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  Before I go into the nitty-gritty of the guidelines themselves, I'd like to preface things by saying that I don't actually run things in as tight- fisted a ways as a simple reading of the guidelines imply. For the most part, I'm pretty easy-going about things and willing to be flexible. The guidelines exist primarily so writers know what they're getting into, and what sorts of things I reserve the right to do should things turn ugly. They have not yet turned ugly, and I hope they never do, but I want a lever and a place to stand in the event they ever do.


  I. Origins of the Guidelines


  Back in 1993-4, I put a lot of work into building the Patrol universe, founded by Michael Montoure. Soon, others were writing for the imprint as well, and for a while, all was spiffy. But then a serious philosophical difference over how the universe should work arose, and since Montoure had by that point pretty much given the universe over to whoever wanted to write in it, it came down to a vote. I was outnumbered, and left rather than have to fight an uphill battle against writers determined to (in my eyes) ruin the universe.


  This got me thinking. I still wanted a "serious" world to write in, but I'd been badly burned by the whole Patrol situation. So I decided that I'd create a universe that I controlled and owned. I'd let others write for it once I'd established the basics, but the understanding would always be that if a disagreement over how the universe was run arose, I would win the argument. Period. Selfish? Probably. But I wasn't going to invest the serious effort in building another universe only to have it hijacked out from under me again.


  So far, it's worked pretty well. I've bent the rules a couple of times because, well, I made them and I can make exceptions to be a nice guy. In fact, most of the guidelines have been unnecessary because of the one I've been scrupulous about following, and that is....


  II. Who Can Write For ASH


  Like I said, ASH is my baby, and I'm kinda protective of it. But I always feel guilty about being a hardcase about rule enforcement, so I find it's better to avoid the problem in the first place by stacking the deck.


  Specifically, I want to be able to trust a writer who's doing work in ASH. Both on a personal level and a professional level. In other words, trust them not to be jerks and trust them not to be hacks. What this all comes down to is that ASH is NOT an "open" universe. I decide who gets to write ASH stories, either by inviting someone or being asked and saying okay.


  So, one: If I haven't known you for a while, at least casually through email conversations, don't expect me to let you in.


  And two: If you haven't been writing for long enough that I can gauge your quality (and this means you have to have been posting to RACC or some other group I read and I have to have been reading your work), don't expect to get in. ASH is not a place to break into RACC.


  I will be a little more lenient on these restrictions if you want to write a short piece for the Time Capsules anthology, however.


  Yes, this is going to keep the writer pool on the small side, but since I want to be able to personally edit every story before it's posted, this isn't necessarily a bad thing. I'd rather keep the output low and the quality high than vice versa. And that leads into....


  III. Editing


  Before any ASH story is posted, it must be sent to me for editing. A lot of this will just be basic proofreading and technical suggestions, since I have a "thing" about proper language usage, and don't want to be associated with a story that's full of typos and confused phrasing. I'll also reformat technical things like linewidth and paragraph indentation so that all ASH stories have the same basic look (this is easier than it sounds, since emacs lets me rewrap paragraphs quickly).


  The other reason for editing is to catch bits and pieces which run contrary to how I think the ASH Universe should go. No matter how many sourcebooks and FAQs and suchlike I write, there will always be things I haven't spelled out about the world. If the writers were limited to only writing in established territory, it would get boring pretty fast, both for them and for the readers. So I go over the stories to make sure any new additions to the world fit in. It also helps me figure out what gaping holes *should* be plugged with an informative post, but hadn't been a problem in my own stories for whatever reason (i.e. the Causality Wars FAQ).


  What I *won't* do is try to force writing style changes unless I honestly think the writing is confusing. I don't expect other writers for ASH to ape my style. As long as the style works, it works.


  IV. Ownership


  Here's a potentially sticky part, especially as RACC has become more aware of such issues over the past three years.


  I own the ASH Universe. With a few exceptions (mainly old RPG characters like Tymythy Twystyd that I absorbed into it), I own all the characters in it. That includes characters created by other writers for ASH stories.


  This has two main implications:


  1) If I should ever sell or license ASH to someone (like, for a comic or RPG), I have the right to sell or license all characters created for ASH by other writers.


  2) If a writer decides to stop writing for ASH, I may keep the characters, let someone else write them, write them myself, etc. This is especially important if you want to write issues of an existing series, so that any characters you create can be passed on to the next writer without trouble.


  Now, as I've said, I'm not an ogre, and I'm open to compromises on these points on a case-by-case basis. I have had a writer withdraw and take his characters to sell elsewhere (Mystery Men, if you're curious), and if I did do a licensing deal I'd try to cut all the creators in for a fair share (although this would probably amount to a free copy of the product, since the odds of ASH making real money are smaller than the odds of my winning the lottery). But if you can't stand the possibility of giving up control of a creation (perfectly understandable...it's what drove me off Patrol), then you probably don't want to write for ASH on a regular basis.


  V. What to write


  Okay, you've gotten past all the other hurdles in this post, you're pretty sure you're eligible to write and can abide by the editing and ownership stuff. Now, what to write?


  There's two basic choices. Make your own series, or write for an existing series (or one which doesn't exist yet but I'd like a writer for).


  Making your own series is the less restrictive creatively, but the harder to get approved, because you have to do a lot more work making sure the concept fits in with the ASH Universe. Start with a short pitch to me rather than writing a complete first issue, because I may shoot an idea down on something very basic and fundamental. No sense busting a hump churning out a good story when you'll never post it. At the time of this writing, both Warden and Conclave are examples of writer-created stories in the ASH Universe.


  If you want to write for a series concept I've created, you have less worry about fitting it in (although you still have to understand how it has been fit in...I got one proposal for STRAFE way back when which showed the writer hadn't even read Academy). On the other hand, you're more limited in character development and other plot elements, because I have some preconceptions of how the characters should be and won't accept certain alterations (for example, giving Jen Kleinvogel the ability to fire energy blasts from her eyes would be nixed, no matter how interesting you think the developments behind it would be). Additionally, if the series has a previous writer, he gets first dibs on continuing the story and should be consulted before making any major changes to characters he added, since he might want to come back to them.


  Existing series not being written at the moment are LNH 2023 (Austin Loomis) and Time Capsules. If you want to write one of these, ask and I'll ask the current writer if he'll agree to let someone else take over for a while. Time Capsules is a special case, however, since it's an anthology title and not intended to have a "regular" writer. Read Time Capsules #0 for the general guidelines for that title.


  VI. Inter-Imprint Crossovers


  No.


  To elaborate, while the Barrier may be weakened, it's far from gone, and dimensional travel to and from the ASH Universe is still very difficult. For the time being, there will be no crossovers between ASH and other imprints (although I might be open to some LNH 2023 ideas involving a generation-gap crossover like the kind that's been done in the Star Trek novels recently).


  Just to be safe, assume there's a big "No Crossovers" sign behind the editor's desk.


  Crossovers within ASH are another thing entirely, but don't expect to start with one...you gotta establish your own series before crossing it over with anything.


  The Superhero Tarot


  Version 2.0


  copyright 1992, 1999 by Dave Van Domelen


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


  BACKGROUND


  I designed the Superhero Tarot in the summer of 1991 as a gaming aid for my Champions campaign, but it applies well to any superheroic universe. I came up with the idea after a few failed attempts to use regular Tarot decks as fortunetelling devices in the superhero game. Even if you can get past the fact that the decks were really designed for use half a millennium ago, even the more modern interpretations tend to skew towards the mundane, since most real people are, well, mundane. The available Tarot decks lacked the sense of scale as well as specific cards to deal with everydat parts of life in the modern world. For instance, computers.


  After designing the deck, I constructed my own "hardcopy" deck for use in my roleplaying games. You can use a standard Tarot deck for this, as I have included the equivalents for each card. However, if you want to go ahead and make your own deck off the designs suggested here, blank flash cards work very well. I used a set made by Trend Enterprises, 100 cards for $3.29, cards 3x6 inches on cardstock. Ask at a teachers' supply store, they're getting pretty easy to find in larger cities.


  Scattered a few places here and there through this file will be suggestions for using the Superhero Tarot in conjunction with the Modern Knights Superhero Role-Playing Game. The deck has been used in playtest sessions for Modern Knights, and seems to add an interesting dimension to the use of magic in the campaign, often replacing a die roll or coin flip in noncombat situations. They can also be used as a random scenario generator, something that will be described later.


  THE BASICS


  The deck is composed of Major and Minor Arcana, just as a normal Tarot deck. The Minor Arcana has four suits: Energy (cups/pentacles), Power (swords), Strength (Staves/Wands) and Talent (coins). The cards in each suit are the Source (ace), 2-10, Novice (Page), Knight, Healer (Queen) and Overlord (King). If you don't wish to make your own cards, you can use a standard Tarot deck and the equivalent identities listed. Equivalents for the Major Arcana will be given in the section listing the new Major Arcana.


  MINOR ARCANA:


  Suits:


  Energy: Represents fuel, energy, money, etc. It is the suit the others draw on to work. This suit is very elemental, and like the elements can be destructive and capricious. Energy cards tend to focus on the resources needed to accomplish tasks, as well as on aspects of nature. The suit's primary trait is the basic resources needed to accomplish anything. Often, the card will not refer to the querent, but to his surroundings.


  Power: The use of energy to affect others. The offensive suit. Power's main trait is Attack, be it in combat or simply verbal.


  Strength: The ability to resist Power and endure hardship. This suit has many negative cards, because not every method of resistance is good, nor every source of courage noble. This suit's primary trait is Defense.


  Talent: The ability to effectively use the other suits, can refer to the skill or the skill-possessor. Probably the most ambiguous suit, its trait is versatility.


  Thus, there's an interdependence among the suits. Energy fuels, Talent guides, Power does and Strength endures.


  In the Modern Knights RPG system, the four suits roughly correspond to Traits/Effects (Energy), Attack Abilities (Power), Defense Abilities (Strength) and Tactical/Noncombat Abilities (Talent).


  Numbers:


  Source: The root of the suit, that from which the other cards spring. Unmolded and basic.


  2-10: Increasingly more important modes of the suit. You may wish to re-order these if you feel certain aspects are more important in your setting. For instance, in a setting where raw elemental power has a lot of influence, the lower cards in the Energy Suit (Flame, Water, Wind) might be moved higher in the suit.


  Novice: Potential unrealized as yet. Not the same as Source, this implies some attempt to mold the trait of the suit, at a very basic level.


  Knight: Potential realized. The epitome of the suit's trait.


  Healer: Restoration or increase in the suit's trait.


  Overlord: Potential surpassed or transcended. The Overlord is very powerful, but also unpredictable because it ventures into realms which have not been explored.


  MAJOR ARCANA:


  The Major Arcana cards each represent an important archetype, concept or plot device in the world of superheroes. I tried to match these up with the Standard equivalent as well as possible, but some don't fit at all. There's simply some things that are important archetypes in a superhero universe that a medieval mystic would not have pondered.


  In customizing your deck, you may want to choose specific figures from your setting to use on these cards. An especially eerie device would be to have the heroes encounter a deck in which they are Major Arcana figures, then start having them encounter other figures depicted on the cards. You can also use this customized deck to develop random adventures, either through a more traditional Tarot spread or by simply dealing out a number of cards and seeing how the elements tie together.


  For example, flipping over three cards at the beginning of the evening, the Referee gets Media (E10), Oration (T6) and the Major Arcana Hidden Face. In this case, Hidden Face has the image of one of the characters on it, a masked vigilante who has been working in his civilian identity to help improve the lot of a local neighborhood. This might suggest that some public figure will come to the neighborhood for a big press conference, making himself a target for that hero's enemies. Or that the character himself has to give a speech for the TV crews. Or even that a controversial group is trying to stir up trouble and get free media coverage by verbally attacking the ethnic/social/religious group that the hero is working to help.


  Note: For those unfamiliar with Tarot reading the term "querent" means the person who is getting his or her fortune told. In a few cases I refer to classic Tarot cards, especially in the Major Arcana. Since familiarity with Tarot is probably a good idea for anyone wanting to actually use these cards, I suggest using those references as a springboard to look into the classic decks. While I do not believe Tarot cards have any supernatural powers in the real world, it's still an interesting thing to study, especially when building an unreal world. Heck, if a guy can fly around and toss cars through the air with his bare hands, a little Tarot reading doesn't stretch credibility any further.


  THE CARDS


  MINOR ARCANA:


  Each card in the Minor Arcana can simply be treated as a simple combination of number and suit, reading it as a measure of the relevant trait. The other simple interpretation is to regard the name/image on the card as being a literal prediction: so drawing Water (E4) means water will be involved somehow. Finally, a short entry is given for each card, indicating one possible fortunetelling interpretation.


  ENERGY:


  All cards have yellow borders, with black number on white suit symbols (a starburst like that on Mattel toys)


  Source - Photon (Lower case gamma in red on white field) - The single photon,a single quantum of energy. Upright, a source of renewal. Reversed,a limitation of options.


  2 - Fire (Red flame on black field) - Upright represents the tamed firethat drives civilization. Reversed, the destructive side of flame.


  3 - Wind (Green tree, bent by wind on lt.grey field) - Upright, it is thewind that blows a ship across the water, a signal of motion. Reversed,it is devastation, an ill wind that blows no good.


  4 - Water (Blue waterfall on green) - Upright, the water of life. Reversed,erosion and flood. Too much of a good thing.


  5 - Lightning (Purple bolt on dk.grey field (think Dark Knight Returns)) -A sudden flash of clarity or energy when upright. Reversed, a strikeso rapid it cannot be harnessed, a flash of anger.


  6 - Steam (Lt.grey cloud issuing from dk.grey stack on white field) - Amixture of fire, water and air, this can represent a helpful synthesis.Reversed, it represents dissipated resources and waste.


  7 - Magnetism (Black and red u-magnet on white field) - Magnetism doesnothing directly, but acts at right angles. Subtlety and indirectmethods will be required. Reversed, it symbolizes that nothing willquite go the way it was planned, energy is deflected.


  8 - Earthquake (Brown cracks on green field) - Too much energy is chaotic,but upright this card symbolizes the postive aspects which may emergefrom a shakeup...there will be trouble ahead, but good things to comeout of it. Reversed, you get the chaos without the benefits.


  9 - Gravity (Blue schematic of gravity well on white) - The glue of thephysical world. Upright, things will hold together, relationshipswill act as a bond. Reversed, the same forces act to push everyoneapart.


  10 - Lifeforce (White glowing human silhouette on silver field) - Lifeitself. Always a significant card in either orientation, as it impliesa life hangs in the balance...orientation merely suggests the outcome.


  Novice - Spark (Silver spark on blue field) - A spark which can be fannedinto a flame. An opportunity will present itself, but must be carefullynurtured. Reversed, the spark will fade.


  Knight - Fusion (Two gold-colored atoms rushing together on red field) -Two powerful people, concepts or groups will come together and becomesomething more than the whole. Upright, this will be a force for good,while the reversed meaning is plain.


  Healer - Time (Copper hourglass on orange field) - Time heals all, but timealso leads to inevitable decay and death. Upright the former, reversedthe latter.


  Overlord - Sun (Golden sun on sky blue field) - The source of all energy onEarth. A major resource will be found or developed, or nature itselfwill be involved. Reversed, that resource is about to be plundered.


  POWER:


  All cards have red borders, with white numbers on yellow suit symbols (a four pointed star)


  Source - Atom (Red helium atom on white field) - The key to the most powerfuldestructive force known to modern man, the building block of all matter.Upright, this card can signify that some force for good has developedor will develop a strong core. Reversed, it's a force for evil.


  2 - Fist (Black fist diagonal across white field) - The simplest of attacks.The querent should expect the blunt approach to work, or look to theperson who is skilled at fisticuffs for a solution. Reversed, a brawl,whether physical or verbal, will delay plans.


  3 - Sword (Three crossed grey swords on light purple field) - Quick andincisive, the card suggests getting to the heart of the matter as soonas possible, for delays will only wear you out. Reversed, the swordcuts both ways.


  4 - Pistol (Grey pistol on green field) - Deadly and easily hidden, look forhidden strengths and concealed dangers. A card of violence in anycase, reversed it signifies senseless violence directed at the querent.


  5 - Rifle (Green AK-47 on sand field) - The ability to strike from adistance, coupled with high lethality. The advice is to remain outsidethe fray and attempt to deal with things from afar. Reversed, thequerent may never see his doom coming.


  6 - Bomb (Six dk.grey bombs falling through sky blue field) - Powerful butimprecise. The querent's actions will have unintended consequences, butwill get the job done. Reversed, beware a very messy failure.


  7 - Laser (Red "Warning: Laser" symbol on white) - Focused power, but easilydiffused. If the querent stays focused on his goals, he will burnthrough any opposition. Reversed, distractions will blunt his efforts.


  8 - Government (White Capitol building on blue) - More powerful than anyweapon, the government commands armies. Power is to be had in consensusand numbers, not alone. Reversed, and the power is lost in endlesspartisan bickering.


  9 - Religion (Various religious symbols (cross, crescent, Star of David) onwhite field) - Unifies across nations, can drive armies to move when noother leader can. The power of faith will loom large in events to come.Reversed, either a crisis of faith will sow disunity, or a religiousconflict will distract the querent.


  10 - Media (Black TV on lt.blue) - If only it really was unified, the massmedia would have undisputed control. Even so, this card signifies thehuge power the media can have, especially over the lives of superheroeswho depend on public support. If reversed, this card warns of animpending attack coming from the media.


  Novice - Origin (Skinny grey human body surrounded by outline of whitesuperhuman one, orange field) - Power has been concentrated into oneperson. Upright, it suggests the querent will soon possess greaterpersonal influence, whether in the form of literal superpowers, orsimply a job promotion. Reversed, this card represents the inexperienceof the newly empowered and the mistakes they make.


  Knight - Power Blast (Copper circle with gold bolt emerging, blue field) -One of the primal symbols of the superhumans, the power blast representspart of the dream of power superhumans live. Upright, the querent willsoon find an opportunity to truly come into his own and assert himself.Reversed, that assertion will hurt an undeserving target, possibly oneclose to the querent.


  Healer - Creator (Gold hand holding silver galaxy on black) - Ironic for asuit so dedicated to destruction, but the creative impulse can be usedas a weapon as well, creating something new that supplants the old.The querent is advised to look for an approach other than brute forceor intrigue. Reversed, the meaning of this card is still fairlypositive, but the querent must surrender the current conflict in orderto create something better.


  Overlord - Destroyer (Silver mushroom cloud on orange background) - I ambecome death, destroyer of worlds. Nothing short of a supreme effortwill bring about success, and at terrible price. Reversed, the priceexceeds the victory gained.


  STRENGTH:


  All cards have black borders, with white numbers on yellow tricorner shields.


  Source - Will (Grey mountain on skyblue) - All resistance depends on thewill of the resistor. The querent must depend only on inner reservesto get through the current situation, no external defenses will matter.Reversed, the lack of will *is* the current crisis.


  2 - Mob (Red hand picking up grey rock on white field) - When one's ownstrength isn't enough, the weight of numbers can help grant courage,but even in the best of times the mob rule will make serious errors.Reversed, the herd mentality will be the querent's downfall.


  3 - Ignorance (White duncecap on brown stool in corner of lt.blue room) -What you don't know can't hurt you. The querent will blissfully movethrough a difficult situation, never learning how close he came todisaster. If reversed, the querent will find out...too late to avertthe disaster.


  4 - Duty (Green man with hand on heart, white field) - To rely on somethingoutside oneself without simply joining the mob, a sense of duty cancarry one through much. Remember where your loyalties lie. Reversed,blind obedience could be the querent's downfall.


  5 - Body Perfect (Brown flexing arm on yellow field) - Strength of arm andgood old intestinal fortitude can get you through a lot. The querentshouldn't worry about the mental aspects of the situation, those willsort themselves out as long as you can tough it out. Reversed indicatesan over-reliance on physical endurance and suggests failure will comevia an emotional or spiritual failing.


  6 - Anonymity (Grey question mark on white) - If no one knows who you are,they can't attack you. Stay quiet and keep to the shadows. Reversed,and the querent's lack of ties and notoriety mean no one will come tohis aid in a time of trouble.


  7 - Family (Blue "nuclear family" on pink field) - Family can be a source ofgreat comfort and support. Querent should look to loved ones in timesof crisis, they will keep him going. Reversed, the current troubleswill break up the family, adding to the sorrow.


  8 - Shield (White shield on blue field) - A more literal defense, it canblock much while allowing other actions. The querent should be ready toduck behind defenses when the worst of things comes. Reversed, thequerent will trust too much in his defenses and wake up to find himselfsurrounded.


  9 - Patriotism (Blue flag on sky background) - Not just duty to a job, thisis dedication to a higher cause, and can also include devotion toreligious ideals. The querent must keep his most important idealstopmost in mind and never waver. Reversed, the querent will still beable to endure the crisis, but may lose all but his ideals.


  10 - Armor (Grey tank on green field) - Full defense without loss of aneffective offense. The querent will find himself able to resist allattacks with ease. Reversed, it represents the overkill that cansometimes be brought into a situation. The querent may start a fightsimply by being too ready for one.


  Novice - Victim (Silver chalk outline with red bloodpool on grey field) -To struggle only a little is to become a victim. This card reminds thequerent to avoid any conflict he is unprepared to meet. Reversed, itsuggests that the querent will be unable to avoid such a conflict.


  Knight - Forcewall (Silver dome on brown field) - Another of the iconicsuperheroic abilities, it blocks all attacks while leaving you free todo anything, even ignore the conflict. This card predicts that thequerent will face few difficulties in the near future, and shouldn'tworry. Reversed, it can suggest arrogance in a crisis which will leadto another conflict that the querent cannot win.


  Healer - Physician (Gold caduceus on red field) - The restoration of bodyand mind. No matter how battered the querent may be, succor lies ahead.When reversed, this merely suggests that the period of recovery may belong and difficult.


  Overlord - Adamantium (Silver ingot on yellow field) - The name of this cardmay have to change, depending on your setting. Perhaps becomingAdamantine, or Collapsinum or Super-Alloy. Impervious to the point ofbeing almost impossible to mold. The querent will shrug off anyproblems, but have difficulty adapting to new situations.


  TALENT


  All cards have blue borders, with black numbers on white scrolls.


  Source - Language (Red mouth on white field) - While not the root of alltalents, it is the root of most of the ones important in the modern day.Words and meanings have special significance to the querent. Reversed,language may be used to confuse and obfuscate the querent.


  2 - Business (Brown briefcase on yellow field) - Commerce is a fundamentalenterprise in society. The individual's work may have little impact,but collectively it runs the world. The querent must be prepared toengage in unglorious endeavor. Reversed, "business as usual" wll hamperthe querent at every turn.


  3 - Journalism (Grey typewriter on brown field) - It is a sad commentary thatwhile the Media is among the strongest of its suit, Journalism countsfor so little. Careful checking of facts and following of leads is thequerent's path to success. Reversed it signifies false rumors andthe spreading of lies.


  4 - Guardian (Blue badge on white field) - To serve and protect. It may notbe glamorous, but the querent should anticipate a period spent simplywatching over things to ensure nothing goes wrong. Reversed, itsuggests that trust has been incorrectly placed in a guardian, who isbetraying the querent.


  5 - Computer (Black mouse on white field) - Entire lives may be lived in thecomputer, which has its own language and talents. The querent isadvised to seek answers online or in a database. Reversed, it canrepresent the dark side of the computer, the vandals, trolls andsources of misinformation.


  6 - Oration (Red man at podium on yellow field) - To use language ably isa great talent. The querent should seek to move others with his words,or enlist someone who can. Reversed, the querent may be led astray bya charismatic speaker.


  7 - Craftwork (Grey hammer and saw on yellow field) - To build and makethings, still the cornerstone of civilization. The querent should lookto the product of honest physical labor. Shoddy craftsmanship is theresult of a reversed reading.


  8 - Detective (Lt.blue magnifying glass on brown field) - Much like theJournalist, but the stakes are higher. The querent should take nothingon faith, examine all claims, because someone is hiding something.Reversed, the querent is being watched.


  9 - Science (Blue retort (piece of glassware) on white field) - The abilityto think logically, to use the language of mathematics to find out thesecrets of existence. While the querent may not need to delve into thesciences for a solution, scientific thinking will be required. If drawnin the reversed position, this card represents the horrors science canunleash when unhooked from morality.


  10 - Martial Arts (Crossed grey Sai and Kama on red) - To the superhero, thelanguage of violence is used every day, and this card representsfluency. It also stands for the need to redirect attacks and do theunexpected. In a reversed orientation, the querent may find himself theone thrown.


  Novice - Apprentice (Black domino mask on green field) - Everyone has tostart somewhere. The querent is advised to seek out new skills, even ifit means a long period of training. However, if reversed, it suggeststhat the querent might be subjected to more humiliation than the newskills are worth.


  Knight - Hero (Silver hero with white cape on black field) - Someone who hasall the skills needed to do the job. The querent is as ready as heneeds to be. Reversed, and too many will look to the querent for help,and his own needs will be neglected.


  Healer - Sensei (Copper man in lotus position on white field) - A source oflearning is near, and the querent should seek it out. Reversed, themaster is cruel and fickle, but perseverence will be rewarded.


  Overlord - Legend (Silver five-pointed star on yellow field) - Such skilland talent that the Legend cannot go anywhere without being mobbed.Symbolizes the entry of such a legend into the querent's life, or thatthe querent is fated to be a legend, although this is less likely. Ifreversed, the legend is ill-deserved, or the querent may try to taketoo much credit for things beyond his ability.


  Note: for a more futuristic campaign, you may want to reshuffle these to put Computer higher and craftwork lower.


  MAJOR ARCANA:


  Major Arcana cards have no border, and have the name of the card at the bottom, the number at the top. I will note which characters I used to fill archetype roles, but you can use whichever you want. I will also suggest mainstream characters to use. Interpretation given when needed or available. The Major Arcana, however, is far more likely to represent people or events of importance, and the cards may not even directly apply to the querent.


  Sidekick (0, Fool) - Young man in cape leaping from a rooftop. I used a heronamed Fennec (created by Josef Ricketts, my chara design). Robinis an obvious choice here. The sidekick is innocent and innocence,but is often tragically lost.


  Mastermind (1, Magician) - Shadowy figure seated at chessboard, placing thepiece that checkmates his foe. My deck used a generic shadowy figure,but comics is rife with mysterious masterminds. A force behind thescenes is inimical to the querent.


  Telepath (2, Priestess) - Robed and cowled woman with glowing eyes. I usedgeneric look, but was inspired by the armored version of Psylocke.This card is meant more to suggest the younger telepath, rather thanthe old mentor or scheming mastermind, unless drawn in conjunction withone of those cards. The telepath may know your secrets, or may findsecrets for you.


  Enigma (3, Empress) - Typical "Lady in Red" leaning against a lamppost on afoggy street corner, wearing hat that casts shadow on face. Stands fora dangerous person, often a woman, but not necessarily dangerous to thequerent. In the not-uncommon case where it doesn't represent a personat all, it instead symbolizes a mystery that is about to come into thequerent's life and turn it upside down.


  Spy/Rogue (4, Emperor) - Smiling man with weapon concealed behind back,stands for a 'normal' acquaintance of querent about to betray him.Reversed it could mean a spy in the enemy camp who can help. Such aperson, in either case, rarely survives long.


  Mentor (5, Hierophant) - Aged man in wheelchair, radiating wisdom and power.I used a generic figure, but both Charles Xavier and Niles Caulder fitwell. The mentor may not be able to help directly, but his wisdom willbe important.


  Lovers (6, Lovers) - Caped man carrying woman as he flies. Archetypically,this is Superman and Lois Lane. The love between a hero and a normalperson can be a source of strength or a constant danger to both.


  Starship (7, Chariot) - I used the Liberator from Blake's 7. Same basicmeaning as Chariot, except with otherworldly connotations possible.The Starjammer or a Legion Cruiser would fit the image.


  Rival (8, Strength) - Two men either grappling or locked in contest of wills.Represents a rivalry about to come to a head. The cover of GreenLantern: Mosaic #5 is a perfect example of the image, and the story inthat issue also fits the meaning of this card.


  Hidden Face (9, Hermit) - Hero pulling on mask. I used Solar Max, a hero ofmy own design, but both Batman and Spider-Man definitely fit the mold.Represents the dual life many heroes lead, and how it can lead to no"real" life at all.


  Luck (10, Wheel of Fortune) - Three d6's rolling. Fickle fate, it cansnatch victory from the jaws of defeat or vice versa.


  Paragon (11, Justice) - Really patriotic looking hero. I used one of my owndesign, but you can use Captain America/Britain/whatever. Stands forthe heroic ideal. Reversed, it represents failure to uphold ideal.


  Gateway (12, Hanged Man) - Swirling dimensional gateway. Stands for"Damned if you do, damned if you don't" choices that many heroes mustmake, like whether to pursue someone through such a portal. Reversed,it can signal an imminent interdimensional rift or invasion.


  Radiation Accident (13, Death) - Rad and Biohazard symbols. Like the Deathcard, this card represents radical change, not actual death. Reversedcan signal hideous mutation, a change for the worse.


  Aging Veteran (14, Temperance) - Balding, greying hero in contemplative mode.I used a thinly-veiled ripoff of Alan Scott. Represents wisdom ofexperience tempered by weakness of age. Reversed it stands for oldfools who think they can still fight the good fight, and have heartattacks in the middle of combat, like Whizzer of Marvel's Invaders.


  Megalomaniac (15, Devil) - Either a hand crushing a globe or a boot stampingon a human face. A world-conqueror is afoot. Reversed, the villain isout to destroy the world, not conquer it.


  Stronghold (16, Tower) - Picture of super-prison broken open, and flyingvillain hitting it with a lightning bolt. Same meanings as Tower, butcan also mean that a prison break is imminent. Obviously, you mightwant to rename this card after the primary supervillain sieve in thesetting, such as the Vault, the Pit, Takron-Galtos, etc.


  Robot (17, Star) - A generic robot (I put a seven pointed star on mine).Represents robots as a help to mankind (or harm if reversed) and thetendency of humans to be more like robots. Also can stand for a certainrobotic hero or villain.


  Agency (18, Moon) - Tall desk with trio of figures behind it, cast insilhouette by light behind them. Think Paranoia debriefings, or theCommission in Marvel. Stands for meddlesome legal or paralegalauthorities, actively hostile ones if the card is reversed. Fame (19, Sun) - Hero surrounded by microphones and videocams. I used afemale hero named Delta Rose, but any fame-hungry hero is appropriate.Stands for Fame, or for the price of fame if reversed. It can alsorepresent unwanted fame coming the way of the querent.


  Vigilante (20, Judgement) - Dark hero silhouetted by full moon while on arooftop, holding a gun and very definitely skulking. Stands for thevigilante hero or vigilantism in general. If reversed, representscrossing the line between hero and killer.


  The Multiverse (21, World) - A string of worlds like in the ads for Crisis.Same basic meaning as World, but more diversity. Reversed, can signala new Crisis, or Zero Hour, or Secret War, or.... The card of thecrossover, it rarely comes with a totally positive meaning.


  CONCISE LISTING:


  Suitable for printing out on one page, here's a listing of what cards are in the deck, and what they're equivalent to in a standard deck.


  Suits: Energy (Cups/Pentacles), Power (Swords), Strength (Staves/Rods/ Wands), Talent (Coins).


  Numbers: Source (Ace), 2-10, Novice (Page), Knight (Knight), Healer (Queen), Overlord (King).


  Major Arcana: Sidekick (Fool), Mastermind (Magician), Telepath (Priestess), Enigma (Empress), Spy/Rogue (Emperor), Mentor (Heirophant), Lovers (Lovers), Starship (Chariot), Rival (Strength), Hidden Face (Hermit), Luck (Wheel of Fortune), Paragon (Justice), Gateway (Hanged Man), Radiation Accident (Death), Aging Veteran (Temperance), Megalomaniac (Devil), Stronghold (Tower), Robot (Star), Agency (Moon), Fame (Sun), Vigilante (Judgement), The Multiverse (The World)


  SAMPLE SPREADS


  For those not familiar with Tarot cards, a "spread" is a particular way of laying out the cards so that they may be interpreted. Most spreads simply involve turning over the cards in some simple pattern, with the querent's viewpoint determining if a card is upright or reversed. Any cheap book on Tarot will give a half dozen or more useable spreads that can be adapted for use with the Superhero Tarot.


  This section will present some spreads used by figures in the ASH Universe when they use the Superhero Tarot.


  Wanderer:


  A more classically-trained mystic, Wanderer tended to stick to the spreads you might find in the literature. However, he had a number of simplified three-card spreads he used when he needed a quick and simple prognostication.


  Past/Present/Future: Lay down three cards. The first represents the Past, and gives clues to things that have already happened, but which the querent may be unaware of. The second represents events currently taking place. The third suggests what might happen in the future if the querent allows things to take their current path. Useful in attempting to divine the plans of supervillains.


  Good/Evil/Chance: Another three-card spread. In this case, the first card makes a prediction about the forces of good, the second about the forces of evil, and the third represents what blind chance may throw in the way.


  Team Spread: Lay down one card for each member of the team, in an array around an additional card. Each individual card is a simple prediction for that team member, while the center card treats the team itself as a querent.


  Tymythy Twystyd:


  Tym wasn't much for looking into the future, having had some bad experiences with it early in his career. But he did experiment with the Superhero Tarot somewhat, and devised a few...interesting...spreads.


  Poker Spread: Deal a poker hand. Major Arcana are wild. The better your hand, the better your luck will be.


  Wide Spread: Also known as 78-pick-up. Tym throws the cards up in the air as hard as he can. Any that land on your body apply to you. In this case, face down counts as reversed. Wanderer doesn't approve of this method, or Tym's generally cavalier attitude toward the Tarot deck.


  Hat Spread: Another projectile method. Tym throws the cards at a hat across the room, one at a time. Once he's hit the hat enough times (usually three or four), he pulls out the cards that landed in the hat. Again, face down means reversed in this case. The querent is assumed to be the owner of the hat, a useful bit of sympathetic magic if you can get a hat (or helmet, etc) from a person you need to track down, as the hat will attract the right cards.


  Women in Merlion Refrigerators


  An ASH Universe Essay


  copyright 2006 by Dave Van Domelen ============================================================================


  Women In Refrigerators: http://www.unheardtaunts.com/wir/


  Back in the early issues of the Kyle Rayner Green Lantern, they decided to put some drama in Kyle's life by having Major Force kill Kyle's girlfriend and stuff her body in the refrigerator. This has given a name to the tendency in comics for female characters to be treated rather worse than their male counterparts. The site URLed above is a list of various instances of such shabby treatment.


  It struck me that, while I never really set out with an agenda of stuffing women in refrigerators in ASH, it looks like my female characters have generally come out of things more badly than the male characters. Sure, I usually fix the ones I break, but I still do seem to put the women through the wringer a little more severely than the men. So, here's a brief examination of the sorts of abuse I've inflicted on each of my major ASH characters, or have overseen in the writing of others (after all, this is my sandbox, and if Tony or Matt or Marc stuffs someone in a refrigerator, the buck still stops here).


  Just to be arbitrary, I'll go by last name, alphabetical, with one exception. Of course, I won't be composing this in alphabetical order, so there may be some incoherence as I write entries out of order.


  Here's the exception:


  Kelsey, Arin (Fury) - If there's anyone in ASH who has been put through the grinder, it's Arin. Driven mad by the horror of the "merlion refrigerators" back in Academy, she spent quite a bit of time in a coma. And as she was starting to recover her sanity, she got kidnapped by Josh Cole. He controlled her body, raped her repeatedly, and got her pregnant with his son. Giving birth to that son nearly killed Arin, and any attempts she may have made to bond with little Chris maternally were interfered with by both her job and his uncontrolled powers. Sure, she came out of it a stronger person in many ways (although there's always the possibility she's a hollow shell waiting to crack), but it's been pretty tough on her.


  Why did she get such a shoddy treatment? Well, in part because I chose a bad power for her. She could explode. Limited usefulness, that (although I later had her develop more finesse with it). So, when I wanted to drive home the horror of the moment in the Pranir organlegger ship, she was an easy one to write out of the team. It helped that I'd also established her as coming from a sheltered background, but there were other people on the team who could have had reactions nearly as bad. Heck, Sal would have been a good candidate, since his medical training would have driven home the true nastiness of the situation (Arin thought people were being eaten, Sal would have immediately recognized they were being chopped up and used for replacement parts...he wouldn't have gone catatonic, but might have decided to quit).


  Adams, Morgan - Slowly dying of a killing curse. Lived to see everything he loved die or fade.


  Adams, Tabitha Pierce (Tawny) - Nothing so far. Not related to Morgan, which is probably for the best.


  Auger, Claire (Arc) - Doing okay so far.


  Brown, Carol Jackson (Burnout III) - Possessed by Mr. Strings.


  Chin, Madelyn (Hellhound) - Father was the superhero Black Opal, he died in 1998 (before July).


  Dodson, Tom (Lightfoot) - Vaulted a generation into the future.


  Drake, Tony - He had a small nuke set off in his guts in the Deep Armageddon event. This hurt a LOT and resulted in a hospital stay while his intestinal flora were regrown, but he survived.


  Dumont, Jessa (Scry/Hellhound) - Lost her powers temporarily from the effort of sealing Mr. Strings into Cockatrice.


  Dumont, Tyra - Legs turned to ice by Cockatrice, went insane and became the villainous Mr. Strings. Body destroyed, eventually sealed into Cockatrice's body.


  Garanhir, Daffyd Glwycg (Llyr/Giantstar) - Turned into a photonic entity and then shared his form with the Shadowmonger Suspir. Controlled by Doublecross for a time.


  Geode (real name unrevealed) - Risked death of her and her family just for being paranormal. Powers rendered her inhuman. Fatally injured in fighting the Leviathan, possessed by TerraStar for an extended period.


  Gimble - Is a humanoid dung beetle. Seduced by Rebus, bore his child. Suffered trauma from partial Anchoring during pregnancy.


  Grant-Taylor, Sarah (Meteor/Comet) - Started off with some psychological issues, but got past them without much comment. Got turned to ice in the Battle of Montreal, eventually learned to move despite that condition. Later got past most of the intimacy problems her situation caused to her marriage, but is still made of ice.


  Handleman, Scott (Scorch) - Crucified by the Revanche, but recovered fully. Inhabited by George Sylvester's spirit for an extended period, possibly messing with his emotional state.


  Henderson, Howard (Peregryn) - Mentally assaulted by Contact. It didn't seem to emotionally scar him, however. All the other nasty stuff that's happened to him has been pretty much self-inflicted.


  Hendrick, Col. Richard - Severely burned over most of his body.


  Hodgson, Michael J. (Boomer) - Nothing bad yet.


  Hoekstra, Ross (Hooks) - Other than being roughed up a lot, not much.


  Ierulli-Kiris, Cas (Dioscuri Castor/Aegis) - Revealed to have been an inadvertant killer, much to his massive angst.


  Ierulli-Kiris, Pol (Dioscuri Pollux) - Killed in action.


  Jackson, Alaric Muhammad (Dervish) - Nothing bad yet.


  Keane, Harry (Hotspur) - Nothing bad yet.


  Kleinvogel, Jen - Largely unscathed, but I may be forgetting something.


  Li, Christina (Breaker) - Has done pretty well, actually. Had some fear issues regarding gods and China, but has resolved them.


  Mahler, Paul - Killed by the Arcanovore.


  Malfeas, Thomas (Warden) - Born without eyes, mentally manipulated by "Mentor" for months. Beaten to (clinical) death by the CSV.


  Napier, Sal (Gawain/Green Knight) - Turned into a puddle of blood by Caprice in the Battle of Montreal. It was only temporary, but seems to have been a preview of what he's becoming. Suffering a lot of existential horror of late as he wonders if he's going to permanently become a puddle.


  Qvenhild, Erik (Ymir) - Nothing horrible yet.


  Ridley, Jo - Brainwashed into becoming an assassin.


  Rodriguez, Carlos - Killed by the Burnout Killer.


  Rodriguez, Sara Ana (Essay) - Crucified by the Revanche, resulting in temporary paralysis. Cousin Carlos killed by the Burnout Killer.


  Smith, Lana (Burnout II/Fadeaway) - Tried to commit suicide after the death of Carlos Rodriguez, gave birth to his child. Possessed by Mr. Strings, tried to weaken that control by starving herself (bulimea).


  Sosnov, Yevgeny (Rasputin) - Crippled in battle, confined to a wheelchair.


  St. James, Sean (Popper/Burnout) - Killed by the Burnout Killer, identity assumed.


  Sylvester, George - Accidentally destroyed the universe, subjected to temporal and genetic manipulation by Baal Samin to avert this. Crucified by the Revanche, but recovered fully. Assassinated by agent of Doublecross. Soul inhabited Scott Handleman's body for a time, then bounced to the future by Baal Samin. Now lives in a body of solid light. Probably the most abused male lead.


  Sylvester, Julie - Caught in the blast radius of the emotional issues surrounding George Sylvester and Scott Handleman.


  Taya, Saori (Oni) - She hasn't had anything horrible happen to her yet.


  Taylor, John Zachary (Solar Max) - Wife turned to ice in Battle of Montreal, manipulated into almost committing mass murder against Khadam.


  Teller, Jason - Nothing major.


  Tracey, Dan (Grind) - Obsession with Rebus nearly cost him his sanity.


  Walker, Nate (Netwalker) - Nothing major yet.


  Willot, Beth (Hellhound) - Nothing major yet.


  Willot, James - Nothing major yet.


  Zander, Aaron - Saw his lover Paul Mahler die in front of him. Copied Paul's mind onto his own, eventually discovered it was merely information, not Paul's spirit, so he got to have Paul die twice.


  Villains not included, as doing horrible things to them is kinda par for the course.


  Just looking at members of ASH itself, there have been 7 male members (Solar Max, Scorch, Gawain/Green Knight, Peregryn, Lightfoot, Contact, Channel/Beacon) and 5 female (Meteor/Comet, Essay, Breaker, Fury, Geode). Four of the five women have had serious trauma directed at them, including rape, mental domination, and transformation of body. Depending on where you draw the line for serious trauma, anywhere from one to all of the guys have suffered, but most of them either got off relatively lightly, or the trauma was a result of something done to their beloved rather than to them. Granted, the only one to actually be killed outright was a guy, but it was a quick and painless death.


  Of course, regardless of whether there's an actual subconscious anti- female bias at work here, you have to admit I'm a royal bastard when it comes to treating my characters in general. :)


  BTW, the title of this piece is not just a reference to the Women in Refrigerators site, but also to the "Merlion refrigerators" from the opening arc of STRAFE, in which simplified Chinese leads to the closest translation of "Pranir organleggers" being "Merlion refrigerators".


  



  "Sex and the ASH Universe"



  an Essay and Roundtable


  Copyright 2009 by Dave Van Domelen ___________________________________________________________________________


  Disclaimer: while I will try to avoid being explicit or crude, the topics addressed here may offend the sensibilities of some readers. If you're a regular reader of Academy of Super-Heroes, it won't be any stronger than what you're used to, though.


  Second Disclaimer: While this started as a single-person essay, it has grown a bit. I'm writing my own parts in the first person, for the most part, and setting off the contributions of other writers in --- bars.


  Spoiler Warning: A few things that have only been hinted at in stories are spelled out here.


  In the LL&DD title by Andy Burton, there's a lot of kinky sex happening off-screen. You have a couple who "courted" via deathtraps, and where a professional job to design restraints for another superhuman female can result in jealousy. You'd think, on the surface, that LL&DD was pretty much on the edge of kink-related stories in the ASH Universe.


  You'd be wrong, though.


  Oh, as a romance comic (which, really, is what it is), the relationship stuff is a lot more prominent than in other titles. But if you think about it, even with the addition of supertech gizmos, the McKay-Blair fetish is pretty vanilla. Heck, in Topeka Kansas alone there's at least three places where you can buy dedicated light bondage gear (and there's swingsets at Walmart, but that's an in-joke). When you come right down to it, you have a heterosexual monogamous couple engaging in moderately weird sex.


  Compare that to when Sarah Grant-Taylor was made of ice and still managed to figure out how to have sex with her husband. Or Bathory's mixed- gender harem. Or the multi-layered relationship between Aaron Zander and Paul Mahler even before Paul died. And don't forget that a man made of light and a woman made of rock found a way to have sex!


  Before going on, I should lay out how I think this all works in real life, since that obviously informs how I extrapolate it to unreal life. Do keep in mind that even in real life, the nice neat categories I'll be describing tend to get hopelessly tangled up, they're just a starting point.


  I don't think sexuality is as simple as pure choice or pure genetics. I don't believe in genetic determinism in any arena, really, but at the same time it's impossible to dismiss the influence of both genes and pre-natal influences. It's not even a straightforward "40% genes, 60% environment" sort of split either, but a complex entanglement of influences.


  Even labeling the final state isn't particularly simple.


  First you have the genetic sex, determined at conception. XX, XY, and rarer things like XXY and their ilk. Even in the real world, there's more than two possibilities for this one, and in ASH it goes more than a little nuts, especially once you consider non-human or post-human saponts.


  Next there's gender identity, which some have claimed is strongly influenced or even caused by various hormonal changes in the womb. Typically, it lines up with physical sex (when there's a clear one). But plenty of people end up with a mismatch, some eventually realizing this and seeking surgical remedy.


  Third we have sexual preference. Again, there's claims that there's genetic or neonatal-hormone-related influences on this step. You can even get more complicated and say there's sexual (genetic) and gender identity preferences...so you could be attracted to genetic women who self-identify as males. Have fun discussing that one at Thanksgiving!


  Finally, there's the details of what sort of person within the general preference you'll be interested in. This is more of a socialization thing, and some have said that by age 7 or so you've pretty much established this, in the sense that you're more likely to be attracted to people from within your community.


  Put it all together, and *most* people will line up neatly. A genetic male who's a gender male and interested in local women, or a genetic female who's a gender female and interested in local guys. Maybe an exotic stranger will catch their eye once in a while, or there'll be some same-sex experimentation in youth, but they'll end up happily wed to the guy or girl next door, as it were. If their mate isn't literally from their local group, they'll be from a very similar one (i.e. from out of town, but a town much like their own).


  So, call it what you will...kink, perversion, paraphilia, alternative lifestyles...there's plenty of ways to depart from that picture in the real world just by looking at the four categories I listed. I'm not going to try to use technical terms (which I'm sure exist) for the types of differences here, but each category brings with it a LOT of opportunities to mess around with things in a science fiction/superhero setting.


  Let's look at physical sex first, since it offers the most striking deviations and ties into themes in ASH that go beyond just sex and relationships. It takes as a sort of zero order assumption that there will be X and Y chromosomes in the first place, which is no longer guaranteed in ASH. People like Geode or Beacon are no longer genetically *anything*, and have to find their own way in a relationship. You can't go down to the Spencer Gifts at the mall and buy a romance-enhancer kit for that couple. Well, you probably could, but it wouldn't be labeled as such. Some laser pointers and a disco ball might do the trick, for instance.


  And that's just people who were once genetically human, and are operating on memories of their old lives. What about purely artificial life? Could GLADI-8R meet a nice program and settle down? And then there's teratomorphs like satyrs, or non-humanoid aliens such as Deltans and Pranir. It's been shown that Delta Rose has had trouble fitting into human/Santari relationship patterns, being so totally alien in her natural form.


  And speaking of natural form, shapeshifters add a whole new complication. In addition to being artificial, Myriad can assume either sex at will. She self-identifies as female, but this doesn't stop her from taking on male forms when necessary.


  "What does it mean to be human?" is a repeated theme in ASH, with a lot of characters losing their original bodies, or having never been genetically human to start with. And it definitely gets reflected in their sex lives. The Taylors made it work. Sal Napier's letting his issues over body transformation affect his physical relationship with Arin (at least, it was still a problem by #100, although if you're reading this later down the line things may have been resolved). Beacon and Geode would never have *had* a relationship if not for their unique transformations, even leaving aside the fact that she would never have left her hometown if her powers hadn't emerged. They were too different until their changes brought them a sort of similarity.


  Gender identity isn't explored as much in ASH, if only because the genetic sex element dominates. There's no doubt been spontaneous gender reassignment in the ASH Universe when someone's powers activated and reshaped their bodies to match their self-image, for instance. This tends to make gender dysphoria less of an issue for superhumans.


  However, the growing telepath community is a place where gender/sex mismatches can result in interesting consequences. Telepaths tend to see each other by self-image more than by physical qualities, so a genetic male telepath who gender-identifies as female will look female to other telepaths. Being accepted within the community as the correct gender might actually reduce pressure to do anything about it physically, although self-alienation feelings would still be present.


  I should note that this was not the case in the relationship between Paul Mahler and Aaron Zander. Both are genetic males who gender-identify as male. Their case will be discussed later on.


  Compared to the previous categories, actual sexual preference is largely not a big deal in ASH, in most cases. Homosexuality may or may not be more common among ASH on-screen characters than the general population, but it's kinda hard to tell for sure with all the confounding variables. Paul Mahler is gay, but Aaron may actually be straight when dealing with non-telepaths. Bathory and Cockatrice were a couple for a while, but both are psychopaths who may not be classifiable as having any sort of normal human sexuality.


  One of the most plot-important cases of a character's sexual preference happened when Arturo Cacique was gently courting Sal Napier. In the end, Sal may have taken the coward's way out, insisting that his role required he at least try to conform to the prejudices of the people he served, but he at least admitted that had his life been wholly his to live he might have been able to love Arturo, even if his attraction was based more on the desire for an emotional anchor than anything physical.


  The fourth category gets a little weird. In the real world, it's mainly a matter of being more likely to find compatibility with someone who has a similar background. Sure, people from wildly different cultures find love all the time, but they stand out as counterexamples. As a suburban Midwesterner, I'd inevitably run into loads of little problems were I to get involved with an east-coast urbanite or a woman from Hokkaido or someone raised in an Afghani village, for instance. I'm generally more comfortable around people who share a similar background, with whom I have common reference points.


  On the other hand, there's communities I've joined post-childhood with whom I share a lot of common reference points as well. For instance, I'm more comfortable around comicbook geeks regardless of their nationality than I might be with a random sampling of people from my home town. I look forward to the national meetings of the American Association of Physics Teachers because that's another group I feel comfortable with.


  So, consider the kinds of communities that exist in ASH that don't exist in the real world. "Superhumans" is a fairly loose one, but there's probably at least some who prefer the company of other supers, romantic or otherwise, over normals. Telepaths are a very strong community when it comes to comfort level, and as Aaron Zander's situation showed, it can override all other categories. Telepaths are more likely to have successful relationships with other telepaths, even if everything else fails to match up. And yes, I cribbed this attitude from the Darkover books, but it certainly makes sense. Telepaths interact with each other in such a radically different way that it'd be hard to be truly intimate with a non-telepath...it'd be too much of a one-way relationship.


  The situations superhumans find themselves in can also affect the community-based element of sexual attraction. When Jen Kleinvogel and JakZak Taylor were stranded in ancient China, the two of them formed a community of two. Even if Jen would never have set her cap on JakZak in their home time (and she had, at one point), he was literally the last man on Earth as far as common reference points were concerned once they ended up in the First Century. This made him a lot more attractive, despite any ethical qualms his marriage gave Jen.


  In light of all of these things, the fact that LL&DD like to find innovative new uses for office supplies isn't really all that big of a deal, is it?


  * * * *


  I initially stopped there because it was time to go run some errands, and I figured I'd go into a bit more about specific relationships later. But before I left, I sent the rough draft out to the other ASH creators (who sometimes act as beta readers for me) and it turned into something of a roundtable email discussion, led off by Andy facetiously taking the office supplies line as a challenge.


  The first lengthy response came from John Scheibeler, creator of Star Knight and general behind the scenes kibitzer:


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


  With the level of technology in ASH, biological gender with regards to procreation really isn't part of the issue here. There's enough biotech to give same-sex couples the option of reproduction, from simple cloning to manipulation of cellular material to produce a viable zygote from two donor sperm cells. So the whole issue of sex-for-reproduction really shouldn't even enter into the equation, if someone does happen to bring it up.


  The two ASHers who have had children have been Arin and Essay, unless I miss my guess, and both have been shown to have come from fairly religious backgrounds where matters such as abortion or postponement (easy enough to do, given the tech level) are probably considered taboo to those religions.


  Superpowered people who are attracted to each other find ways to get their rocks off. (Pun not intentional in Geode's case.) And the superpowered genre is chock-full of sexuality. You have incredibly fit and attractive individuals going out and putting their bodies on display, which attracts potential sexual partners, and they exert themselves in amazing, adrenaline-pumping action, which has been shown to heighten the libido. One wonders not how sexual beings figure out how to become sexual -- one wonders why after every mission, ASH doesn't dissolve into a massive orgy. (You'd think that would be one of the early classes at the Academy.)


  LL&DD "doing it" isn't a problem here. What I guess the problem here is the fact that they both get creative in the bedroom. This isn't a kink -- this is a side effect of having two highly intelligent sexual beings get together. They decide to start using the devices less as a means to achieve climax (the definitiion of a kink), and more as a means to entice each other into an amorous mood. If they needed the bondage gear in order to achieve climax, then yes, it would be a legitimate kink. I doubt they do; they're both far too heavily in love to require toys to get off. At their level, the use of the toys is a game. It's play for playtime.


  The Taylors have shown to be sexually venturous, willing to go out on a branch to excite each other into climax. And of course we have Beacon and Geode, true pioneers in the realm of transhuman sexuality. Though I highly doubt that their union is sex as we know it -- after all, orgasm is a biological function. If Geode can orgasm, I'd be surprised. At least Meteor had the link to her biological body (wherever it actually was) to produce sensations similar to orgasm. I'd speculate that Beacon and Geode's union produces more of a consistent physical ecstatic state than actual orgasm and release, similar to the female 'afterglow' -- just prolonged and heightened. (Poor George may be becoming -addicted- to Geode.)


  On the other end of the spectrum, we have Triton and Sultry, who apparently *are* the plain-vanilla sex couple of the universe. Isn't that funny? You have two of the most uninhibited, most free-willed individuals in the CSV, and they haven't been shown to be anything more than a couple of kids when it comes to sex.


  What this essay boils down to is: different strokes for different folks.


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


  I suppose I'll address John paragraph by paragraph, although I don't really have anything to say about the first paragraph. :)


  Yes, Arin comes from a religious background, and that played a big part in her decision to bring Chris to term (although Chris pushed up the due date considerably!). And it wasn't even a hard choice for Essay, since by that time she was pretty solidly in love with Peregryn...and worried she'd never see him again. But neither of the women in question were planning on kids when they conceived, and in Arin's case that goes over to the "Women in Merlion Refrigerators" essay.


  As for Essay, that's certainly grist for a future story. She was surprised by the news of her pregnancy (August 2025), but the only time she and Peregryn had unplanned sex was over a year before that (July 2024). While Essay is more of a spontaneous free spirit, ritualistic behavior comes with the territory for Peregryn. In fact, by the timing of things, the impregnation had to have happened in July 2025, give or take a week or two, possibly on their first anniversary. Did Peregryn have a premonition that he might not be alive much longer? Did the one year anniversary suggest a propitious alignment of omens to him? Regardless of his motives, this was clearly a planned pregnancy on his side, but not hers.


  Academy sex ed is probably pretty comprehensive, especially since it's functionally a coed boarding school full of people who can bypass various means of curfew enforcement, even if the school IS a converted jail. I wouldn't put it past them to have some sort of libido-suppressors in the food supply, or have at least considered it. Not that this stopped Carlos Rodriguez and Lana Smith from conceiving a child.


  Andy responds to the fourth paragraph, so I'll leave that to him. All I'm going to say about Geode is to keep in mind who was time-sharing her body when she and Beacon started seeing each other, and that this person had a motive for wanting Geode's mind distracted. Peregryn's not the only mage who knows about sexmagic...as the daughter of the emperor, Polla was probably educated in all sorts of stuff like that as a defense against others trying to use those magics against her. :)


  Tony Pi had a brief response to John as well:


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


  Hey, just because I haven't written about Triton and Sultry's mile-high lightning sex, it doesn't mean they don't do it :)


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


  After he'd had some time to compose a lengthier response, Andy Burton pointed out that LL&DD aren't even as kinky as I'm allowing:


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


  One thing to keep in mind about the "kinky" side to LL&DD's sex life is that the bondage aspect is mostly Doctor Developer's thing. Trapping people is his kink, not Lady Lawful's. She's cool with it, and as John notes, they're in love enough that she'll let him have his fun and sometimes even egg him on (re: Dark Cupid). Except for one lesbian experience in college, I don't think she did a lot of experimenting before Deedee came along. For her, plain, old romantic sex is enough.


  That said, plain, old romantic sex isn't just plain, old romantic sex when you're dealing with Lady Lawful. Her baseline strength is three times that of a normal person, and ever since her powers kicked in when she was a kid (12-ish) she's been fairly invulnerable to most everyday things people face. Lady Lawful was the crazy kid who jumped off her roof trying to fly, fell out of trees, and only thanks to being 3x as durable she didn't break any bones. During her teenage, college, and pre-Deedee adult years, LL's lost more than one suitor due to them being uncomfortable/intimidated with how tightly she hugged them, how rough she was in bed, etc.


  It's rare for Doctor Developer to escape vanilla sex with LL completely unscathed. LL&DD are regulars at the local evening clinic (re: Unbeatable one-shot). It's not that he's into pain, just that in the throes of uninhibited passion, it's hard to always maintain precise muscle control. Which is a long-winded way of saying in the case of super-powered beings, sometimes the appearance of kink isn't so much kink as it is a side-effect of disproportionate power levels.


  If you have sex with someone whose powers include photonic radiation, "bring protection" could mean either a prophylactic or sunblock. Or, as we've seen with Green Arrow, sometimes it's a good idea to wear earplugs.


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


  Not to mention the special insulated condoms the Taylors used for a while. Given the special needs of a lot of superhumans in the romance department, I suspect there was at least one gadgeteer in the Third Age who did nothing but provide customized sex gear for supernormals who couldn't throttle back their powers enough to make sex safe in the "hospital visit" sense. Doctor Love, perhaps, although Gene Simmons might have insisted on a licensing fee for use of that name. This hypothetical gadgeteer might even have consulted with Doctor Developer on occasion.


  Before I bring in the next round of discussion, I figured I'd do as initially planned and look at a few of the couples in the Fourth Age and speculate on how they deal with their special needs, if any.


  The Taylors, of course, have had some rough (icy?) patches in their relationship, but as of ASH #100 everything's back to what passes for normal. They do not have kids, but since I've never had either angst about it one can presume they just use really good protection. Remember, Sarah is a speedster, so condoms and the like will tend to have a high failure rate. On the other hand, maybe having kids is difficult for them (i.e. Sarah's cycle is too quick to allow for impregnation unless special steps are taken) but they simply don't worry about it yet. Not every couple wants kids, and if they found out before Academy #0 that it would be possible if they really wanted to later, the angst would have been short-circuited.


  Procreative aspects aside, Sarah's almost definitely going to have to be the one to control the pace. If Lady Lawful has trouble controlling a merely triple-normal strength, Sarah's going to occasionally be a blur. And she might get kinda impatient when trying to let JakZak run things. So, in the Taylor bedroom, it's ladies on top.


  Speaking of which, should Arin and Sal ever get past the foolin' around phase, consider that he's something like five times her mass, if not more. Sure, she's stronger than she looks, but we're talking significant scale issues here. Of course, given their respective personalities, she'd probably end up on top anyway. :)


  However, given Sal's ongoing transformation, sex may require special measures in any case. All of his bodily fluids are becoming blood, which is why he's so squicked by the thought of what might happen if he and Arin go any farther than naked necking. He's probably even more squicked by the thought that he or Arin might *like* it, giving a whole new meaning to the term "hemophilia". Okay, there's probably another term for sexual arousal in the presence of blood, but I'm not foolish enough to go googling for it, because I know I'd find it...and more. Remember, Rule 34 of the Internet: if it exists, there's porn of it.


  Aaron and Paul didn't need any special equipment when they were alive. Aaron's mind over body powers require an act of will, so at baseline he's only slightly superhuman. Oh, his baseline is probably a little stronger than Lady Lawful's baseline, but unlike Cameron, Paul Mahler's also a supernormal. No particular emphasis on physical powers, but Paul was careful to work out and try to at least stay only a little behind Aaron's baseline. This physical prowess is part of why he got sent out to help deal with Warden initially, for instance. So they may have been a little rough on the furniture, but that's it.


  During the time when Aaron thought the copy of Paul in his mind really was Paul's spirit, they probably continued their romantic relationship. With telepaths, a lot of it is mental anyway...although it became possible to grab a quickie just about anytime once they shared headspace. For a while after the revelation, this likely stopped, out of guilt feelings if nothing else.


  While we haven't really gotten into Gene Clark's head (it's crowded in there anyway), the whole dual-mind thing is part of what attracts her to Aaron. Oh, yes, his total beefcakeness is certainly a part of it, but as mentioned earlier, telepaths need more than that. Gene's telepathy lets her access the skills and knowledge of everyone within her range, and while she doesn't have it as bad as Rogue of the X-Men, there's going to be bits of personality and emotion attached to that data. She has a crowd scene in her head any time she's in range of people and not purposely suppressing her power. Aaron is one of the only sane people on the planet (for loose definitions of "sane") who knows even a little bit about what that's like. A relationship with Gene is almost inevitably going to be polyamorous to some extent (hopefully she doesn't also broadcast when her control slips, but some telepaths do), so why not go right for a mental threesome as the default setting?


  In one possible future, Captain Sander of the Spear Carriers story is intended to be a descendant of Aaron and Gene, with Zander slowly changing to Sander over the centuries. But that may no longer be the future of the main ASH timeline, it may have been part of the Impossible Five's timeline. Which is another way of saying I'm gonna weasel out of the inevitability of their relationship. :) It may still happen, but it may not.


  Scott "Scorch" Handleman has sometimes needed to sleep in a fireproof room when his powers got beyond his control, but by the time he slept with Julie Sylvester he had things sufficiently tamped down that no special precautions were needed. Prior to Academy #0, one could say that his personality was more than enough to prevent sex from happening.


  On the other hand, Julie probably did look into protective measures, such as fire-retartant gels, when things were starting to get serious. And, as a short digression into Normal People, More-Or-Less, she's pretty straitlaced for someone in her line of work (high fashion), thanks to a suburban upbringing. Her reaction to the thought that she might have slept with one or more members of Maria Incarnata's bachelorette party suggests she never really experimented in that direction. On the other hand, she sees unclothed and partially clothed models of both sexes all the time (and probably a few transgenders too), so her suburban attitudes in terms of nudity taboos have definitely been eroded away.


  Back to the weird, there's really nothing about their powers that requires Essay and Peregryn to take special measures...but they do anyway. They're creative people, highly skilled in either magic or technology, and each spent a lot of time denying feelings for each other. So you can bet that Peregryn didn't just happen to have known a bit of tantric magic (and as of ASH #18 he hadn't really studied it much so what he learned by the time of ASH #29 likely had Essay in mind), and Essay likely has some creations that she'd never let her mom see.


  Essay's definitely stronger than Peregryn, though. So even if they were to keep things relatively "vanilla", he'd probably cast a spell or two to reinforce his body.


  It has not yet been revealed whether knowledge that the spirit of Venus keeps an eye on the couple has affected their sex life. At least their superhuman endurance means that the usual "too tired to do anything" stage of child-rearing isn't an issue for them.


  I've already covered most of Beacon and Geode's relationship, but I would like to clarify a point: Beacon only feels that way when he enters Geode, he doesn't get it from other transparent materials. It's a result of a spell cast on Geode by TerraStar during The Base of the Pillar's time "dead" at the end of ASH #50. TerraStar reshaped Geode's body and controlled it for a time, but was pushed aside when the original owner reawakened. From that point, Polla only had brief moments of influence, and she used the budding relationship between Beacon and Geode to maneuver them into position where Polla could take control again.


  Due to the nature of the spell, any strong source of light feels good to Geode, but it takes something on the order of a photonic lifeform to bring her to the point of ecstacy (and total distraction).


  And yes, she's going to be fighting off the Light Brigade in ASH #100.


  Of the core members of ASH, that leaves only Breaker and Lightfoot. Breaker's lovelife, if there has been one, has yet to be revealed...although for a while I was toying with having her and Lightfoot hook up. Lightfoot's had a lot of near misses and casual dating, but has yet to find out one way or another how his powers interface with interfacing. But since he can speed up anything he touches, it won't be the same sort of problem it is for Meteor, I suspect.


  As for Netwalker, I'm sure he's quite familiar with Rule 34 by this time. And not all rogue Khadamite AIs are built for system cracking. ;)


  Discussion more or less petered out at this point, but John Scheibeler had one more email:


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


  One thing needs to be said here. I think everyone here has read "Man of Steel, Woman of Kleenex" by Larry Niven, yes? If not...I think it's reprinted on the web somewhere. If you don't know, it's an examination of the problem of Kryptonian reproduction in a yellow-sun environment...and why, using a human woman, it would be impossible.


  The point is, as Larry put it, orgasm essentially amounts to an uncontrollable epileptic fit. Pleasurable, sure, but even normal humans have exhibited beyond-human levels of strength during an orgasm. I've heard emergency room technicians recount quite a few stories about lovers injuring each other while in the throes of passion. And Dave touched on this, but it got me thinking of another piece of fiction I did a long time ago about Rogue, from the X-Men, trying to have some fun with a lesser male...not Gambit, this was during the early 90's when Gambit just wasn't cool enough. The problem was eventually solved with a mutant inhibitor collar...which brings up all sorts of connotations to bondage. In this case, the bondage gear isn't required for orgasm, it's required for *surviving* it.


  And this points back to ASH, where we have humans coupling with superhumans, and having to figure out methods of survival. Now that Andy's mentioned it, the whole bondage thing probably did start as DeeDee's kink...but when he realized that plain vanilla sex lands him in the hospital, but trapping Lady Lawful up in a trap that prevents her from exerting her strength means he gets to save on his insurance premiums, bondage became not a kink but a *necessity*.


  Looking at JakZak and Sarah...with her speed, the concept of "friction burns" comes to mind. At this point the whole ice thing might have been a godsend for poor JakZak, because it introduced a cooling element to what otherwise is probably a very painful experience. At least Lightfoot *chooses* what to accelerate...though it might be best to place a watch in his hands so he's not touching his lover at the time.


  And Triton and Sultry...at this point I'm likely to consider, with Triton's time travelling, the reason he has electricity powers in the *first* place is that he managed to do some genetic manipulation of himself in the womb. Otherwise the first time he made love to Sultry, she'd probably have electrocuted him quite thoroughly. (Silly idea, as it was probably Derek's electrical powers which was a big contributing factor to their romance in the first place, i.e. "Hey, here's a guy I can shoot as much power into as I can when I come, and he'll be around later!". But I can just imagine a time-travelling Radner discovering he was originally genetically intended to have fire-controlling powers, and realizing just what that would mean....)


  And regarding those mile-high thunderstorm sex marathons...well, they have to be that far up; Sultry would probably overload most of Khadam's power grid otherwise. Not to mention destroying the presidential grounds.


  Scott Ritter, aka Star Knight, was intended to have a girlfriend...in fact, it was intended that he have both a Terran girlfriend and a Santari lover. (And never the two should meet, until of course the Santari girl gets transferred to Earth...hijinks ensue.) And Scott's mental barrier against the use of his power is broken by Star Knight #3, because it's the use of his powers which enables him to use the hypersuit. So the question becomes... do they have to do it in a zero-gravity environment? Or when he does it with a lover, does it *become* a zero-gravity environment?


  Of course, there's always the use of power-nullification equipment, which solves many of these problems. And that brings up another thing about the ASH universe: Anchors. I can easily see Anchors in great demand as marriage counselors-cum-sex therapists, using their ability so that the harried couple has a chance to finally have sex without killing each other. Now the question becomes: does the Anchor actually have to be present? If so, does this turn into some sort of orchestrated orgy scene, like a Roman bacchanalia, with an Anchor coordinating several couples at once? This sort of thing might become an art form....


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


  http://www.larryniven.org/stories/Man_of_Steel_Woman_of_Kleenex.shtml is the one legal link to that oft-quoted essay. It does not, sadly, include Curt Swan's illustrations done for the Penthouse Comics version.


  MoS/WoK isn't really a good comparison to ASH, however, since it looks at the "moves planets around" Silver Age Superman compared to baseline humans. The spread in power levels is a lot smaller in ASH. Probably the only couple facing anything like that disparity in strength and durability is Arin and Sal, and she's a lot tougher than she looks. Not to mention, the "uncontrollable epileptic fit" element tends to get oversold. We're talking petit mal here, not grand mal. Very few people I know regularly break stuff while having sex...and if full strength random muscle clenching happened during every orgasm, there'd be a lot more teenage boys in the emergency room with very hard to explain injuries.


  Before he reformed, I doubt Deedee had insurance. Supervillains are kinda considered high risk. But once he joined the Three (later Four) Strikes, he'd have been covered by the DSHA policy. Someone in a DSHA office somewhere probably got really tired of filling out claims for Cameron.


  Sarah Grant-Taylor probably benefits from the usual Flash-Science "beneficial side adaptations" like improved lubrication systems that kept her from needing both knees replaced by age 16. And, of course, prevents certain parts of her husband from catching fire.


  Sultry doesn't emit lightning herself, but she can call it. So a guy can have sex with her without getting zapped, but the weather's likely to get a bit bumpy at the time, so it'd be a good idea to do things inside. Inside a tornado shelter, preferably. I'm sure Glyph has a Gimel-class city enchantment prepared for times when the Chancellor and his wife get their freak on in the upper atmosphere.


  Finally, the topic of Anchors. The more powerful ones need only be in the general vicinity, such as in the room next door. They generally have to be awake and paying attention, though, so if the couple doesn't go to sleep neither could the Anchor. But the ratio of Anchors to supers was never high enough in the Third Age for this to really be something that people expected to be able to do. Someone might have started up such a consulting business around 2020, but with the Anchor Plague reducing the ratio to 1990s levels, there's more lucrative places for Anchors to go, to be honest. Maybe one or two who see it as a Calling would remain. As mentioned earlier, you'd more likely see a gadgeteer than an Anchor helping powered couples (or couples with one powered and one normal) interact safely.


  Anyway, that's it for now! This may get added to later on, if events warrant or someone else comes up with a new angle that should be addressed.
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