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Could you tell us a little bit about Ascension Epoch?
Mike: Ascension Epoch is two things: an open-content fiction platform and a shared universe for the stories 
we tell. As a platform, it’s a way to encourage collaborative writing and contribute new literature to the 
commons. We are opposed to the concept of “intellectual property” and see it as a real danger to freedom 
and creative expression. Thus, all of our characters, stories, artwork – everything – are released under a 
Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike license. We want people to share our work freely and get involved 
creatively, whether that means writing books, creating illustrations, performance art, or whatever.

Presto: I always like to point out the importance of that ShareAlike part. You see tons of individuals and 
companies, for instance, Disney, creating new work based on public domain stories. John Carter, Oz the 
Great and Powerful, The Little Mermaid, Treasure Planet, the list goes on and on. Disney usually starts with 
public domain stories, creates something new, and then copyrights it, so you can’t - for example - use their 
Ariel or their interpretation of the Oz witches in your own stories, even though they used other people’s 
creations as the basis for those characters. ShareAlike breaks that mold, requiring that anyone who wants to 
use Ascension Epoch stuff forego copyright. Over time, this should give a growing repository of characters, 
concepts, and stories back to the commons.

Mike: As a shared universe, the Ascension Epoch is a way to tell all sorts of different stories but keep them 
grounded in the same world. Primarily, we are interested in stories of heroic adventure, which might mean 
superheroes, two-fisted pulp adventure, exploration, sci-fi action, paranormal suspense, or a number of other 
genres. Many shared universes are pretty limited in the genres and themes they deal with, but Ascension 
Epoch goes all over the place. It may seem a bit counterintuitive at first, but we think it actually adds a great 
deal of verisimilitude to the setting. After all, the real world is not just about one thing, so why should a 
fictional world be? Our background is a composite of dozens of public domain works, mostly from 19th and 
early 20th century adventure literature, but also including Golden Age comic books and films from more 
recent times whose copyrights have lapsed. We’ve taken great care in developing these disparate viewpoints, 
characters, and events into a cohesive whole, tweaking and expanding the originals where necessary. 

Presto: Mike is amazing to work with, the way he’ll see something and can figure out how to incorporate 
it into our universe. I was a bit skeptical that he could put, say, Wizard of Oz, Sherlock Holmes, War of the 
Worlds, and Frankenstein into the same alternate history and have it make sense. He’s put hours upon hours 
of thought into it – as well as our original characters and concepts – and it works. It’s seamless. He really is a 
world-builder at heart.

Mike: Ascension Epoch is primarily about telling entertaining stories, not about pushing an agenda. That 
said, like any serious creative work, it is informed from a certain perspective and shaped by particular values. 
In our case, these are Christian, pro-peace, and pro-individual liberty.
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Mike and Shell DiBaggio (Presto) are the husband and wife team behind the amazing art and creative writing 
of Ascension Epoch, a shared universe of adventure fiction built on both original elements and public domain 
sources. In addition to appealing to readers with entertaining stories and great artwork, Ascension Epoch is 
also intended to be collaboratively developed with other writers and artists. In the following interview, you’ll 
read about the unique ideas behind Ascension Epoch, inspirations, recommendations and much more! Enjoy!
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How did you get started in this area?
Mike: I got my first comic book when I was three, and from an early age I loved superheroes and the idea 
of creating comic books. I was into drawing as a youngster, but I didn’t stick with it, and instead turned to 
writing and role playing games to satisfy my creative urges. As a teen, I did some work for RPG companies 
in addition to my own game design, and I started to read a lot of novels, too (mostly classic sci-fi, especially 
Heinlein). In my college years, I spent a lot more getting into more esoteric forms of world-building, such as 
constructed languages and plotting alternate histories. 

Years later, I was running a pretty successful RPG forum that 
combined characters from the big comic publishers, the pulps, 
and old adventure novels. I devoted a huge amount of time 
and effort to it, fashioning an alternate history based around 
a different WWII, cobbling together bits and pieces of various 
universes, and, of course, writing adventures. At some point, 
Shell (we had only recently started dating at the time) asked me 
why we weren’t writing something we could actually publish and 
sell. I resisted for a while, but eventually I realized I didn’t have a 
good answer.

Over a period of months, we set up the framework for what 
would become Ascension Epoch. The idea to base it on public 
domain stories was hit upon pretty early, and helped along by 
the purchase of my first Kindle and the huge number of free, 
public domain books available on it. The decision to release it 
under Creative Commons came later, but I think the seed for that 
openness was always there.

Presto: Uh… Mike didn’t want to pay an illustrator, so he 
married me. But seriously, I rented the ’60s Spider-Man cartoon, 
Superman movies, and Voltron a lot as a kid. I didn’t get into 
comics until I was about 10. I was a huge X-Men fan, and the 
Claremont/Cockrum, Byrne, and Smith eras are hands-down my favorite. I won’t say my style reflects John 
Byrne or Chris Bachalo (who did Generation X, one of my other favorites), but I aspire to be as good an artist 
and as productive as them.

Despite the fact that I’ve got superheroes and horror on the brain, it was actually Charles Schulz who got me 
drawing. When I was really little – maybe 4 or 5, I watched a documentary on him and realized for the first 
time that someone was actually drawing all the illustrations in the newspaper and books I had. Up until then 
I guess I thought… well, I don’t know what I thought, but once I realized that people actually created those 
images with their own hands, I was hooked. So I’ve been drawing over 25 years now.

There are a handful of people, mostly teachers, who encouraged my drawing during my school years. But 
besides that, I feel like I draw (and write) what I write in spite of a lot of people. There were always more 
people discouraging me – telling me not to waste time on things you can’t make a living off of, telling me 
to do more social activities like sports or going to dances and football games, or telling me not to draw 
superheroes and to instead paint still lifes of flowers or houses or do cartoony children’s books – all fine 
things, if that’s your cup of tea, but it wasn’t mine. At times it was very hard and lonely to improve my craft, 
but I kept on keeping on until I found Mike and the other people who are my close friends now, and it’s all 
been much easier since.
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Do you have any favorite books, movies, artwork, games, etc that you find inspiring?

Mike: Wow. Too many to list. Our setting is heavily based on the public domain adventure stories from the 
19th and early 20th centuries, so they are all inspiring. My favorite living author is Tim Powers, though I 
can’t make up my mind whether “The Drawing of the Dark” or “Declare” is my favorite of his. Tolkien gave 
me my love of worldbuilding with his big, sprawling setting and complicated history. Manly Wade Wellman 
had a big effect on the way I write. C.S. Lewis, Robert Heinlein, Michael Moorcock, Edgar Rice Burroughs all 
fired my imagination and helped me get a handle on the craft of writing. I’m leaving out dozens of others that 
deserve recognition, but I don’t have all day. I also spent a lot of time in the world of role playing games (the 
tabletop kind). In fact, that’s where I cut my teeth on storytelling.

As for music, my favorite band by far is Blue Oyster Cult.  Besides being great rockers, they are incredible 
storytellers. They’re the thinking man’s rock group, full of big ideas about mythology, history, and their 
intersection. There is this mysterious, supernatural quality to many of their songs that’s just perfect for 
writing the kinds of stories I like to write. Of course, there are a lot of recurring sci-fi and fantasy motifs in 
their music, as well (they even partnered with Moorcock for a few songs). 

Presto: Touching upon my last answer, comic books, definitely. Especially Marvel through the 70s, 80s, and 
90s. Mike handles the majority of the writing for our books, but as the series (especially East End Irregulars) 
goes on, I’ll be contributing more. So it may be some assurance to our readers that I’ve also studied literature. 
Some of my favorite artists are Anthony Burgess, Mary Shelley, and 
Richard Matheson – shorter horror and/or speculative sci-fi works. 
I’m also the anime fan in the family, and I’ve long admired how many 
anime can keep a balance of humor while also having a serious plot 
that often leaves you holding your breath as you await the outcome. 
Titles like Robotech/Macross, Slayers, Trigun, Gungrave, and Lodoss 
War really stick with me, and I love the strong character development 
(and fashion sense) of shoujo manga like Nana, Paradise Kiss, and 
many CLAMP works. And, like many artists, I rather dare anyone 
to look at the Tolkien paintings by the Brothers Hildebrandt or the 
comic book paintings of Alex Ross and not be inspired.

Do you have any unique experiences so 
far working on Ascension Epoch?

Presto: Holy hand grenades, let me assure you that every convention 
where we’ve had an artist’s table has been its own unique experience! 
I really can’t impress upon you what it’s like to be on the other side of 
the table at a con. It’s terrifying and magical all at once: trying to get 
people’s attention, finding that person who’s interested, or better yet, 
the person who’s back because they already enjoyed one book and 
they’re ready for another. We’ve also made some great friends who 
are also writers along the way. 

But as far as experiences working as a team, I’m very blessed to have found Mike, because we really play 
to each others’ strengths. While we’re both good with characterization, Mike looks to me for help writing 
certain characters, particularly female ones. I’m not as strong on the world-building front, whereas he is, and 
Mike can only draw vehicles from a side view, so… yeah, he needs me a bit there. 
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It can be trying, though. There are characters where I’ve gone through a dozen designs before Mike sees 
one he likes – lots of drawings hit the cutting room floor. He hated my first Irregulars costume design, 
particularly Torrent’s, and I think it took three years of carefully mulling concepts until we got Signalman 
looking how we wanted. I’m especially thankful for digital coloring and painting, because – whereas some 
folks are content with any design – Mike keeps me on my toes, pointing out how poses and expressions can 
be better. I do the same for his writing, too. I carefully read, edit, and suggest changes (or do rewrites) myself. 
It can be hard to actually hear an honest opinion, but it’s also what keeps us growing in our crafts.

Mike: Shell and I talk constantly about ideas for characters, plots, how to get around our cases of writer’s or 
artists’ block, and so on. And we’re constantly pushing each other. We usually take a notebook or a recorder 
along with us whenever we take a long drive to make sure we don’t lose a good idea. It’s really awesome to 
have that constant level of interaction on a creative level. And Shell’s art adds a power and allure to our stories 
way beyond my words. The truth is that a story, no matter how good, doesn’t catch the attention of a passer-
by the way an exciting book cover or illustration does.

We also have fans and supporters that have given us a lot of encouragement over the last year. It seems we 
always find a handful of people at a convention who really dig what we’re doing, and they’ll email us excitedly 
asking when the next one is coming out, or they’ll leave a really great review. It’s an incredibly rewarding 
feeling. It’s like, “Yes! Someone else gets it! They’re into it, too!” 

What might your goal be for the future working in this area?

Mike: My goal is to do this full time. Right now, I have to work full time as a software developer to pay the 
bills, but writing and world-building is where my passion lies. Wild popularity would also be nice.

Presto: Mike has graciously and generously 
allowed me to quit my full-time job to devote 
more time to working on our books. We have 
a few more books we want to get out over the 
coming months before I sit down to do a full 
on comic book (right now we have illustrated 
novels), but, yeah, comics are definitely a goal. 
Although illustrated novels are going to bet the 
majority of our publications – we’ve just got 
too many stories to tell, and that’s a good thing. 
Selling enough books to pay some bills would 
obviously be nice, too. Mike’s paying the bills, so I’m not getting paid for my work on Ascension Epoch It’s a 
labor of love, to be sure, but I’d like to go back to liberally buying CDs and comic books – as well as paying 
for groceries – sometime in the future.

Any advice, recommendations or libertarian thoughts on how people could get 
involved in their community as a positive influence?

Mike: Talk to people, help each other, be kind and generous to family, friends, and neighbors. Don’t just be 
a “good libertarian,” but be a good person. A lot of people criticize libertarians, saying we’re atomists. Well, 
unfortunately that’s often true, but it’s true of most everyone in this increasingly isolated, atomized society. 
Alone, we are weak, vulnerable, and ultimately unhappy. But as a community, we are stronger, more resilient, 
and more fulfilled. Anyway, one of the best ways to get people to question the state is to demonstrate that 
most folks are actually quite decent at heart.

(Continued on Next Page)
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To libertarian artists, the best advice I can offer is to emphasize the art over the message. We need more 
people firing passions and stirring imaginations and fewer people dropping dull, ideological anvils. It’s OK to 
have a message, but it cannot get in the way of enjoyment. If it does, you won’t get through to anybody. You 
can write a good story, have a lot of people remain ignorant of the message, and still have an impact; but if 
your story is lost in your message, you won’t reach anybody.

Presto: I think part of being a good libertarian and a good 
person is to never be afraid to ask the hard questions, or point 
out faulty logic. Not the point of being a jerk or a know-it-
all, of course. But a lot of people have been “successfully” 
indoctrinated to always take authority figures at their word, 
regardless of whether they’re actually in possession of the 
knowledge to give such advice/mandates/what-have-you. I 
encountered that a lot, for instance, when I was a journalist. 
People thought I was a nutjob and a conspiracy theorist for a few 
years, but the longer I knew people, the more people thought 
I had a point. Others started opening their eyes. Or better yet, 
people admitted that they already were questioning the state, but 
they didn’t have it in them to say anything because they felt they 
were alone in their opinion. We have to give each other strength.

But we also have to be civil, kind, and careful with our words. 
Insulting people’s beliefs is a good way to get a defensive, knee-
jerk reaction and have them close their minds to new ideas. Liberty and voluntaryism lends itself to logic, 
and through patience and understanding, and many well-placed questions, some people will lead themselves 
to the better path.

On a fiction level, well, fiction is fiction, and it’s written by an author. I think it’s important to be conscious 
of what you’re saying. I’ve seen many, many authors put “hard topics” like drug use, abortion, gun control, 
domestic violence, etc., in their work in a way that doesn’t actually address the topic – and when asked what 
they were trying to say (because you can’t really tell the way they wrote it) they merely say, “I wasn’t trying to 
say anything. I just put it in there because it happens in real life.” And worse, the characters don’t talk about 
it – as people would in real life.

If you’re going to write, write your characters’ stories. Keep the characters true to themselves and have events 
meaningfully impact them. Don’t write something life-changing and have them forget about it. Be aware of 
what story you’re telling, and what a perceptive reader can take from it. Don’t harp. Don’t beat them over the 
head with a message. But remember that your characters are people, and have opinions. They don’t need to give 
a speech; their actions and reactions convey a message, and therein lies the power of your underlying message. 

Where can readers find out more about your work?
Mike: Our website is at www.ascensionepoch.com. Our books can be found there, on Amazon, Unglue.It, 
Noisetrade, and some other online retailers.

Presto: Folks can also follow us on Google plus and Twitter, or sign up for our mailing list at 
www.ascensionepoch.com/mailing-list/ (you get a free short story by signing up, too).


