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  Derek Radner's Private Journal


  An Academy of Super-Heroes Universe Comic


  A potential series (in which case it'll spin off eventually) using the conceit of Radner's private philosophical musings to establish ideas about the ASH setting (or superhero settings in general) that would be too clunky to work into an actual story. Unless otherwise noted, written by Dave Van Domelen.



  
    "Villainy": What makes one a villain? October 2017 entry.


    "Evil": What's evil? Can one consider themselves evil? October 2017 entry.


    "Asset": In December 2023, shortly after being broken out of prison, Derek reflects on one of his life goals.


    "Scrollwork": A vellum scroll written during the First Century C.E. deals with a timelost Derek's views on the nature of time travel and paradox.


    "What's In A Name?": Back to the Autumn of 2017, as Derek muses on the idea of superhero/supervillain codenames and tries to pick one for himself.


    "Deathtraps": Later in November 2017, Derek muses on the nature of that most essentially melodramatic of supervillain accoutrements, the deathtrap.

  


  #1 - "Villainy"


  [Private Journal of Derek Radner - October 23, 2017]


  I've been thinking about villainy lately, now that I'm supposedly "majoring" in heroism here. It seems that so much of what they're teaching us is negative...they're not so much training us to be heroic as they are trying to instill an aversion to villainy. Probably a safer path overall, I guess, but it does tend to get one thinking about the other side a bit more than might be healthy.


  Of course, if I wasn't already thinking about the other side, I'd be typing this journal up on my handcomp, rather than writing it by hand in an old paper diary. Not bothering with a cipher, though...this is all about flying under the radar and avoiding the automatic sweeps I know they do of all student accounts. If they find this in the first place, it'll get subjected to more advanced cryptoanalysis than I can hope to defeat. And if they're even looking for it, it'll probably be because I tipped my hand in other ways. All puzzles get solved in the end, right?


  Anyway.


  What makes a villain? What makes him (or her, or it) villainous rather than merely a threat? After all, no one calls a hurricane a villain, even if it's as dangerous as five Doublecrosses during its lifetime.


  I think that it's a CHOICE that makes a villain. It may be a bad choice, an uninformed choice, or a choice influenced by weakness rather than strength, but those who have no volition can't truly be villains. They may be monsters, threats to life and limb and property, but those without the intelligence or the sanity to choose their path cannot really be considered villains.


  So, that leaves out the most profoundly insane, whose psychoses utterly control them, and those of animal intelligence or worse. They can't make even the most basic choices for themselves, so cannot bear the name villain. Of course, it also means that if some of the fundies are right and we lack free will, then the only villain in the piece is God Himself, since only He gets to choose anything, and clearly He chooses to make our lives unpleasant. But I don't really feel like writing about theodicy right now, so I'll just let that slide.


  (Note in margin) "Nietzsche is dead." - God


  But what choices might bring one to villainy? I've given this some thought over the past month, but never committed it to the fixity of the written word until now. I think there's four basic categories of villain.


  Victims of circumstance


  Victims of personal failings


  Misguided idealists/crusaders


  True Villains


  Of course, most of these can be subdivided into further taxons, and I'll probably explore them in more depth once I'm happy with these top level "domains".


  (Note in margin) Look at old senior year paper on hero types?


  (underlined)Victims of Circumstance


  Someone with the power to make a difference is somehow stuck with the consequences of a bad situation. Maybe they're mentally ill but still sane enough to realize that their actions are wrong, although those tend to be more in the next category. Maybe they fell victim to their baser instincts once, got caught, and are now on the wrong side of the law. Perhaps they were framed, or accidentally used their abilities to harm someone who didn't deserve it.


  Villains of this sort are almost always temporary. Either they find a way to overcome their circumstances, or they transition into another category of villainy. Usually, if they stay on the wrong side of the law, it's due to personal failings, but once in a while their time on the run leads to a moment of enlightenment. On the road away from Damascus, I suppose.


  (underlined)Victims of Personal Failings


  Probably the most common category. Nobody's perfect, and most of us can't even pretend to rise above our weaknesses. Greed is probably the most common sub-category here, although it often has to be combined with a lack of long-term vision. Fear is also pretty common, especially for those who started as victims of circumstance. Minor insanities count as well, as do powers that cannot be controlled properly (like Radiak, who so wanted to be a hero, but he never had the willpower to damp down his radiation levels to the point where he wouldn't kill people wherever he went).


  (Note in margin) Greed, Sloth, Gluttony, Wrath, Lust ?? (Greed and Wrath are underlined)


  Greed leads to villainy more often than any other cause I can think of off the top of my head, but it usually ends up combined with stupidity or lazy thinking, especially during the Third Age. There are so many ways to make a decent living, or even get rich, using superhuman powers that just robbing banks is a monumentally bad idea. But when someone with a lack of vision finds they can break through walls with their bare hands, it can often look like there's no way to make a mint than to, well, break into a mint. This can combine with being a victim of circumstance, convincing the villain that he can't go legit because of past crimes, but that comes around to a lack of courage too. Some of the strongest supernormals of the TwenCen were some of the weakest in...call it heart. And some of the most brilliant inventors were some of the most foolish. Sure, supertech isn't necessarily usable by normals, but there's plenty of ways around that, ways to incorporate supertech into processes that result in improved normaltech products.


  Fear, of course, is less often a reason to get into villainy than a reason to stay there. Face it, no one really wants to go to jail the first time, and not many want to go back for a second stay. If they did, it wouldn't work as a punishment, right? Sure, the DSHA bent over backwards to try to make it relatively painless to turn yourself in and turn hero. But that's statistically speaking, and almost no one finds comfort in statistics. They're always going to be worried that their particular crimes were so bad that they won't get that sweetheart deal, and end up getting turned into the prison bitch of someone who can bend steel with their bare hands. Or they're just afraid of their identity being exposed...fear of shame has driven entire civilizations, after all.


  (Note in margin) Lies, damned lies, statistics, government promises


  Then we get into paraphilias. Frankly, I expect both heroes and villains had more kinks than the general population by several orders of magnitude...it takes at least an exhibitionist streak to run around in skintight outfits, no matter how flattering they might be on someone with an active Magene. And a lot of villains got off on things that were not, under any circumstances, legal. A few were able to overcome their socially unacceptable desires, or at least channel them into legally sanctioned activities (like the infamously pervy Doctor Developer and his deathtrap fetish), but most of them just kept going back to crime to satisfy their desires.


  Related to paraphilias are other mental illnesses that, while leaving their victim some degree of choice, did lead to antisocial actions. People given to fits of rage, or to kleptomania, or other types of brain rot that weren't overridingly powerful (so they're not monsters), but that the villains in question didn't have the strength of character to overcome. A lot of superheroes overcame such illnesses, even if it was a battle every day not to lash out and kill someone. What made the villain was that poor choice to give in to those impulses, the poor choice to not seek help.


  And a lot of it comes down to that poor choice. The villain is a villain in these cases for reasons that can be overcome, with a little willpower or vision or courage. But they're weak in character and do not make the choice necessary to let them stop being villains.


  (underlined)Misguided Idealists/Crusaders


  Victims usually know they're bad people, they just can't find a way back to being a good person. But some villains are convinced that they're on the side of the angels (sometimes literally).


  These villains are promoting some cause or another, and it brings them into conflict with the existing power structure. I call them misguided, because those who have just and true causes aren't villains of any stripe, they're just somebody else's hero. Both Richard the Lionhearted and Saladin were heroes, after all. WarStar was a hero, from what I've been able to tell, just for another world.


  No, the misguided idealist is usually at least a little delusional, or at best has let their cause blind them to the effects of how they promote it. Frequently, the very people these villains claim to be fighting for distance themselves from the idealist. Look at the man who brought flaming death from the sky down upon Bosnia in the early 90s. While he claimed to be an Islamic patriot, once the dust settled (and the fires went out) very few Serbian Moslems were willing to claim him as their own.


  However, because they know their own cause is just, they will never "reform", since there's nothing in need of reformation. They're not victims of anything (except maybe a few delusions). And because they usually do have a righteous cause to back them, they often attract large followings. Sometimes these organizations self-destruct when their leader drops too deeply into insanity, but other times they need to be destroyed from without.


  (Doodle in the margin of meteors raining down.)


  (double underlined)True Villainy


  In "Paradise Lost," Lucifer has a famous quote about it being better to rule in hell than serve in heaven, and that defines the true villain pretty well, although the true villain will also have an eye on ruling heaven eventually as well.


  Far from being a victim, the true villain is seizing control of his own destiny. And rather than being convinced of his rectitude, the true villain knows he acts against the wishes of society, often embracing evil as a personal virtue. A true villain has realized that the system that most people are happy to live within is itself a grand prison. Oh, if you can never reach the walls or ceiling, it may grant the illusion of freedom, but the villain's reach is great. The bars are obvious, and chafe.


  (Note in margin) Chafing bars? What was I thinking?


  So, the true villain makes a conscious decision to step outside of the system, seek his own destiny and craft a new system that suits him better. The rest of the world has already proven itself willing to live in prison walls, the true villain is more than happy to oblige them by reshaping that prison so that he's outside the walls.


  Sometimes, that's all a true villain wants. Freedom to be responsible to only himself, to do what he will without interference from the small- minded people of the world. But usually there's also a desire for control, either to stroke the ego or perhaps out of a form of lese majeste. I think that's the term I'm going for, anyway.


  (Note in margin) Noblesse oblige. Although I wouldn't mind some lese majeste either.


  These villains know that they can make the world a better place, but unlike the misguided idealists they harbor no illusions that the rabble will thank them for it. A true villain who is out to save the world knows that he will be hated for generations to come, but rests confident in the knowledge that one day his actions will be recognized for what they truly were.


  Anyway, the true villain seeks to cast off the shackles of convention. Whether he also wants to place new shackles on others is purely a matter of personal taste.


  (underlined)Examples?


  Devastator - A tricky case. He's probably insane to the point where at best he's a victim of personal weakness. But his vision was quite grand, and it seemed like he was out to save the world FROM humanity rather than FOR humanity. We may never know, of course, since he wasn't one to leave memoirs or do interviews, but I'd tentatively label him a True Villain.


  Lord Ebon - Fear. Fear of death. Near as I can tell, the man would do anything to avoid having to cross over to whatever awaits the spirit after the death of the body. For all that he was one of the most dangerous men of the TwenCen, he wasn't much of a villain as far as I'm concerned.


  Doublecross - Hard to say. So much of his life is hidden behind layers of his own devising, but he seems to have been all four kinds of villain at one point or another, finally becoming an insane monster before Apollo eliminated him.


  Antiochus V - If a villain at all, he's a True Villain, with a vision for the world that doesn't include us. But I might almost call him a hero of machine life.


  WarStar - Definitely Somebody Else's Hero. He was supposedly a one-man vanguard for an invading force that thankfully never came.


  The Guys - Mostly motivated by greed and a lack of vision. Harry Kane, for instance, could have made millions controlling weather on the behalf of agribusiness or even theme parks, but instead he hijacked cargo planes and flew out the back with his stolen goods. Alan Steel, however, was more a victim of his own desire to be accepted. He was too afraid that he'd never make more friends that he wouldn't abandon The Guys even after he knew they were bad people. I suppose if he had left, they would have fallen apart pretty quickly, though...something to think about later.


  (underlined)What am I?


  Here I sit, with sleep pulling at my eyes, another day of hero training awaiting me in the morning. Will I fit into the slot the masters of the Combine have envisioned for me? Will I find my own failings drive me to the role of villain...or will I find a reason to embrace it as my cause? Do I even have a cause? Damn, I guess having superhuman powers is no defense against teenage angst.


  I don't think I'm idiot enough to be a misguided crusader, anyway. And I like to think I have the balls to not be a mere victim of circumstances, but I've never really been tested yet, and I might break when presented with crisis and become a victim of my own failings. But what will be my fate? Hero out of inertia, villain out of weakness, or villain out of strength?


  Rather than being on the horns of a dilemma, maybe I'm on more of a trident....


  (A doodle of a trident fills the left margin of this page.)


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


  This has been a Conclave of Super-Villains Special:


  Derek Radner's Private Journal


  An Academy of Super-Heroes Universe Comic


  copyright 2007 by Dave Van Domelen



  #1 - Villainy


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


  Author's Notes:


  This is an idea I had kicking around for a while, something I'd poke at while driving, that sort of thing. I considered making this a Time Capsules, but figured that doing it so soon after "How To Kill Superheroes" would feel redundant. Instead, I'm opening up what might become a recurring title in the form of Derek's diary. It's open to other authors as well, I figured it'd be nice to have a place to philosophize about the nature of villainy without it having to fit into a plot...there's only so much Derek (or any other villain) can soliloquize in a story without bogging it down, after all.


  I figure this was his first entry specifically on the topic of villainy, although he would also have mused on heroism in either private or in a class assignment before that. He became Triton in his sophomore year (2018-9), and was either stopped early in that year or late in it (Lake Michigan wasn't frozen at the time, so middle of the school year is out). Given that his Autobiography chapter (Time Capsules #2) involving his time at Leavenworth starts as November 2019, it's likely he was caught in spring 2019 and had a relatively speedy trial. He spends the next 4 years in Leavenworth, secretly communicating with Rebus on the outside, but it's unlikely he kept a paper journal during this time, due to the lack of privacy even a normal prisoner has, and most of his communiques to Rebus were either schematics or encoded in puzzles. He likely spent some time in early 2024 putting his memories of the prison years down in a more permanent form, creating the basis for his autobiography. But his high school and college journals would have been confiscated during the investigation leading up to his trial, and might well contradict his later memories of them (i.e. a journal entry from 2016 could easily contradict claims made in CSV issues by Derek about long-held beliefs, being brilliant doesn't always protect you from self-editing of memories).


  Anyway, that's the conceit. Derek Radner's highschool and early college musings, maybe some of his later philosophizing during his time as leader of the CSV or as Chancellor of Khadam. Heck, there might even be an ancient papyrus or vellum scroll recovered from ancient Rome with some of his thoughts. :)


  Character credits time. Derek was created by me as a throwaway line in Academy #0, and fleshed out in STRAFE #0 by Marc Singer (he's a #0 kinda guy). Most of his development since then has been in the hands of Tony Pi.


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #2 - "Evil"


  [Private Journal of Derek Radner - October 31, 2017]


  So. Evil. What better topic to ponder on Halloween?


  You could fill a datacube, one of the big ones, with just the text files of books written on the nature of evil, and I think that alone is the biggest clue that evil is not some objective entity or law of nature. If evil were a palpable force like gravity, you'd think we could at least agree that it exists, right?


  (Doodle in margin of a jack-o-lantern with horns and the label, "Evil?")


  Oh, sure, there's gods of evil out there, a few of them even had publicists in the 1990s. But I don't think many, or even any, of them chose that role. More like it was put on them as punishment for losing a power struggle.


  Take Loki, for example. He did a lot of work in 97 and 98 to try to rehabilitate his public image. Admits to being a trickster, as well as god of fire (which can be destructive). But that's not really evil, just dangerous and annoying (and he's kinda an asshole to start with, which didn't make his PR firm's job any easier). The big thing that gets hung on him as evil is his participation in Ragnarok, which as he pointed out, has clearly not happened yet since we're all still drawing breath. Well, "all" was a larger number back then than it is now, but as bad as 1998 was, it wasn't Ragnarok.


  That, of course, gets into the whole determinism thing, which the Aesir are really big on. Pagan Calvinists, the lot of 'em. On the other hand, if your role is preordained, can there really be evil? Eh. Not going there. Determinism is a philosophical dead end, not worth wasting pages on. If fate is preordained, it doesn't matter what I do, which is a pretty metaphysically sterile view. As the moldy oldie puts it, "I will choose free will".


  (Note in margin) See if Kevin has those Rush albums copied yet.


  Anyway, evil gods, demons, cosmic horrors hidden behind elder signs. They exist, but I don't think they prove that evil is an objective thing. Just that even incredibly powerful beings can fall prey to the same ethical pigeonholing that mere mortals do.


  But if evil isn't a "thing", what is it? I think most people get by on getting told by others what is and isn't evil, and that's good enough for them. An unexamined life may not be worth living, but that doesn't stop worthless people from staying alive anyway. I expect they'd call me evil for thinking such a thing, of course, but as time goes on I find I care less and less what idiots think about me. They're idiots, why should anyone trust their judgement?


  (underlined)Evil as "harming society"


  I suppose one useful definition of evil would be that it is an action that hurts others more than it helps them. If evil's going to be what other people say it is, there might as well be a solid foundation for that. And an evil person is one whose actions are more harmful than helpful to others.


  But that breaks down in a lot of ways. First, who defines society? I mean, there's the whole relativism thing here. If I save my country by blowing up another country with a really big bomb, was it a good action (because it helped my side) or an evil one (because it killed so many people)? If I save all of humanity from terrible decline by murdering a few hundred key people who I know will be bad for us, does that make me evil for my actions or good for what I prevented?


  I guess I'm wandering into the second point now, and that is the matter of helping vs. harming. A doctor has to cut into a patient to perform surgery, which does a small harm for a great help. But where does the balance shift between good and evil? How many people would I have to murder in humanity's name before it starts being evil? Is it even possible to do good by murdering? Okay, this is pretty over the top, but if even the whacked out examples aren't clear, how can the mundane ones ever be disentangled?


  Thirdly, while help/harm may be a functional definition, it doesn't cover a lot of things that are considered good or evil. If I proclaim that there is no God/Yahweh/Allah, some could call that an evil act. But who do I harm? If God exists, surely He can't be harmed by anything I do. If He doesn't exist, there's nothing to harm. And while you might argue that undermining the structure of society's faith is harmful, it's a really tenuous connection, I think. And people's reactions are certainly disporportionately strong. Of course, all the various sexual things fall under this category too, arguments of undermining replacing any sort of rational analysis of harm. Who am I hurting if I have sex out of wedlock, so long as she consents and we use protection?


  Sometimes, I think that evil is just a label for things that someone can't personally justify. And it's a lot easier to justify your own actions than someone else's. Or just a way to put someone down when they're having more fun than you are.


  (Note in margin) Evil = You're A Doodyhead


  Actually, that sounds about right. It's all just childish egocentrism given an impressive label and the weight of society approbrium.


  An evil act is one that hurts ME, or that runs counter to the way that _I_ think the world should work. An evil person is one who has impacted ME with an evil act, and not done enough to make up for it. If I think that virginity before marriage is The Way Things Should Be, then anyone screwing around out of wedlock is doing evil, even if it doesn't hurt me. Intent doesn't matter. Predestination doesn't matter. Only whether the act has hurt or offended the observer.


  The whole world is a damned playground full of selfish children crying to teacher (or God) that Billy's being evil to them.


  (Note in margin) Is dad right that I'm too young to be so cynical? Or am I too old to still be as trusting as I am? I'm a legal adult, but still young enough to remember what it was like to believe in Santa Claus.


  (underlined)Can someone consider himself evil?


  If evil is just subjective, though, can anyone really consider themselves evil? I guess they can. Thinking back to my entry on villainy last week, there's certainly the insane. Lunatics are often disassociated from themselves, and would have no problem seeing themselves from the outside as evil. But madmen aren't, in my eyes, truly evil any more than they can be truly villainous.


  A lot of self-labeled evil people are just pathetic victims of their upbringing, though. They've been brainwashed into a particular rigid view of how the world's supposed to be, and then beat themselves up when they fail to live up to some asshole's proclamations of God's will. Mainly regarding sex, I bet. So many of my classmates have been bludgeoned (sometimes literally) into accepting a hard core fundamentalist Christian world view, including the usual "sex is dirty and evil" crap. So they hit puberty, have all these urges they've been told are evil, and decide they're evil.


  But that's just goddamned (literally) pathetic. It's binary thinking, in addition to overly rigid adherence to a nonsensical code. I remember an old joke my grandpa told me once when he didn't think mom was listening.


  "What do you get when you add a teaspoon of wine to a barrel of shit? You get shit. What do you get when you add a teaspoon of shit to a barrel of wine? Shit! That, my boy, is entropy."


  (Note in margin) Send Grandpa a bottle of wine for Christmas.


  These idiots think that morality works the same way. Take a basically good person, add a wet dream about your cousin, and suddenly that person is convinced they're utterly evil and rotten.


  Sure, evil is hard to quantify, and there has to be SOME tipping point between a basically good person and a thoroughly evil one, but it's not shit in a barrel of wine. If it were, everyone would be evil. Well, everyone past puberty, anyway.


  (underlined)Can you think yourself evil and not be a tool?


  Insanity and unreasonable feelings of guilt clearly can lead to self- identifying as evil. You can also give up and accept a label that others have laid on you. But...is there a sort of True Evil to go along with True Villainy? Can a sane person rationally look at a definition of evil and willingly embrace it?


  I'm not sure they can. Not inside, anyway. I mean, a True Villain might publically proclaim that they are evil, but in their heart they'll know they're the real hero of the piece, the one who will make the world a better place despite the blindness of the fools around them (it seems the sad fate of a True Villain to be surrounded by morons, and I'm starting to sympathize lately).


  I guess it depends on the rational definition of evil you accept. I've heard arguments that evil is just another word for "me first, devil take the hindmost" attitude. And you can certainly be a self-centered jerk without being insane or wracked with guilt. In fact, being one kinda precludes the whole guilt thing. I just don't accept that simple egocentrism is enough to qualify as evil. An egomaniac need not hurt anyone else or violate anyone else's principles...so long as they don't get in his way, of course. And being "me first" doesn't mean you think of yourself as evil, either, just that you've decided that the highest good is the good that's self-serving. But yeah, I can see an ego case deciding that he's evil and reveling in it.


  Not my style, though. And as much as I've been contemplating evil and villainy, I'd rather leave the world a better place than I found it. It's a bit of a fixer-upper right now anyway.


  Then again, the termites probably call the exterminator evil, even if he's keeping the house from collapsing....


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


  This has been a Conclave of Super-Villains Special:


  Derek Radner's Private Journal



  An Academy of Super-Heroes Universe Comic


  copyright 2008 by Dave Van Domelen



  #2 - Evil


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


  Author's Notes:


  Inspired by a recent thread on Rec.arts.comics.creative.


  As with #1, keep in mind that these are the views of an 18 year old villain-to-be, and while they certainly contain aspects of my personal philosophy, don't assume I agree with Derek on all counts and argue with me as if I do. :)


  A quick process note: I deliberately did not proofread this except for "out of character" formatting like "(Note in margin)", since this is supposed to be something written by hand. In fact, there's a temptation to go back and deliberately add errors, but I figure Derek has a disciplined-enough mind that his error rate is as low in handwriting as mine is in first draft typing (and I hit backspace a LOT while typing "live", so you don't see many of my errors). :)


  Oh, and the wine joke I originally read as saying "sewage", but I strongly suspect it had been cleaned up for publication and was originally phrased a bit more saltily, so I uncleaned it up. And in case you're wondering, Derek's not old enough to legally buy his grandpa a bottle of wine, but at this point he's only a few months away from starting his career as a costumed supervillain, so I doubt he's too worried about the niceties of liquor laws. Another of those "it's only evil because you're a stuck up prude who can't hold his liquor" things. ;)


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes


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


  #3 - "Asset"


  [December 2, 2023]


  It's good to be putting pen to paper again, and not have to be so guarded about what comes out. Sure, they'd give me simple writing materials in prison, reasoning correctly that there's limits to what even *I* can build from what's at hand. But I had no illusions that anything and everything I wrote was being scrutinized...the puzzles I wrote for my watchers to scratch their heads over could make for an interesting game show some day, though.


  I expect I'll be writing later in a format more suitable to my eventual memoirs, but for now I just want to set down on paper some of the ideas I had while "paying my debt" to a society that owes me more than I'll ever owe it.


  (underlined)It's good to want things (double underlined)It's better to GET them


  A while back, I decided that when I grow up, I want to be a strategic superhuman asset. I suppose I should step back a few paces and explain what I mean by that, if only to order my thoughts.


  Prior to the 20th Century, warfare was marked by sea power and land power. Last century introduced air power to the equation, and later atomic power. But treaties signed in the 1960s ensured that this was as far as the progression went. It wasn't until the collapse of most world governments in 1998 that those treaties suddenly became, well, powerless. And with all the supernormals vanished along with global stability, there didn't seem to be a huge rush to re-establish the agreements.


  Of course, the old men who were in charge of what remained of the world weren't idiots. They saw that superhumans would return, and no one really wanted to tie their own hands militarily. The 21st Century is clearly going to see air power and atomic power supplanted by a new battlefield king, super power. You can see it in ways subtle and not so subtle at the Academy, the way that even the ones without obvious combat powers still have mandatory "phys ed" style courses that teach military discipline and chain of command. How our history classes seemed to be more focused on international politics and the history of warfare than on other matters. Although, come to think of it, I think most history classes focus more on wars than anything else. Wars are sexier than peace.


  (Doodle in the margin of an atomic bomb wearing a cape)


  Like air power and atomic power, super power can't do everything. With the exception of a very few supernormals, they just can't hold territory the way that land and sea power can. I think my mysterious partner Mr. Strings might be one of those exceptions, but I really hope he isn't...the thought that the only reason humanity still has any individuality left is that Mr. Strings prefers it that way is...unsettling. I really hope he has some hard limits, and that those limits are significantly lower than "2 billion people".


  But getting back to the analogy, super power is, militarily speaking, much like air power. Very concentrated, able to reduce assets very efficiently, but not as good at holding territory. We're too concentrated and can't be everywhere at once, even speedsters like the new Mrs. Taylor- Grant. And like air units, we can be divided into tactical and strategic assets.


  Tactical units win battles. Fighter jets, air cavalry, that sort of thing. Strategic units win wars, even if there's not going to be anything left worth having when you're done, as the case would be if strategic atomic weapons were used.


  Nose is an example of a tactical superhuman resource. He can't topple nations or destroy planets, but he can certainly sneak around in a battle and turn the tide. Drop him naked behind enemy lines, and in a week he'd have sabotaged their most effective units and found himself a really nice pair of pants.


  (Note in margin) Remember to drop Nose naked somewhere if I get the chance.


  Johnny-boy Taylor has the potential to be a strategic resource, though. He controls a fundamental force of reality, and it wouldn't take much training or equipment to let him do things like orbitally bombard entire nations into submission.


  As for me, my electrical generation powers are purely a tactical level threat. I didn't even rate a Fetter, from what Rebus tells me. And while my inventive genius is certainly impressive, if I do say so myself, I'm more of a tinkerer. I doubt I'd ever come up with something on the level of Doublecross's photonic conversion process, or true AI like Doc Droid accomplished.


  Tactical resources tend to get thrown into fights with little say as to whether they go. Strategic resources, especially ones that can think for themselves, have a much better bargaining position. If the guy who can toss mountains around thinks the battle plan is a bad one, you have to listen to his opinions. And I want my opinions to matter, which means I need to find a way to upgrade myself from tactical to strategic.


  Now, I'll give the Senate credit for having half a clue here. They don't seem to have any program in place to try to pressgang supernormal prisoners into the military. That sort of tactic works reasonably well when you're dealing with poorly trained peasants or socioeconomically disadvantaged draftees from the inner city. Not great, but not horrible. But loyalty matters when you're talking about the equivalent of a fighter pilot who can't have his jet plane taken away. A loyalty officer isn't of much use against someone like me, unless he's a psi of some sort, and then you're just concentrating your resources more heavily.


  (Note in margin) Rebus as loyalty officer? Loyal to whom, though?


  Hence the Academy tries to inculcate loyalty along with training. The Eurasian Union has a similar program, and you can bet that China's been indoctrinating all those superhumans they claim not to have. They were content to keep me out of circulation in maximum security until such time as I either demonstrated I'd gotten over my "youthful rebellious streak" or proved I should never be let out.


  Or, you know, let myself out.


  So, each nation is working to build the nucleus of the new "big stick" of warfare, a superhuman cadre, without being blatant about it. A treaty barring superhumans in warfare is unlikely to happen now, Khadam would certainly never agree and everyone else would insist they needed their own superhuman resources to defend against Khadam. But something like the old SALT and START treaties does seem likely, once people stop being able to pretend there's no superhuman military units. And with that sort of thing, the more you can build up before the treaty starts, the better your bargaining position.


  The Combine has the Academy of Super-Heroes, the Eurasian Union has something called EUROPA in the works. There's a few superhumans in the Moslem Confederation, but last I heard they hadn't put together any sort of organized force...too hamstrung by their religious prohibitions against abominations.


  (Note in margin) Eurasian Union Ruling Order Paranormal Authority? Who comes UP with these things?


  Looking back at how my academic advisor was steering me, it's pretty obvious my career path was to be a tactical resource in this cadre. Like Srta. Rodriguez, I'd make gadgets for the soldiers to use, or maybe even join Nose in the occasional sabotage mission. No matter how well I did or how high I rose in the ranks, I'd still be a grunt on some level, leastwise for a long, long time.


  But if I could make myself over into a strategic resource, I'd get to say what my missions were. I'd jump-start my career path, as it were. Triton had been one possible path towards that...not just training on the side, but also practicing for a shot at Haven. There's bound to be usable technology down there that even a mere "tinkerer" like me could use to become powerful enough to write my own ticket. And I still think Haven's a target I need to hit, but now that I'm decidedly outside the system as a criminal, that pushed me onto the second path.


  (Doodle in margin of the artificial island of Haven)


  The other way to be a strategic asset is as a commander, you see. If I could gain control of existing strategic-level superhumans, or at least enough tactical-level people to collectively pose a strategic threat, then I'd make the policy and the battle plans.


  While I have other motives for founding the new Conclave of Super- Villains, I must admit that one of the more selfish ones is that it gives me the global reach I crave. Even without a nation of my own, the CSV lets me wield the power of a nation. And there's plenty of opportunities to set myself up as ruler somewhere, even if it's just one of the devastated parts of South America or sub-Saharan Africa. Strategic superhuman assets make for excellent warlords, after all.


  A sufficiently potent non-governmental group could find themselves invited to become a governmental asset, as well. While inside I heard whispers about something called the Otakuza in Japan. Like the Paragangs of Manhattan or the Vogue Ghouls of Europe, but far better organized than either. The Otakuza is quietly recruiting a great number of tactical superhumans and may even have a few strategic ones...Japan's government could find themselves at some point in need of superhuman defenders and be forced to make a deal with the nominally criminal Otakuza.


  So, I have many options. The stronger a team I can make the CSV into, the more easily I can exercise those options. Set myself up as a warlord and finesse that into international respectability? Convince the Combine they need my services more than they need me behind bars? Find some other smaller nation willing to make a deal, perhaps one not so enamored of their current affiliations?


  (Note in margin) Several smaller EU nations feel left out, might be worth exploring alliance talks.


  Yes, I have definitely improved my position since those first heady days as Triton. But the higher you fly, the easier it is for enemies to get a bead on you, so I'd better be extra careful....
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  Author's Notes:


  Just some musings that came to me while driving. Typed up offline, since my cable (and hence cablemodem) was down all weekend. Then I used a jumpdrive to transfer it to my EEE, and cut and pasted it into a Konsole window hooked to my Eyrie account. Technology is grand, even when parts of it are sucking. Anyway, I'd just finished up with this when the cable guy came and fixed the problem, so I'm actually posting using my regular desktop.


  I figured this one would work better as a post-prison entry, since it seemed a little too sophisticated for Derek in 2017. And he did eventually write those memoirs, as seen in Time Capsules #2 among other places.


  Of course, writing a 2023 story from the perspective of having already written up into 2026 means I can have Derek be extraordinarily perceptive, seeing things coming that I know will happen, since I've already written about it. But Derek *is* a supergenius...he should be able to see things coming. :)


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


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


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


  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes
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  #4 - "Scrollwork"


  [September 23, 80 C.E., plus or minus a few days]


  I was so tempted to sneak one of these journal entries into a cave in Qumran to see if it got suppressed the same way that the Metatron Scroll did, but I'm pushing things enough as it stands. I'll just hold onto them so I can transcribe later. MUCH later, if things work out the way I expect.


  Besides, I don't like soot-based ink, so I invented iron gall ink a few centuries early. That'd give archaeologists fits even if I wrote in Aramaic, which I'd have to learn first anyway. Latin I know, not to mention Linear A and Akkadian, but for some reason I never got around to Aramaic.


  (Note in margin) Castle AAAAAAAGH!


  (Doodle in the margin of a beast with many eyes)


  Progress with Cas is adequate. It'll still be a while before he's ready to play his role in my plan to get us home, but that gives me time to refine my side of things, like the message in a bottle I need to leave to make sure things go smoothly on our eventual arrival. It needs to have that certain touch of class, and so far it just doesn't feel quite right.


  Anyway. I've been trying to explain to Cas why my plan will work, but I've been running into the problem that my metaphysical aptitude isn't a power he can copy, so arguments that are blindingly obvious to me carry no water with him. Before I try again, I want to work out some ideas on paper (well, vellum) and see if I've managed to dumb them down enough.


  The core practical problem with my plan to get us home is not the getting home part, it's the deal-sweetening elements that got him to go along with me and agree to ditch JZ and littlebird. Namely, tweaking the timeline so that his brother Pollux didn't die (I'm not going to play temporal grammar games, his death happened in my personal past, so it's past tense) during the Haven incident. And saving Peryton from Rebus, although that's not important to Cas. How do we make those changes without setting off a butterfly effect and rendering the 2026 we return to unrecognizable?


  I'll admit, thinking four-dimensionally is taxing even for a genius like me. And if everything followed natural law, then Asimov would definitely have had the right of it...just showing up here in the First Century in the first place would have made our future nigh-unrecognizable.


  But that's a big if. And the very first "law" of Violation Physics is that by its very nature it breaks all the other laws. My own electrical generation powers, for instance, at best skirt the edges of several conservation laws, and Cas is a walking logic hole with his ability to mirror and amplify any supernatural talent. Natural Law makes travel backwards in time essentially impossible. And if it isn't completely impossible, it's at least not going to work the way WE did it.


  (Note in margin) Do six impossible things before breakfast, then go back in time and do them again before dinner last night!


  Of course, the universe tries to minimize the impact of we Supernaturals and our mucking about. If I just went and did something drastic, like assassinate Vespasian, and then wandered away without a care in the world, the timeline would realign itself in whatever way minimized the damage. This would probably preserve the future against excessive paradox, but there's no guarantee I'd like the changes. Some mages have even posited that the universe has a will of its own, and specifically screws with supernormals who get too uppity, so maybe the only changes to the timeline would be that my Angel died in childbirth or something...just to get back at me.


  (Note in margin) Murphy's Law - an actual law of nature?


  A timeline split would also be possible. I have no idea exactly what it would take to go past "heal around the damage" and into "spawn an alternate reality", but I know from my studies that alternate timelines do exist. Either as visitable places, or as simulations. (I heard that poor Cassie left some sort of living diary before the Burnout Killer got her, and it's stuck on "predicting" events of a timeline where I managed to save her. I really need to "acquire" a copy of that when I get home.)


  These alternate timelines are worlds much like my own, but differing in some important respect. In that case, at least my home reality would still exist, but I might never be able to find it.


  Well, _I_ would be able to find it. Just you try to keep me away from my Angel. But others would have trouble.


  (Doodle in the margin of deliberately childish stick figures of a family: daddy, mommy, two kids, and a dog. Daddy has a trident, mommy has a little cloud over her, and the dog is labeled "Eugene". Instead of standing in front of a house, they're in front of a tower that vaugely resembles the Citadel of Khadam.)


  So, doing too much here in the past could cause either the future to change in unpredictable ways, or send me and Cas off on some other timeline where the people we love are never even born. Assuming, of course, that the universe was given its preferences.


  But being a supernatural means never having to let the universe have its way, as long as your will is strong enough. That affirmations crap that cropped up again as a fad in the late 2010s may be worthless wishful thinking for norms, but if I want something badly enough, I really can get it to happen. A true villain makes his own rules, even if they're rules about how reality itself functions!


  Think about it for a minute. Say that I generate a megawatt of electrical power. Where does it come from? Barring my will, it would come from wherever is "easiest" for the universe to accept, breaking whatever natural law is least stringent. But that could mean that all of the stored chemical energy in my body gets used up at once, leaving me weak and hungry, not exactly MY preferred option, even if it's what the universe likes. Or maybe I'd draw on vacuum energy, leaving a tiny amount of space itself totally empty. But something tells me that drawing out vacuum energy might have pretty nasty (if physically "legal") consequences. So I just bend reality a bit more and will it so that the energy I generate springs out of nothing, violating the law of conservation of energy. If you're going to break the law, don't be half-assed about it!


  Similarly, there's got to be temporal conservation laws of some sort, even if they're not something that mundane science could ever hope to experimentally confirm (since any experiments on time travel would perforce be the realm of non-mundane science). People who engage in time travel will run afoul of these laws, end up with paradoxes and alternate timelines and all that unpleasant stuff...unless they know what they're doing and stop being half-assed about breaking the laws of nature. I expect JZ to try to go with the flow and end up on the nasty end of all sorts of these laws, should be an amusing tale to hear if he ever makes it back to the right future.


  The key, then, is to be bold about what I intend to do, while at the same time taking steps to make sure my ontology can cash the checks my aetiology writes. Break the law with gusto, but be smart about it.


  So. I want to make a better future to return to, and like all good plans, this one has three tines to its fork.


  The central tine is the resurrection of friends and family. Pollux is pretty easy, given the way he died. It wouldn't be too hard for my little biomimetic insurance policy to fake his death and spirit him away for later retrieval. Peryton would be trickier, since I don't think I can fool Rebus with a stand-in, but I've got some ideas around that one too. By being careful to work behind the scenes and in the gaps where I know no one was looking, I think I can force reality to heal around these changes with no unwanted alterations.


  The second tine will be a little something to smooth my path when I get home. I know, roughly, how I'm going to weather the 1900+ year interval and how I'll get free, but this is one case where I can't make sure it falls through the cracks of history. To even the odds and make it easier to smooth over the timeline, I'll arrange for a little unwitting help from someone I admire. Other than myself, of course. I don't think I can directly warn myself in the past without setting up a feedback distortion in the timeline that even MY will can't counter!


  The third tine will take advantage of the fact that there's places in the world that are pretty much always outside the flow of history, at least until 2026. Nothing I do there will have any impact on the outside world, because those places have no impact on the outside world in the first place. I still need to pick a location, but I've narrowed it down to a few likely spots. I'll need somewhere to hide between my arrival in the 21st Century and the point where it's safe to reveal myself, plus making a small investment now can pay off big in resources then. It'll also give me a place to stash Pollux and Peryton...I'm perfectly fine with utterly derailing the way the timeline was going to go after April 15, 2026, especially since I suspect I'm only here in the past because someone else was trying to rearrange the future to their liking, but having Pollux running around alive in 2025 would give Cas no motive to help me, and that particular paradox is more trouble than it's worth.


  Okay, looking back at what I just wrote, I think that'll do for convincing Cas. And it'll look good in my memoirs later on, too. Suitably edited, of course.
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  Author's Notes:


  This fits into the "Coming Home" arc as a sort of prelude to CSV Annual #2. Given that Derek's plans involve a view of time travel that at least partly contradicts the "Branching Way" presented in ASH #84, Tony suggested I write a Journal entry to explain those differences so that it wouldn't need to be done in the Annual itself, which already was looking to be pretty huge.


  In real life, there's no suppressed Dead Sea Scrolls concerning secrets told to the Essenes by the angel Metatron, but in the ASH universe it's a distinct possibility. :)


  Ontology is one's view of the nature of reality, and aetiology is the study of causes or origins, in case the terms weren't clear from context.
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  #5 - "What's In a Name?"


  [Private Journal of Derek Radner - November 12, 2017]


  What's in a name?


  Seriously. Even if I decide villainy isn't the path I want to take, I'm going to be doing SOMETHING where a nom de guerre would be called for. There's rumors going around the Academy that eventually the best and...well, maybe not brightest, best and most biddable more likely...will get formed into a TwenCen-styled superhero team at some point. Complete with costumes and codenames. Their marketing drones will probably pick the looks and the names, but may bow to the inevitable if anyone's already known by something.


  So, hero or villain, I'm definitely going to be a part of this game, and I'm going to need to call myself something. "Derek Radner" is a perfectly serviceable name, and could even be imposing with the right title in front of it, but I think I want a codename too.


  (Note in margin) Cower before Doctor Derek! Flee the legislative might of Senator Radner?


  Okay, not everyone in the cape and cowl biz had a codename, but people like Jiang Sheng and Morgan Adams are exceptions. And "Morgan Adams" probably wasn't his real name anyway, just a more subtle sort of codename.


  Maybe a taxonomy would help me work this through. What kinds of names are out there? Okay, there's the "real names or close enough" like Sheng or Adams. But I'm gonna rule those out right now. I may not have the power levels of a Set or an Avatar, but "real" codenames are more of a street-level thing, and I've got my sights set a little higher than cleaning up a neighborhood. Or taking over a neighborhood, for that matter.


  (underlined) Types of Names


  Real Names - No codename, plausible pseudonym, foreign tongue


  Legacies - Successor, Usurper, Inspired By


  Descriptive - Power, Mission


  Regional - Patriotic, Ethnic, Local Color


  Nicknames - Descriptive, modified serial numbers


  Deceptive (anti-descriptive)


  Team Theme


  Accidental


  Stupid


  Professional Titles (overlap with Descriptive, usually)


  Sounds Cool


  I think that about covers it. Thought of a different kind of "real name" codename that's come up, it's where someone's real name is in some other language, and their codename is a transliteration or rough translation of that name. Delta Rose, for instance, is an alien whose name is a colored shape that more or less translates to pink triangle. Same deal with Avatar, although his was also a Mission Descriptive.


  Gonna dismiss a few categories off the bat, they don't really need explanation.


  Accidental names are ones you don't mean to pick for yourself. Some reporter tags you with it, or you're asked who you are and you freeze up, or mumble, or misunderstand the question, and next thing you know your codename is Good Citizen or something like that.


  Stupid names are sometimes also accidental, but they tend to be the result of the fact that morons get powers too. Sproinger? PLEASE. And anything that's a regular word with an -o/-a/-ite/etc tacked on at the end is probably stupid too. "Back-ronyms" where you start with the name you want and try to make up an acronym to fit it are pretty dumb too, although at least in the case of JESTER it fit them to a tee. Dumb was their schtick, after all.


  "Sounds Cool" names don't really mean anything, but they sound impressive. WarStar, Skarr (well, not THAT cool), Ravenfire, Black Opal, Barnstormer...that sort of thing. I expect that there'll be a lot of this sort of name in the hypothetical super-team that'll come out of the Academy eventually. Names devised by marketing drones. I'd rather not just sound cool, though...cool is important, but some kind of personal meaning is also important.


  Professional Titles aren't really their own class of name, more of an add-on. Commander Force, Professor Shade, Lady Lawful, Doc Droid, Lord Ebon, etc. A lot of times they sound pretentious, like how community church leaders back home tended to call themselves Bishop Doctor Esquire stuff. I think I'd like to avoid taking any titles I don't actually earn...which I suppose means staying in school if I want to be Doctor something. Or taking over a country so I can get their main university to award me a doctorate, although that's a touch on the tacky side.


  Nicknames are a borderline case, I guess. Most of the time it's like Accidental, but you either like it or can't avoid it. One of WarStar's generals was nicknamed Meathead by Herr Stark (long before becoming a general), but he embraced the name and kept it, even after establishing that he was a lot smarter than most had given him credit for.


  (Note in margin) Remember Meathead when in power. Don't dismiss the seemingly stupid muscle, they may be sandbagging because everyone expects bricks to be dumb. Ask their advice, and never underestimate them.


  Still, real nicknames are generally given by someone else...it's always kinda sad when someone tries to give himself a nickname. Take "JakZak" for instance. Moron. Anyway, I don't currently have a nickname that's stuck, and I don't want to wait for one.


  Oh, almost forgot. Some nicknames come about because you either don't have a real name, or because you have some other reason to have a project number or something like that. Lupine Unit 61 was known as "Louie", for instance. Probably best that Defense Unit 3345 picked himself a codename as "Blitzkrieg!" rather than get saddled with "Dewey", though...someone would inevitably suggested he and LU-61 get themselves a Cobra helicopter. Obviously, this sort of nickname is out for me, unless I get involved in some sort of government project and make a suit of powered armor with a cumbersome project name.


  Team Theme names can be pretty effective, when done right, as JESTER managed. Unfortunately, they often aren't done very well, as with The Guys. Lord, those were some stupid themed codenames. The two main drawbacks of themed names, though, are A) you need a team first (which I don't have yet) and B) how cool your codename is will depend on the decisions of others. All it takes is one idiot to make the entire theme look stupid. The Guys had a decent theme going until the let in "Joe Blow".


  Still, it's worth keeping the idea in mind. Pick a solo name that a theme can be built around. The Colonel started as a solo act, but later on he led the Elite Brigade, with militarily themed names for the members. Well, the theme was tenuous in some cases, but it was there.


  Now we get down to the serious contenders: Legacies, Descriptive, Anti-Descriptive, Regional.


  Legacies are names you get from someone else. The most obvious are successor heroes and villains. Second generations of Brightsword, Darkshield, Rechtigkeit, Strafe (although "Strafe IV" was actually only the second guy with the name...I through III were versioning numbers as the original went from powersuit to cyborg). Some successors don't exactly have the blessing or even the permission of the original, though. Word is the original Strafe wasn't too keen on the Air Force taking his old codename after he became Centurion and raised something of a fuss in the press...but then he found out there had been a First Ager called Centurion, and boy was he embarrassed.


  Of course, with almost all the "godtimers" gone, there aren't a whole lot of willing "ancestors" out there to let me have their name. Rumors are that the head of the Academy was a Third Age hero, one of the few to survive past 1998, but if so he's not one I recognize. I've heard that some of the unpowered types are still out there, like Weapons Master or Doctor Developer, but no one with a legacy I'd want to coattail.


  Another kind of legacy name that was pretty common is the avatar. Not just avatars of gods (Set, Balder, Valkyrie, Horus, etc), but people who tried to claim they embodied some sort of abstract concept. Aleph Null, the mathematical mage of infinity. Lord Ebon, conqueror and master of death and darkness. Obviously, godly avatars are not a great idea for a name these days, given that people still occasionally get lynched on suspicion of pagan leanings in the shakier parts of the world. But that just makes them more attractive as villainous names...how better to make it clear you're not going to follow societal norms than to name yourself after one of the gods? Of course, if the gods aren't as finished with Earth as they seem to be, it might fall under the category of tempting fate.


  (Doodle in margin of a stick figure saying, "I am Zeus!" Second doodle of charred pile of ashes with a voice coming down from above, "No, you're not.")


  One last kind of successor name would be naming yourself after a famous thing, or event, or other non-person noun. Solar Max named himself after a science satellite, Blitzkrieg! named himself after a style of warfare. Here, though, you're starting to drift into descriptive names...i.e. is Minotaur named that because he's named after the mythical beast, or because he simply IS one?


  Descriptive names are probably the most common out there...if you go with a broad definition they may even be the majority. You have your blatantly obvious ones like Catman or Liquid or Bubba da Gargoyle. There's subtler ones like EMerald, where the EM stands for the ElectroMagnetic spectrum her armor controls. The original Brightsword and Darkshield, named after signature weapons. Farrenheit for his heat, Opal for the color of her energy blasts, Juggler because he JUGGLED. Most of these names describe what you are or what you can do.


  If I picked a name like that, it'd have to do something with either electricity or technology, maybe both. It's actually a fairly open area, literal electrical names...most of the zappers in previous eras went with different kinds of descriptives, like Stormcloud, or they just didn't take a descriptive name at all. The ones you might think involve electricity, like Blitzkrieg, didn't necessarily have electrical powers.


  The other kind of descriptive name that showed up a lot was the mission descriptor. Redeemer, Lady Lawful, Software Pirate. Not so much what they were able to do, as what they intended to do with those powers. Obviously, if I want a codename of this sort, I'll need to make a firm decision on my intended career first. "The Treasoner" wouldn't work too well if I end up a hero, yes? Actually, not so great as a villain, either. Okay, scratch off that idea permanently.


  A sort of special case of descriptive names is the anti-descriptive or deceptive name. There's a stand-up routine gag that was old before I was born, and it goes something like this.


  "If I had the power to walk through walls, I wouldn't call myself the Ghost or Fantom or anything like that. Why tell the bad guys what you can do? I'd call myself Commander Brick or something like that, so they had no idea what was coming!"


  Not a lot of people ever actually did this, though. The Juggler approached deceptive, though, since both his name and his fruity costume suggested someone whose schtick was agility and skill. Actually, he was made of living metal and juggled shotputs, which he could throw with the force of cannonballs. And Triple Eagle wasn't so much deliberately deceptive as "Huh?" in nature...I think he claimed to be "not just man plus eagle, but man plus eagle times three" or something like that. It was no great loss when he went up in a nuclear fireball over Wichita.


  Still, it's worth considering. Especially if you can trick people into trying to treat your strength as a weakness. In my case, that would involve a codename that makes people think all my power comes from devices, leaving my shocking touch as a reserve. Maybe even making them think I'm aquatic rather than electrical...just let them *try* to hit me with electricity. Fire, on the other hand, I'm not really that good against. Or ice.


  (Note in margin) Some power sets just have such natural opposition pairs, it's easy to trick people into thinking you have the opposite of your actual weakness. Electricity, not so much. Especially since grounding doesn't work the way most idiots think it does.


  Lastly, there's regionalism. Of course, there's patriotic names like Minuteman or...hm. Not a lot of nationalist "flagsuits" out there, really. Most of the patriotic heroes have names not directly associated with their nations, like Onslaught or Commander Force or Rechtigkeit. But I suppose there could be a Major America or something eventually. And a lot of the Ubermenschen and Bakajin of WWII had patriotic codenames, not that any of them lasted long enough to be memorable.


  We didn't really get a lot of ethnic pride names, although I suppose part of that would be that by the time namespace started to get tight, people were reluctant to paint themselves with that brush. Again, some of the artificial supers of WWII took names like "The Aryan" or whatnot, and I guess they set an example that not a lot of people wanted to follow.


  Local color, though...we got a LOT of those. Very few of them ever made it out of their local scene, and some of them were unpowered posers, like Milwaukee's Kapitan Kielbasa, who was just a guy in a sausage costume who hung around the ASH HQ and made a nuisance of himself.


  But for some reason, there's this attraction to picking a name that fits some local attraction, if possible. Float and Flambeau of New Orleans, Blackjack originally out of Las Vegas, Detroit Steel, Golden Gatekeeper, and any number of people who never even made the small time. I bet there were a dozen heroes in Los Angeles to use the word "angel" in their codename, for instance.


  Sometimes it's not really their fault, the press just latches onto a connection. One guy who occasionally worked with the St. Louis Cavaliers, Freeflight, had a bunch of magic arrows. So, of course, the press dubbed him the Gateway Archer as a sort of subtitle. He reportedly hated it, and it even followed him when he moved to Dallas.


  (Note in margin) Try to think of any unappealing regional nicknames I could get, and avoid moving to those cities.


  (boxed, scribbled darker) SO, WHAT NOW?


  Descriptive, probably bad idea. Don't like giving someone who doesn't know me any real clues. Try for deceptive?


  Legacy, maybe? Not successor, want to make my own name. But conceptual or even avatar might work.


  Not regional. Don't want to be tied to any one place, whatever my goals are I'm sure they'll at LEAST be global in span. Earthman? No, no...too open to corny gags.


  Avatar name nicely transgressive, although might not be allowed to keep it if staying a hero. Better to pick a more obscure god, though. Deceptive water motif worth exploring...look up seagods who weren't big players in the Godmarket.


  Wait...there was that poem I read in class. Wordsworth. Some piece of "back to nature" Romantic whining. In the last bit he bemoans the loss of a greater mythic past, represented by "Proteus rising from the sea" or hearing "Triton blow his wreathed horn".


  Hm. Triton, tooting his own horn, evoking memories of a greater bygone day. That just might work....
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  Author's Notes:


  Solar Max kept his identity secret from the students until Academy #0. That was also the first time any of the students found out about the Barrier, hence Derek not being sure about whether the gods were done with Earth.


  The Wordsworth poem quoted at the end is "The World Is Too Much With Us," http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_world_is_too_much_with_us for a link.


  Tony Pi (and Conflicto) reminds me that for all his care in delineating potential pitfalls in nomenclature, he failed to either vet his codename for embarrassing diminuatives (i.e. "Trite") or check to see if it meant anything in other languages (i.e. "Newt" in French). This is, of course, fairly typical for your arrogant genius sorts. Point and laugh at all the flaws in others, while totally missing your own. It's kinda like how you can carefully memorize all the entries on the Evil Overlord list and avoid those mistakes, only to get a few new entries added in your honor.
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  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !
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  There's also a LiveJournal interest group for ASH, check it out at http://www.livejournal.com/interests.bml?int=academy+of+super-heroes
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  [Private Journal of Derek Radner - November 20, 2017]


  (underlined)Deathtraps!


  In popular media, but a little less so in actual practice, the deathtrap is one of the signature melodramatic tools of the supervillain. But, thinking about all the things that get called deathtraps, it feels like there's more than one kind of thing there. A slowly dropping ceiling in an ancient temple is a lot different in design and purpose from one of Doctor Developer's creations, but both are called deathtraps.


  What do they have in common?


  - Death. A deathtrap needs to be able to kill its victim, at least in theory. Obviously, a deathtrap intended for normals may only annoy a super, but that doesn't mean it's not a deathtrap.


  - Trappiness. A trap pretty much runs itself once triggered. It might involve a computer brain or animals or something, but it can't require active intervention by its creator in order to finish off its victim.


  Okay, but there's stuff that meets both of those without being a deathtrap. I mean, if the victim barely has time to think, "What was that click?" before the anti-tank mine reduces them to a red mist, it's not really a deathtrap, is it?


  So, to be a deathtrap, the victim needs time to realize they're IN a deathtrap. This might be by design, or it might be an unavoidable side effect of the method of killing. Resettable stone traps run by waterwheels tend to be on the slow side, after all.


  Because of the Horrible Moment Of Realization that they allow, all deathtraps are puzzles, whether by intent or by accident. If you give your victim a chance to react, then they might figure out how to avoid their doom.


  So. Deathtraps are deadly, trappy, and give the victim time to try to escape their doom. That covers a pretty wide swath, though, and looking back at historical deathtraps over the ages, I think it's useful to split deathtraps into two genuses. Genera?


  (Note in margin: If I ever go back in time to ancient Rome, find people in charge of Latin grammar and put them in deathtraps.)


  Genus 1: Defensive, or passive deathtraps.


  Genus 2: Offensive, or active deathtraps.


  (underlined)Defensive Deathtraps


  Defensive deathtraps are part of an installation's defenses. A way to kill, or at least discourage, anyone trying to get in. Most modern defenses would fall into the booby trap category, since they're out to just kill with maximum efficiency (or they're nonlethal to begin with). But a lot of ancient tombs and temples have water-driven or lever-driven traps that are just slow enough to count as deathtraps instead. And, of course, if you'd rather drive away uninvited guests but don't mind killing them, a modern deathtrap might be useful. Especially if escaping the trap requires getting out of your installation rather than further in.


  Ancient deathtraps would like to be booby traps, but they're lucky to still be working, I guess. The ones that do work probably have some magic clinging to them.


  Defensive deathtraps are set up in place, and activate whenever someone goes into the wrong place and does the wrong thing. They must be automatic, though, at most using a simple computer brain to run them. If someone has to monitor their operation and make sure they work, they're not deathtraps anymore.


  While a bit overwrought and possibly inefficient, defensive deathtraps at least don't really require asking "what the hell were you thinking?" Instant kill traps that will reset themselves are hard to make and often require materials that the government keeps a close eye on. But anyone with some skills and materials from a home supply store can rig a corridor to seal and then flood with water. While the same trigger system could release nerve toxins or fire laser beams at the victim, a villain on a budget might want to spend that money on things that they keep on their person, rather than stuff in a base that they could be forced to abandon on short notice.


  (underlined)Offensive Deathtraps


  Okay, these are the ones that get mocked. A LOT. And not without good reason.


  An offensive deathtrap is where you get the drop on your victim, but instead of just putting a sufficiently large gun against their head and pulling the trigger, you put them in a deathtrap. Just about every list you'll ever find of "stupid supervillain mistakes" includes some variation of "He put his enemy in a deathtrap instead of just killing him." Most of the stupider examples are probably apocryphal or outright fictional, parodies of real supervillains. But it's indisputable that heroes really do end up in offensive deathtraps once in a while. There's even a class at the Academy for dealing with it!


  So, why the hell would any villain put his enemy in a deathtrap rather than just killing him? It's bothered me for a while..."because deathtraps are cool" only gets you so far, after all. And villains solely motivated by the cool factor tend to self-destruct pretty quickly unless their powers revolve around coolness.


  Here's a few species of offensive deathtraps I've thought of. There's gonna be some overlap, though.


  (underlined)Deathtraps Are Cool


  Okay, some villains just like deathtraps too much, and will use 'em even if they know it's stupid. They might not even really want their enemies dead...Doctor Developer seems to fall into that category...they just like deathtraps for their own sake. Whatever floats your boat (before sinking it in alligator-infested waters), I guess.


  If this is the motivation for the offensive deathtrap, there's probably going to be a sense of twisted fair play involved. Either the designer builds in a way out, or he has faith in his target's ability to figure one out.


  (underlined)Insufficiently Large Gun


  Sometimes, you can overwhelm and capture your enemy but just shooting them won't kill them. Invulnerability powers often work best around vital spots, so you could bruise and batter your opponent, maybe even break their limbs, but a bullet to the head always bounces off. So a deathtrap might simply be part of a series of attempts to find what WILL kill him or her.


  While not trying to be fair like "it's cool" deathtraps, these tend to be pretty easy to escape simply because the designer doesn't know for sure HOW to kill the victim yet.


  (underlined)PsyOps


  Killing the guy might have its plus side, but what the trap is really meant to do is mess with their head somehow. Let them know you COULD have killed them outright, but you don't take them seriously enough and would rather just toy with them. Especially effective if the deathtrap triggers on the victim's phobias somehow, like putting a claustrophobic in a the classic "dropping ceiling" trap, or suspending someone over a pit full of spiders or snakes or spider-snake crossbreed mutants.


  A designer of this sort of trap probably wants the victim to survive, but won't shed a tear if the guy botches and ends up devoured by spider- snakes.


  (underlined)But Will You Stop Me, Or Save HER?


  The person in the deathtrap isn't the one you're after, it's just someone important to your enemy. Or maybe a random target of opportunity that it was easy to put in the trap. Like PsyOps, the goal is to mess with someone else's head. In this case, the puzzle aspect of the trap is probably not solvable by the person in the trap...some deathtraps play fair, but these can't. Because the only real solution is for outside help to come, and that help will require enough time and effort that you're free to do something else in the meantime.


  (underlined)Accidental


  I dunno if these really count as deathtraps, but I suppose they look that way from the victim's point of view. An accidental offensive deathtrap is meant to be "disposing of the body", only the body isn't dead yet. You think you killed your enemy, and either want to destroy the body entirely or make it look like they died in some other way that doesn't lead back to you, such as accidentally falling into the back of a garbage truck after accidentally stabbing themselves fifty times. Or, less silly, put your victim in a car and run it off the side of the Pacific Highway or something, so that the fiery crash eliminates evidence of the real cause of death.


  In any case, the not-so-dead victim wakes up in time to realize that they will be so-dead pretty soon if they don't escape the deathtrap.


  (underlined)Final Analysis


  Deathtraps are pretty cool. But they're definitely a luxury. Booby traps work better than defensive deathtraps, and if I want someone dead I'd probably be better off just building a sufficiently big gun and killing them while they're helpless. Only use a deathtrap if style is more important than actually killing 'em.


  Summing up:


  All Deathtraps - Automatic, potentially lethal, slow enough that the victim sees it coming.


  Defensive - Slow because of physical constraints, Slow as part of deterrent effect.


  Offensive - Cool Factor, Testing to Destruction, PsyOps, Stop Me Or Save Her, Accidental.
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  Author's Notes:


  Inspired by High Concept Challenge #10, although this will only be my official entry if I don't get another idea I had worked out. But I figured this taxonomy-style piece might help other writers come up with ideas for the challenge, so I posted it as soon as I'd worked out the ideas in my head.
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  For all the back issues, plus additional background information, art, and more, go to http://www.eyrie.org/~dvandom/ASH !


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


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


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

OEBPS/Images/CSV-journal.jpg
Derek Radner’s
Private Journal






