Superhero Nation Synopsis for Reviewers

The plot in one sentence:  Superhero Nation is a wacky action-comedy about a team of unlikely superheroes trying to save the world from a deranged chemist.    
Target audience:  age 16-30 comic book fans, particularly males.     
Cast:  Tentatively, we’re planning on having 2-4 main heroes and one main villain.  

Hero #1:  Gary Smith (who eventually becomes Agent Black) is an uptight IRS
 agent whose life is his work.  The initiating action of the book is that he nearly dies in a car-bombing.  The police assume that he is unsafe at his place of work and convince him to leave the IRS until the investigation is complete in about a year.  He attempts to rebuild his life by transferring to other government agencies, but no one wants to hire and retrain him if he’s only going to work for a year.  As his job-search ails, the lack of a steady routine and purpose make him progressively unhappier.   After he exhausts all other options, he applies to the Office of Special Investigations.  The OSI is a Homeland Security agency that handles “special” crime (a loose concept that includes supervillains, mutant assassins and the like).   
The OSI is very odd.  Part of our comedy stems from the eventual conflict between the milquetoast Gary and the odd OSI, which treats life more or less like it’s a comic book.  For example, the OSI’s director is routinely involved in field operations, a la Nick Fury.  When Gary mentions how strange that is, someone gives him a wacky response like “he’s killed a man with a spoon.  Are you going to tell him no?”  
At first, Gary goes in for an interview and the OSI summarily rejects him.  He doesn’t have any of the traits they’re looking for:  heavy weapons skills, ninjalike reflexes, freakish intuition, the ability to hack an alien spaceship with an Apple, etc.   
On his way out, Gary takes the elevator from the Human Resources office to the ground-floor.  Coincidentally, Agent Orange takes the same elevator.  
Hero #2:  Agent Orange is a mutant alligator and the head of OSI Human Resources.  Gary has never seen a mutant animal before.  His overpoliteness botches the conversation.  For example, Gary’s attempts not to stare at Agent Orange’s teeth inadvertently offend the alligator (who is quite proud of his most prominent feature
).  Gary’s surprised reaction to Agent Orange’s name displeases Orange, who picked his name because he is a helpful problem-solver.  (I hope that readers also pick up the implication that anyone who names himself “Agent Orange” to sound like a helpful problem-solver is more than a little bit strange).  
As he tries to leave the office, Gary walks past the security desk.  The guard takes a call and tells Gary that the OSI Director, Martin Stull
, just asked to meet with Gary.  Stull shows him an array of security monitors, including one in the elevator where Gary met Agent Orange.  Stull says that he was impressed by Gary’s performance and gives the strong impression that he doesn’t like Agent Orange very much
.  
Stull offers Gary a one-year contract based on how he “handled” Agent Orange in the elevator.  Gary gets confused—he’s a bit embarrassed by how badly he botched that conversation.  Stull clarifies that the job would be to gather evidence to have Agent Orange fired for incompetence/recklessness/something else without infuriating Orange’s friends throughout the office.   Gary skims through a legal contract of several hundred pages without noticing that it stipulates (on page 198) that he will gather evidence by becoming Agent Orange’s partner and that he cannot quit his new job without paying several million dollars worth of contractual damages.  (That’s how I explain why Gary doesn’t just quit when the going gets rough later on).  
That takes us more or less through the first arc of (probably around five) chapters.  Then I’d like to move across the country and back several years to explain the origin story of another character:  Jacob Mallow, the main villain.  As explained in Everybody Dies, Jacob starts out as an idealistic inner-city student applying to college.  Over the chapter, Jacob’s idealism takes a more sinister turn as he takes on a summer job in Surf City, a fictional city that becomes a hotbed for supernatural activity every summer.  This arc ends with Jacob possessing Agent Orange’s blood, a liquid with substantial mutagenic properties.  Jacob reasons that Agent Orange is a mutated alligator—evolved far beyond what a normal alligator is capable of—and he wonders what a mutated human would be capable of.  Unlike the absolutely idiotic Dr. Suresh from Heroes, Jacob decides that he needs to study the blood before attempting to use it on himself.   
Then we flash-forward to the present period of the story
.  Jacob is now a doctor overseeing a major pharmaceutical research project.  Unbeknownst to his corporate sponsors and most of his research team, he’s using the project as a front for his mutagenic research.  He’s getting close, but the mutation process is (like evolution) random and extremely rare.  Tests on lab-rats suggest that the reverse-engineered mutagen could work on mammalian species but only .001% (1 rat out of 100,000) actually survived the mutation process.  The remainder died shortly after exposure.  
Jacob decides that this phase of the project can only end when he has a mutagen that is 50% effective on lab-rats.  Then he can move up to higher mammals.  His attempts to perfect the process continue to fail and his corporate sponsors are getting increasingly suspicious about the work he’s supposed to be doing.   In a desperate move, Jacob hires Dr. Berkeley, a biophysicist
. 
OK, now I’m going to try to analyze what we have so far for a moment.  We have two distinct threads of story: on one hand, we have Gary and Agent Orange at the OSI, and on the other we have Jacob and Dr. Berkeley.  At this point in the story, we’re probably twenty or perhaps even thirty thousand words in.  Our main problem, I think, is that these two strands do not seem connected yet.  Well, Agent Orange’s blood plays an important role in Jacob’s quest, but I’m more concerned about Gary (who is more major than Orange).  Gary isn’t connected to Jacob/Berkeley at all.  

Now, when we shift back to Black and Orange, I’d really like to tie the two strands together.  The easiest way would be to put Black and Orange on a case that’s somehow distantly related to Jacob’s plot.  Given that Agent Black is an accountant and has done a lot of financial auditing work, it could be something as simple as getting assigned to look into Jacob’s accounting practices.  (Probably not, though.  I think it’s too contrived for them to just randomly get assigned to the emerging Mallow case at this point).   If you could think of any other ways I might try to tie the two strands, I’d really appreciate that.  
Anyway, that takes us through the first half of the story or so.  I’ll do another synopsis as soon as we’ve gotten farther along, but roughly what I have in mind is something like this.  

1. Berkeley perfects the mutagen, which is now barely 50% effective.  

2. Berkeley figures out that something is amiss and asks Jacob what’s going on.    

3. Mallow has Berkeley meet him after-hours at the lab (read: no witnesses). Mallow tranquilizes Berkeley and throws him in one of the mutagen vats
.     

4. The mutation reaction gives off a tremendous amount of energy, which causes a fire that forces Mallow to leave without making sure that Berkeley’s dead.  
5. Berkeley survives… kind of.  This is where the Catastrophe character comes in.  I imagine that Catastrophe would either need to have memory loss; otherwise he’d be able to point the police to Mallow too quickly.  
6. As soon as Mallow learns that Berkeley survived, he has his men try to kill him.  

7. The OSI surmises that something’s going down and tries to find Berkeley to figure out what he knows.  

8. Black/Orange have to stop Jacob before it’s too late.  Etc.  

So, yeah, that brings us to three heroes (Black/Orange/Berkeley) and one villain (Jacob).  I was also thinking about adding another character, Lash, who would be more of a conventional superhero (Batman but less competent) but I just don’t see him going anywhere.  We have enough cohesion problems as it is, I feel.  What do you think?

Character Traits
Agent Black

1. Sober/professional (positive)

2. Clever (positive)

3. Polite to the point of being evasive.  (He’s definitely not blunt/frank).   
4. Milquetoast (negative)

5. Uptight (negative)

Agent Orange

1. Friendly and likes humans (positive)

2. Direct (positive)

3. Blunt/undiplomatic (both)

4. Oddball (negative)

Berkeley/Catastrophe
1. Totally self-assured.

2. Brilliant, but dense.  

3. Wildly arrogant (negative).  
Jacob Mallow

1. Idealistic (positive)

2. Blue-collar (positive in context, I think)

3. Warped (negative)

4. Callous (negative)

As far as Catastrophe is concerned, I think we have a good start, but brilliant-and-arrogant is a kind of obvious combination.  We might try adding something unexpected to spice that up.  

� When you submit to publishers, your query will probably have a synopsis.  But don’t use this as a guideline, heh.  This is far more casual and shorter than � HYPERLINK "http://www.essortment.com/all/synopsiswriteb_rqmx.htm" ��what most publishers want to see�.   


� I think most of our readers will know that the IRS is the Internal Revenue Service.  What do you think?  Would the average 16-year-old or adult Australian/Briton know that? 


� This is a slight tweak on Hellboy, who hates his horn-stubs and gets really annoyed when people stare at them.  


� Since this character is insufferably perfect, I’d like his name to sound like “Marty Stu.”  Is that too much of an injoke?   Previously he had been named Jim Kino, which I feel is not as effective.    


� It’s very important that I come up with a good reason for why Stull and Orange hate each other.  Any suggestions?  


� Around the same time that Gary Black was hired by the OSI.  


� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biophysics" ��Biophysics� is actually a real discipline.  Go figure!


� Conveniently enough, the lab was constructed in such a way that the crosswalks hang over enormous vats of dangerous chemicals.  We’ll use that trope for comedic effect, of course.   





