is only about 0.3 Gauss. For reference, Earth's magnetic field at midlatitudes is about 0.5 Gauss. The stronger planetary magnetic field blocks the solar wind almost exactly as well as Earth's does (closer planet, stronger field), but the Auroras are much more vibrant.


    The atmosphere is rather dense, so at sea level the pressure is a somewhat uncomfortable 1200 millibars. On the other hand, this leaves higher altitudes like Maxwell Montes or the mountains of Atla Regio at a more livable 900 millibars (1000 millibars is standard Earth atmospheric pressure at sea level). The air is 25% oxygen, 74% nitrogen and 1% other elements, a somewhat richer blend than humans are used to. There is no noticeable ozone layer, but the sheer thickness of the atmosphere blunts most of the UV, rendering UV hazards only slightly higher than on Earth. Some suspect a slight magical shielding as well.


    The only confirmed active volcano so far is Infernion's home on Pele Regio, near the South Pole. The gigantic lava lion tends to treat it as a den, resting in the magma. In April 2010 real world, it was discovered that there's some avtive vulcanism on Venus after all, so this might be one area where "Leviathan's arrival changed things" doesn't have to be invoked so much. :)


    The Adler Planetarium has a good general information page on Venus, where you can find information about things that haven't changed, like the length of the day and distance from the Sun.

  


  North American Combine Government


  Representative Government in the North American Combine


  While the Combine started its existence as a sort of oligarchy-by- bureaucracy, as things settled down a representative government was put back into place. The primary model was the old United States government, with the three branches and the system of checks and balances. But since there were three formerly sovereign nations making up the bulk of the Combine, plus a large number of smaller nations, some allowance had to be made for keeping them all happy.


  I: States and Sectors


  The Combine is broken up into six States; three Major States and three Minor States. The Major States are Canada, America and Mexico, and roughly correspond to the old borders of Canada, the United States and Mexico, although some territories have been moved around. For instance, Alaska is part of Canada, and Mexico has absorbed Belize and Guatemala. The Minor States are Pacific, Isthmus and Carribbean. Pacific encompasses most of the United States' territories and dominions in the Pacific, plus Hawaii. Should Japan ever leave the Eurasian Union and join the Combine, it would join the Pacific State and elevate it to a Major State. Most of South America is a protectorate of the Combine, and is non-voting.


  Each State is broken up into numerous administrative Sectors. In America and Mexico, these correspond very closely to the old states in those nations, although there is talk of merging some of the smaller ones (see Legislative below). Canada has been broken into a few more Sectors, but most of the new Sectors are non-voting, such as Baffin Sector. These Sectors are treated more like the South American protectorates, although the citizens can vote in elections. In the Minor States, each Sector is usually an entire former nation or protectorate. Hispanola is a single Sector, however, merging Haiti and the Dominican Republic.


  II: Legislative Branch


  Each Sector has its own Sector Council which acts roughly like the old State Senates used to. Councilmen are elected directly by the citizens of the Sector to staggered three-year terms (a third of the Council is elected each year). The Sector Council elects a Chairman from among its members to act as the executive head of the Sector.


  Each State has a one-chamber legislature as well, the State House of Representatives. Representatives are directly elected (to 4 year terms, elections every two years) in wards divided up on the basis of population, so some Sectors have several Representatives while a few of the smaller Sectors have to share a single Representative (which is part of the argument for merging smaller Sectors). Each State sets its own limits on the size of this body: Mexico simply has one representative for every 100,000 citizens and a fluctuating House size, while Canada and America divide a set number of seats between the Sectors (100 and 435, respectively).


  The Combine has a bicameral legislature. The lower house is referred to as the Commons, and it has a fixed membership of 100 seats. These seats are apportioned by population, with districts redrawn every 4 years. The upper house is the Senate, and has 9 seats: two from each of the Major States and one from each of the Minor States. The Senate has much of the power normally associated with the Executive Branch, including the power to declare war and send troops into battle. Since the three Minor States tend to vote as a block, they wield considerable influence in the Senate. Members of the Commons are directly elected every 3 years, and members of the Senate are chosen by the State Houses of Representatives once every 4 years. Commons and State House elections take place in April while Senate selection takes place in November, so new Representatives have time to settle in before casting votes for Senate.


  III: Executive


  Each Sector is administered by a Chairman, selected from within the Sector Council. The Chairman has a mainly procedural role, but has the power of veto. A 2/3 vote of the Council is required to override this veto.


  Each State has a President, who is directly elected. Each serves a 3 year term, and may not be re-elected until after a 3 year hiatus, for reasons which will become clear. The President may veto bills, but has no military power (there are no State Militias, the military is all Combine level). Similarly, a 2/3 majority vote by the House of Representatives is required to override his veto.


  The Combine is run by a Chancellor and a Vice-Chancellor in tandem with the Senate. The Chancellor's term is one year, as is the Vice-Chancellor's. When each State's President finishes his or her term, they rotate into one of the two top Combine executive positions. Presidents of Major States become Chancellors, Presidents of Minor States become Vice-Chancellors. The roles are primarily diplomatic and public relations, but both may exercise the veto. The Senate must vote unanimously to override the Chancellor's veto (which isn't as hard as you'd think, given the small size of the Senate and their tendency to close ranks), but only needs a 2/3 majority to override the Vice-Chancellor's veto. The Commons is not involved in overriding vetos, even when it is their own bills being vetoed. Should the Chancellor die (there is no Impeachment mechanism, it was decided such proceedings would take longer than the one year term), the Vice-Chancellor takes over the remainder of his term and appoints a new Vice-Chancellor from the Senate, who then appoint a new Senator from the general population. The fact that the Vice-Chancellor is nearly as powerful as the Chancellor helps keep the Minor States satisfied with the system.


  In all cases, the Executive branch is significantly weaker than was typically seen in the 20th Century, but still more than a figurehead. The main thing they lack is any real control over the military or police, which resides with the Senate. Police forces are nominally run by a local Commissioner, but the Senate must approve all Commissioners appointed by the Sector Chairmen or city Mayors. This is normally a "rubber stamp" procedure, but there have been cases of controversial Commissioners being turned down.


  IV: Judicial


  Sector and State Supreme Courts vary, and won't be dealt with here. Many are remnants of the 20th Century versions, sometimes having a few Justices surviving from that era.


  The Supreme Court of the North American Combine consists of nine members, each serving a nine-year term. The first duty of any new Chancellor is to appoint a new Justice to the Court. Vice-Chancellors who ascend to the Chancellory do not perform this duty, however. In the event of an early death or resignation of a Justice, it is the Vice-Chancellor who appoints a replacement, who serves out the remainder of the nine-year term. The Senate must approve any new appointee, and several Justices come from the Minor States as a result of block-voting by those Senators.


  The Chief Justice is whichever Justice is about to be replaced in the normal rotation, even if it's someone who was brought in later to replace a dead Justice. The one exception is that if the current Chief Justice dies or resigns, the title passes to the next person down the line, not to his replacement. Thus it is possible to serve as Chief Justice for almost two years.


  A Justice may be appointed to a second term, but starts again at the bottom of the totem pole, losing status as Chief Justice at the end of his first term.


  The functioning of the court is otherwise nearly identical to its function in the late 20th Century United States.


  V: Military


  Each branch of the military (Army, Navy, Aerospace, Rapid Deployment) is commanded by a 4-star General. The Senate appoints a single 5-star General to coordinate the four branches, and these five Generals together are known as the Military Council. The Chairman of the Military Council (the 5-star General) answers directly to the Senate, and performs a coordinating role, leaving the other four Generals to the details of their commands. It is worth noting that the Chancellor's and Vice-Chancellor's vetoes do apply to appointment of a Chairman of the Military Council.


  While the Chairman has the same power over the military as was held by the old President of the United States, the Senate can at any time replace him, and this gives them a large implied power over the military.


  Members of the military vote in whatever Sector their primary base is located, by absentee ballot when necessary. Many military personnel stationed in protectorates or "administrative" sectors are officially stationed elsewhere, to allow them full voting privileges.


  Regular citizens are somewhat worried that the military will seize control (especially since they only recently gave it up), and the Senate usually responds to these fears by appointing uncharismatic but competent Chairmen. This may backfire if there's ever a major military conflict between the Combine and another world power.


  [The following document is a private email sent by a mid-level manager within the Department of Super-Human Affairs' Public Relations division to their immediate supervisor. Intercepted September 13, 2026, forwarded to Analysis Division along with attached images.]


  Okay, a lot of this is going to sound stupid, but I got pretty badly burned in my previous department by a mismatch between what I thought was my job and what my boss thought I was supposed to be doing, so I want to make absolutely sure we're on the same page now that you've had time to settle into your position.


  I'm running Project PR342-SH, nicknamed Project Flagsuit. The goal is to find or create a patriotic hero for the Combine, someone like the Minuteman was back in WWII, or the first Brightsword in the Sixties. We'd settled on a slow and steady approach under your predecessor, but Walters has leapfrogged the hell out of us with his new Freedom Alliance, so we've been burning the midnight oil trying to decide what to do.


  First thing, the difficulties we're facing. I doubt you have any unrealistic expectations, but like I said, most of this email is about erasing my doubts.


  The Combine, to put it bluntly, is in crappy position when it comes to flagsuit potential. As a nation, we're not even a full generation old, we're a mishmash of older nations, and we lack much in the way of defining national legends. Add to that the fact that we managed to get put together without the benefit of a charismatic leader like the EU had in Duvalier, and we didn't get invaded by Khadam like the EU did. Okay, that invasion happened before the EU really started to come together, but it's part of their national mythology anyway. Slow, boring nationbuilding may be better in the long run for most people, but it does mean we don't have much interesting history to draw on yet. Montreal's too new to have resonance, and having it end up mostly alive on Venus rather than a Lost City tends to blunt that anyway.


  That pretty much leaves us having to mine individual national legends if we want to go that route for hero-making. Walters managed to grease the right palms to grab a big chunk of that territory, at least with the American legends, although we did hang onto a few of the better IPs. The problem is, if we rely on American heroes or Canadian ones, we alienate everyone who isn't represented. We'd need a whole team of flagsuits, which dilutes the impact of having a single National Hero.


  Given all of that, last year we worked out three main paths and decided to run with the most conservative of them. Those paths could be called the organic approach, the prefab approach, and the...I really wish no one had thought of this name...the Marshal Plan.


  The organic approach is pretty simple. We have a bunch of heroes out there, doing hero things. Eventually one of them will become a pretty obvious hero of the people, and we grab onto that and promote the hell out of him or her (or it, I suppose...can never tell with some of these people). Sal Napier's been one of our leading candidates for that, and he seems to be taking the initiative in a few ways without our help, but I'm worried he's become too identified as a Mexican Hero to broaden his base. Taking on the Centurion identity recently does seem to be helping him in the polls, though. At least among Americans. Canadians aren't really changing their minds about him, and Oceanians are actually a little miffed for some reason. Unfortunately, we may not be able to just wait to see if Napier can buff his image in the Minor States.


  We've had the prefab as a backup for a while now, which is part of why Walters wasn't able to pry the Minuteman ID loose. The fact that several people were the Minuteman already makes him a bit more of an everyman. The WWII legacy will sell him to America and Canada easily enough, we could have him hang out with Centurion to improve his image in Mexico and the two Spanish States, and there's a few promising Marshals and Academy students of Oceanic origin to make it a sweep if we put one in the suit.


  I've attached some designs my people worked up for a modified Minuteman suit, trying to work some more Combine symbolism into it and make it a little more superhero-y and less military. Option 3 is a little too much of a Black Opal ripoff for my tastes, but I'm told it tests well. And bringing in Black Opal's legacy a bit might remind people that we still think of Manhattan as part of the Combine...or it might rub their noses in the deal we made with Umbrae. Your problem to deal with, though. Or maybe even above your paygrade. I just provide the ideas.


  Finally, and I swear I didn't come up with the name, we have the Marshal Plan. At last count, I believe we had something like a hundred and fifty active duty Marshals around the nation, plus a few on Venus or on embassy duty in other countries. Attached are some potential uniforms for what we're currently calling Marshal One, a new field rank we'd create mainly for PR purposes. The idea would be that Marshal One would be the best of the best, the top Marshal we have, kind of like the top ranking NCO of the Marines. One of those hundred and fifty is bound to do something flashy and positive soon, and have powers and personality that lend themselves to being the face of the corps. At that point, we promote that person to Marshal One. Since Marshals get rotated...what, twice a year, usually? Anyway, Marshals are seen as Combine-wide heroes, rather than tied to any one State, and they're one of the new icons of our nation.


  We've had a few Marshals distinguish themselves already, including that one in Florida that saved the whole sector from tidal waves, but none that really screamed "Marshal One" to us. But while this option is also reactive like the organic approach, the odds are a lot better given that there's more Marshals than members of ASH by an order of magnitude or two. And it does have a bit of the pre-fab stench to it, but not as badly as if we drop a new Minuteman and look like we're style-biting on Walters. Also attached are some sub-plans for ways to get the public involved in this, although no one seriously thinks the game show idea is a good one.


  Oh, and I've also attached some designs for a "Captain Combine" costume that is literally a Combine flagsuit. That idea never really got anywhere, it felt too cornball. But the public mood is shifting a bit, cornball might sell in a few months, the way things are going. We'd probably draw from the Minuteman candidates if we go with Captain Combine, since the ubermensch power set seems to fit best in the public imagination with the flagsuit style of hero. Take someone who's mainly just physically enhanced, give them a simple gimmick like a sword, an axe, or even a shield, and the public accepts that they'd wear a flag.


  ============================================================================


  Manhattan February 2024
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  "The Flagsuit Memo"


  copyright 2010 by Dave Van Domelen


  ============================================================================


  Who intercepted the memo, and what will they do with the information? Ah, but that would be telling....


  After I posted the Superscientist taxonomy, my comment about there being no real Captain America character spurred a reply to the effect that they thought Grind filled that role. And yes, Grind has the Captain America powerset, for the most part. But Captain America is more than the pinnacle of human ability...he's also the archetype of the "flagsuit" hero, embodiment of a nation (usually embodying legendary qualities that may not ever have really existed) in both ideals and costume. Grind isn't much of a patriotic type, at least not overtly, and he doesn't wear a flagsuit. Grind is a lot more like Nick Fury than like Steve Rogers.


  The ASH-universe character most like Captain America would be the original Brightsword. Strong, tough, wears red-white-and-blue, has been a soldier, holds somewhat old-fashioned if not exactly "man out of his decade" views. And Captain America's even had a "successor" who was a professional baseball player, although the Fourth Age Brightsword is doing rather better than Bob Russo, whose one appearance was Captain America & Falcon #178 and ended with a broken arm.


  Other nations have flagsuits, of course. Rechtigkeit for West Germany in the Second Age, his successor for Germany in the Third, and Justice marginally fills that role in the Fourth. Vencedor for Brazil in the Second Age and Vencedora in the Third. Onslaught for Khadam. Commando for Myanmar in the Fourth Age. And no doubt others. But the Combine has yet to have a proper flagsuit in the Fourth Age, at least a national level one (as opposed to the American state-level ones on the new Freedom Alliance).


  And that has GOT to be worrying more than a few PR flacks and bureaucrats!


  At the time I wrote this, I hadn't drawn any of the designs, although I had a few rough ideas. While poking at this file in editing, though, I went ahead and did a concept piece of Tsukiko Crowley as Captain Combine. Yes, it's a deliberately impractical outfit, although it probably has some minor pocket space under the red mini-poncho or in the armbands. The staff breaks down into four segments that attach to the thighs.


  http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH/gallery/captaincombine.JPG


  Oh, and Crowley has a minor power she doesn't like to talk about: she can control the growth of her hair, retract it slowly, or even make it go instantly sessile so it pulls out easily. So her long hair in this outfit wouldn't be as big a liability as it might seem. (Anyone else, though, would probably use a wig like Red Widow does, or extensions.)


  ============================================================================


  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


  To discuss this issue or any others, either just hit "followup" to this post, or check out our Yahoo discussion group, which can be found at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ash_stories/ !


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes (if you're on Facebook instead, there's an Academy of Super-Heroes group there too).


  ============================================================================
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