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  LL&DD #1:"Swing of Things"


  The cover shows Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer walking through a typical megamart. Deedee looks a bit nervous, and is sweating as he pulls at his collar.


  



  "Tell me something about yourself, Deedee," Jennifer asks.


  It's not a simple request.


  "Like what? What do you want to know?"


  She shrugs. "I don't know. Tell me anything."


  Anything?


  "Anything?"


  She nods. "Anything."


  "Why?"


  Her face falls slightly, looking a bit irritated. She's cute when she's frustrated. That's the first thing I ever really noticed about her. She gets this look on her face that's adorable. It's this weird mixture of irritation, determination, and a dash of pleading. Her eyes kind of narrow, she purses her lips, and her head tilts just a bit off its axis. It's cute.


  "Okay, don't answer. Let me think."


  "Don't think, just blurt out the first thing that comes to mind," she counters.


  Okay.


  "I hate going shopping with you."


  Not okay.


  I know that look.


  "Well, that's certainly something," she frowns.


  "It's not what you think, though, and it is only grocery shopping."


  "Only grocery shopping?"


  "Mm-hm."


  "Why grocery shopping?"


  "Because we always, always go to the Uberstore."


  "What's wrong with the Uberstore?"


  "They sell other stuff besides groceries."


  "That's why we go there. It saves us having to go all over town." She raises an eyebrow. "Why don't you like it having other stuff?"


  I feel my face blush. We've been dating...I guess you'd call it that... for over three months, and there are times I still feel like a pervert around her. We've seen each other naked dozens of times now. She's seen me in the shower. I've seen her on the toilet. We've folded each other's laundry. This shouldn't be embarrassing.


  Big sigh.


  One more big sigh.


  "It's distracting."


  Distracting is probably not the right word.


  "Distracting?"


  "Yeah. I mean there you are...probably looking as gorgeous as you always do...then we walk past the hardware section, or the electronics, or toys, or sometimes even the crafts, and I get this great idea for a deathtrap to put you into."


  Swing sets are my weakness. You take any normal swing set, multiply it by two, and you've got enough raw materials to rig a restraint device that would hold someone with up to ten-times normal strength for an indefinite amount of time. I've got an entire CD-ROM full of traps designed solely from swing sets; each design is cross-referenced to model number of a swing, so I could build one just by ordering a couple of sets from a catalog.


  Deep breath.


  "I'm a super-villain for goodness sake. I could...no, I *should* take the entire store hostage and build my death trap, because that's what a good super-villain would do. It's very..."


  "Distracting." She's smiling.


  That's not entirely odd. Jenny's not very unusual, but as a super-hero dating a quasi-reformed super-villain, she's probably considered a bit eccentric by most standards. Although, she's probably not as eccentric as someone who keeps a CD-ROM full of swing-set-to-deathtrap designs.


  "Yes."


  She shifts closer to me, patting my shoulder.


  "My poor, evil mastermind."


  It's obviously somewhat mocking in nature, but she's not wholly making fun of me. Jenny's a great super-hero, which means she has an acerbic streak. It's not that part that defines her, though. She's got more empathy and compassion than a horrified crowd watching a bus filled with nuns being dangled off the edge of a cliff. Sarcastic remarks are her way of identifying and rationalizing the unusual without hesitating. If she were really upset with me, she wouldn't have turned her shoulder patting into a one-armed hug. Her head wouldn't be resting on my shoulder. My head might not be resting on my shoulders.


  "I don't mind clothes shopping with you." This is true. "Malls aren't as bad as an Uberstore. They partition better."


  Another squeeze.


  "What about you?" I ask.


  "What about me?"


  "Tell me something about yourself."


  I can feel her chuckling next to me.


  "Turn about is fair play," I point out.


  "I didn't think super-villains played fair."


  "Quasi-reformed super-villains try to play fair."


  "Something about me? Anything about me?"


  "Yes."


  She shifts away, so I can see that there's a twinkle in her eyes.


  "I'm not sure if this counts, but okay." She looks away, but not before I can see a slight blush in her cheeks. "I've been thinking, since mom and dad moved, and I've got an entire house now, I should really start acting like a homeowner. Fix it up a bit, you know."


  "What did you have in mind?"


  She turns back to look at me. The twinkle in her eye is still there, but there's something else about her look. I had seen that look before. "Just normal homey stuff. Maybe a swing in the back yard. What do you think?"


  What do I think? I think I'm an as much a bad influence on Jenny as she is a good influence on me.


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


  Editor's Notes:


  This story is set some time in the mid to late 1990s, within a few months either way of the fourth segment of Time Capsules #9.


  "Uberstore" should actually have umlauts over the U and o, but they don't come through well in ASCII-7, and I try to keep things as newsreader- friendly as possible. :)


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


  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/ !


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


  LL&DD #2: "Guess Who's Coming to Dinner?"


  The cover shows Doctor Developer in semiformal attire, sitting at a restaurant table and surrounded by shadowy and vaguely menacing figures. The cover copy reads, "NO ESCAPE?"


  



  [August 10, 1996 - Chicago, IL]



  It was Saturday morning.


  To be exact, it was a perfect Saturday morning. According to the clock- radio on the bed stand, it was well after ten o'clock. The golden glow streaming through the window was pleasantly warm on his face, not too bright either. The warm, soft skin of a familiar body pressed against his front and under his arm was the final touch that made the morning perfect.


  It was the perfect moment that you wished could do on forever...


  "Cam?" the warm body whispered.


  ...which upon realizing it was a perfect moment ultimately meant it would be brought to an end.


  "Yes?" Cameron McKay, known to the world as Doctor Developer, and to a select few as Deedee, replied in an equally hushed tone.


  "I need to go to the bathroom," Jennifer Blair, known to the world as Lady Lawful, and currently filling the role of "the warm body," replied in a regularly toned voice. After a second of inaction on Cameron's part, Jennifer began to shift and move her arm. The latter action caused a rattling noise, whose source was a locked pair of handcuffs: one loop around her wrist and the other to one of the slats in the headboard.


  "I need to go to the bathroom," she said, "and I don't want to break another bed."


  Cameron nodded. "Gotcha!" He reached around and pressed his left thumb against the cuff around Jennifer's wrist. One small beep later, and the ratchet mechanism within the cuff released. Once free, Jennifer moved with superhuman speed, leaping off the bed and bolting for her bathroom, slamming the door as she entered.


  Cameron let out a small, contented sigh and rolled back onto his back. The moment had not been completely ruined. There was still something almost magical about lying in Jennifer's bed. He could still feel the warm spot where she'd been a moment before, and with it came the promise that she would be back to warm it again sometime soon. Maybe they could keep it warm together all day. After spending a tedious week tracking down The Clanking Replicator and an explosively busy Friday night stopping him from taking over an auto plant, spending a day relaxing didn't seem like too much to ask.


  The sound of the bathroom door interrupted Cameron's thoughts. As it opened, Jennifer padded out, wearing an over-sized button-up shirt...one of his own, actually. Though Cameron would have preferred her wearing nothing, the shirt left enough of her exposed that he didn't feel right complaining. Jennifer stopped by the door, crossed her legs, leaned up against it, and squinted.


  It wasn't as if she were looking at anything. The squint was a look Jennifer got on her face when she was trying to remember something. Phone numbers and people's names often brought on the squint.


  "Did I tell you dad is taking mom to Paris for their anniversary?" Jennifer asked.


  Cameron shook his head, "Not that I recall." If this was some kind of girlfriend test, he was most certainly going to fail. He didn't think she mentioned it before, but he couldn't remember. The bottom few unbuttoned buttons on her shirt wasn't helping his memory any.


  "Forty-second anniversary," Jennifer said. The squint was easing off, but there was an undercurrent of something else on her face. "They flew out last night, and they've got a lay-over before hitting New York, then Paris."


  "Has you mother ever been to Paris?"


  Jennifer didn't answer his question. "They're laying over here in Chicago," she added, "and I told them we'd have dinner with them. And, no, mom's never been to Paris."


  "You what?" Cameron choked.


  Jennifer stepped away from the door, and crawled back onto the bed until she was nestled in the crook of Cameron's arm. She leaned her head against his shoulder and let out a small sigh. "Mom's been asking, and Dad thought it'd be a nice send-off. It'd mean a lot to me...."


  "Why do they want to meet me?" Cameron asked, earnestly confused. Jennifer's mother had been the original Lady Lawful. Her father had been one of the early pioneers in applied Violation Physics research. Neither of them were the types to want to associate themselves with an ex-super-villain like himself. It made no sense.


  "I think it has something to do with the girl you're engaged to marry," Jennifer said.


  It made perfect sense.


  "I don't know," Cameron hedged.


  "Please?" Jennifer asked in her sweetest, squeakiest voice. She suddenly shifted, moving so that she was ultimately straddling Cameron's waist. "I can make it worth your while, Deedee," she said, trying to sound shady.


  "Worth my while?"


  "Mmm-hm," she nodded. Jennifer leaned closer, so she was whispering in his ear. After whispering her promise, she sat back up, smiling down at Cameron's goggling eyes. "Do this for me, and I'll do that for you."


  It was a foregone conclusion that he was going to dinner with Jennifer and her parents, despite any disputing statements from him; he realized that at some point he would have to meet his wife-to-be's parents. Jennifer, cunning heroine that she was, knew it as well, but her offer did sweeten the deal a good bit all the same.


  "You do realize that offering...well...that in exchange for something could be misconstrued as prostitution," Cameron said, "I was under the impression super-heroes didn't break the laws."


  Realizing she'd won, Jennifer rolled off of Cameron, and reset herself against his arm. "We've been known to bend the laws for the greater good," she said. Without warning, Jennifer jokingly nudged Cameron in the ribs with her elbow. "Besides, would you rather be complicit to prostitution while we're engaged," she asked, "or the victim of extortion after we're married?"


  * * * *


  [March 29, 1973 - Detroit, MI]


  "I know I'm getting older, but I swear the thugs are getting younger and younger these days," Tinker Tom smirked. The half-dozen thugs standing around the room all chuckled at the joke, save for one.


  "Sorry about that, sir," Dante McKay grumbled. He stepped forward and grabbed his son's hand. The just-turned-five-year-old stumbled slightly as he was pulled away from the super-villain. "My old lady had a thing, and told me to watch the kid. Come on, Cameron."


  Tinker Tom waved a hand. "Leave the boy be," he said. Dante stopped and after a moment, released his son's hand. Tom stepped closer to Cameron, kneeling when he was close. "So you're the rugrat your dad's always talking about?" Tom asked, almost rhetorically. Cameron didn't answer the question, he was too busy taking in Tinker Tom.


  In his prime, Tinker Tom had been one of the great legends of the highway. Thick locks of hair, navy blue coveralls, and a fast car were the three traits that when combined best described Tinker Tom. Time had greyed his hair and faded the rich hue of his coveralls, but to those who knew his reputation he was still a sight to behold.


  Cameron McKay had never heard of Tinker Tom, outside of his parents' cryptic references to "the boss," but there was something about the man who knelt down to look at him that struck deeply with Cameron.


  "I heard you took apart a toaster," Tom said with a slight smile.


  The memory of the toaster incident broke through Cameron's reverie. He glanced back at his father, who was strangely enough smiling. He hadn't been smiling during the spanking.


  "Go on, Cam," Dante said with a nod, "Answer the question."


  Slowly, carefully turned back around. His answer started with a slight nod, then finished with a quick, "Yes, sir."


  "Did you get in trouble?" Tom asked in a hushed whisper.


  Cameron nodded again. "Got a spanking."


  Tom's face broke into a wide, toothy smile, and with no warning he reached out to ruffle Cameron's hair. "The same thing happened to me when I took apart my dad's pocket watch." After a moment, Tom stood back up, still smiling. "I think we have a new recruit, men. Cameron McKay, welcome to the operation!"


  * * * *


  [August 10, 1996 - Chicago, IL]


  Jennifer had three kinds of dresses by his count. The first type, which Cameron dubbed "gowns," were long flowing affairs that she wore to formal occasions. She had two of these, one red and one white. He'd seen her wear the red one at a New Year's party at her museum; the white was only something in her closet. The second type of dress, the kind he dubbed "slinky," was his favorite type. She had two or three of those, each one black and clingy; they were the kind of outfits she wore to clubs or when Lady Lawful needed to go undercover somewhere. The third type of dress, which he classified as "dresses," were the kind she wore most often; she wore then when they went on picnics, to luncheons, and apparently to dinner with parents.


  "How do I look?" Jennifer asked. She spun around, letting the peach dress flare out slightly below her hips. The question, Cameron knew, wasn't entirely from vanity. Jennifer typically resorted to such questions as a tactic of distraction.


  Cameron looked her up and down.


  "I wish you were wearing one of the little black ones," Cameron let out sigh, "but you look good. You always look good."


  "My, but you know how to make a girl feel special," Jennifer said with a wink. She stepped closer to Cameron, extending her hands out to pull him up from the couch, where he was slumped. "You know, my parents are going to love you. Don't be so gloomy." Jennifer leaned forward to give Cameron a quick peck on the nose.


  "I've told them all about you, you know," Jennifer continued. She guided Cameron's hands behind her back, and then moved her behind his. "Dad really wants to meet you." She nodded in reply as soon as Cameron's eyebrows rose. "It's true! I told him about your research with super-plants, and he was really impressed. You two are going to have a lot in common."


  It wasn't her father that Cameron was concerned about. Sure, every future son-in-law worries about his future father-in-law. That's natural. His more immediate concern was his soon-to-be mother-in-law super-hero meeting her soon-to-be son-in-law ex-super-villain. "And your mother?" Cameron asked.


  Jennifer chuckled nervously, and gingerly chewed on her lower lip. Her cheeks flushed very slightly. After a second of looking guilty she smiled. "Mom'll love you too. She just needs to get to know you. Once you meet her," Jennifer assured her fiancee, "everything will be fine."


  "That," Cameron said flatly, "would be ideal."


  "Yes," Jennifer nodded, "Now come on, or we're going to be late."


  The two released each other. Jennifer disappeared into his room for a second, returning with her purse. Cameron was waiting for her by the door, car keys in hand. The two stepped outside into the warm, summer evening, walking side-by-side toward Jennifer's two-door car. As Cameron opened the passenger-side door, Jennifer looked up and shook her head.


  "You know, as nervous about meeting mom as you are, if I didn't know better, I'd think you'd been one of mom's enemies, and not mine." Cameron chuckled as he pushed the door shut. He let out a small whistle as he circled around the front of the car, hoping Jennifer continued to think he knew better.


  * * * *


  [August 1, 1974 - Detroit, MI]


  Tinker Tom's hotrod, Betty Rides, was a complex machine, which is why Cameron McKay loved working on it with the older man. There were some parts of the car he understood from working with Tom on it: he understood the hydraulics behind the brake system, he'd seen the gears that worked when you turned the steering wheel, and he understood that a car engine needed sparkplugs to ignite gasoline. There were parts of the car even he, a six year old, could operate: he knew how the horn worked, how to adjust the radio to pick up the stations Tom liked, and he even knew the combination of pressing radio presets to open the secret compartment within the driver's side door panel.


  As much as he loved working on Betty Rides because she was a great car, Cameron even more loved spending time with Tom. Tom was one of the few adults Cameron knew in his life who seemed to have more answers than Cameron had questions. Unlike easily-exasperated teachers, asking Tom question after question about how Betty Rides or one of the other machines Tom used worked only resulted in detailed explanations, never sighs or snarls. Cameron hadn't told anyone yet, but he was as sure a six year old could be that he wanted to be just like Tom when he grew up.


  Asking Tom questions, however, depended on on Tom being around, which was something Tom hadn't been for several minutes. He'd vanished when someone knocked on the door to his garage, and had yet to return.


  Cameron carefully turned himself around on the stool where he was standing, looking down into Betty Rides's engine. Part of his care came from not wanting to fall off, but another part didn't want to scratch the electric blue paint job on the car. After getting his bottom planted on the stool, Cameron slowly slid himself forward and onto the ground.


  Just as his feet touched the ground, Cameron head voices coming back into the work area. One was Tom's, but there were a couple of others he didn't recognize. Neither of the unknown voices sounded too pleasant, and he could hear a bit of anger in Tom's voice.


  "I quit working with you guys a long time ago," Tom spat out. "You have no right to expect any help from me. The only reason I don't kick you...."


  "Please, Tom," the taller of the two newcomers said with a laugh, "try to kick us out. After tonight, I could use the laugh."


  Tom grunted a reply. The taller of the two stood about a head over Tom, but he was much more muscular. He was wearing a large backpack that reminded Cameron of Betty Rides's engine block, and the pack seemed to be connected to the strange looking gloves he wore on each hand. He looked like some combination between a football player and a steam shovel to Cameron.


  As they got closer, Cameron realized there were actually three unknowns. The steam shovel was one. There was a woman who was walking next to him, who wore a similar, but smaller backpack. She and the big brute wore similar outfits: heavy boots, black overalls, white T-shirts, and the full-sized, metal masks that Tom wore when he needed to weld something.


  The third unknown, who Cameron couldn't see too well, was another woman. It wasn't until the big brute dropped her on the ground that Cameron *could* see her too well. Once she was on the ground, though, Cameron recognized her. He knew the red vest, goggles, and blond hair: it was Lady Lawful. He'd seen her picture in the paper a few times, and even once in-person at his school. There was, however, something missing; the belt Lady Lawful normally wore was around the waist of the lady dressed like the big brute.


  "Yo, Tom," the brute said as he turned away from Lady Lawful, "I didn't know you had a kid."


  Tom's eyes goggled for a moment, but he quickly recovered. "This is just one of my henchman's kids," Tom said, using his grumpy voice, "Small hands come in, well, handy sometimes." Tom stepped up to Cameron, and put his hands against the boy's back. "Okay, Cameron, time for you to go home."


  "Not so fast," the brute said. He was frowning, glaring at Tom. "No one's leaving until we do. Me an' Wanda need to arrange some travel plans, and until we do, we're all going to chill out here. So both of you, get comfortable."


  * * * *


  [August 10, 1996 - Chicago, IL]


  Outside of La Caverna del Blocco, June and Wilson Blair waited. Technically they were early, but that didn't make much difference. They still had to wait. In La Caverna's defense, though, the patio furniture set in the small alcove meant they were comfortable while they waited.


  "We should go on in," Wilson said. "We can get a table, or we could wait at the bar. Do you feel like pina coladas?" he sang both quietly and humorously off-tune.


  June grinned back at her husband. In their forty-two years of marriage, between his deep, brown eyes and terrible sense of humour, Wilson always knew how to make her smile. Even in the most trying times, he knew exactly what to say.


  "Why don't you go on in, dear?" she said. She reached out and squeezed his hand. "I want to wait for Jenny."


  Wilson nodded, returning the squeeze. "Then so do I," he told her.


  "Nonsense. You go on in."


  Wilson grinned and shook his head. "I'm enjoying the view," he answered. June glanced over her shoulder and saw a mall with a half-full parking lot. Turning back around, her gaze met Wilson's. She blushed when she realized what he meant.


  "You old romantic."


  "Careful who you call 'old,' Pot," Wilson said with a small grin. He reached his hand across the table, and squeezed June's hands where they were resting. She smirked.


  "Careful yourself, Kettle," she replied. For the next few minutes, the two sat in silence, enjoying the summer evening together, until June's sight focused on a couple walking across the parking lot. "There they are." June and Wilson stood up as the other pair of their party stepped onto the sidewalk.


  "Jenny!" June welcomed her daughter.


  "Mom. Dad," Jennifer replied, stepping closer and embracing both of her parents in one, large hug. After a moment, she stepped out of the hug. "It's so good to see the both of you," Jennifer said, beaming, "You both look great!"


  "You don't look half bad yourself," Wilson said.


  "Is this Cameron?" June asked, looking past Jennifer.


  Jennifer nodded and stepped back. She took Cameron's hand, and pulled him foward. "Mom, Dad, I want you both to meet Cameron McKay."


  "We've heard a lot about you, Cameron," Wilson said. He offered his hand, and the two shook. "Jennifer had a lot of good things to say about you."


  Cameron rolled his head from sholder to sholder. "Jennifer's very kind," Cameron replied, never quite making eye contact with Wilson.


  "Yes, she is," June said, saying more than she actually spoke. She stepped forward and took Cameron's hand, giving it sudden squeeze. Shocked by the grasp, Cameron looked at June. As their eyes met, June's widened.


  "It's nice to meet you, Mrs. Blair," Cameron said. Jennifer let out a small cough. "I mean, Mrs. Hartworth-Blair."


  "The pleasure is all mine, Cameron."


  * * * *


  [August 1, 1974 - Detroit, MI]


  June Hartworth-Blair, in the guise of Lady Lawful, watched as Arc Wielder paced back-and-forth across the garage floor. Wanda, meanwhile, seemed quite content sitting on he edge of a work table, dividing her time between filing her fingernails and admiring the golden Enhancement Belt around her waist. Not that the belt would do her any good; as far as she knew, Arc Wielder was only super of the two. Aside from the Arcs and Lady Lawful, the only two people in the garage were Tinker Tom and a young boy, whose name she had yet to hear.


  Tinker Tom was a known variable. As Lady Lawful, she'd had a few run- ins with him in the past. Tom was a hotrod maniac, always committing car- themed crimes. The years had been pretty good to him, though not as good as the years treated her, thanks to the Enhancement Belt. His hair was silver now, he was a bit thinner than she remembered, but he still looked like he could mastermind a criminal enterprise or two.


  The boy made him look a bit like a grandfather as well. As far as she knew, Tom never had children. Kidnapping wasn't something he did either. Whoever the boy was, though, he didn't seem to be afraid of Tom. Despite the Arcs' looming presence, Tom and the boy seemed to be enjoying themselves working on Tom's car.


  Arc Wielder suddenly stopped pacing, letting his final walk across the room lead him over to Tom. Seeing the brutish villain approaching, Tom helped the boy off the stool and sent him over to a work bench.


  "Tom, where do you keep the food 'round here?" Arc Wielder asked.


  "I don't," Tom shrugged. "There's a diner around the corner where I eat, but I don't keep anything here, tends to spoil when you get locked up." He glanced over at Lady Lawful. "I learned that lesson the first time she threw me in the slammer."


  Arc Wielder looked over at Lady Lawful and sneered. "This diner," he asked slowly, "they open this time of night?"


  Tom checked his watch, the double checked by looking at an electric clock plugged into the wall. It was just a bit after nine. June felt a small pang of concern, wondering if the boy's mother would be worried about him being out so late.


  "They should be," Tom answered, "You want me to run out and grab some grub for us?"


  "Yeah," Arc Wielder nodded, "grub sounds good." He glanced around the room for a second. "Take Wanda with ya."


  Tom shook his head. "You think I'm going to rat you out or something?" Tom asked. He wiped his hands on a rag, and shuffled over to the bench where the boy was waiting. "There is honor among thieves, you know."


  Arc Wielder followed Tom to the bench, stepping around Tom and putting a big, meaty hand on the boy's head. To his credit, the boy didn't flinch away from the move. He was far more stoic than either Tom or June, both glaring daggers at the silent threat. "There may be honor," Arc Wielder said, "but that don't mean I trust you. Wanda goes with you."


  By the time Tom said, "Fine," Wanda had hopped off her perch and Arc Wielder's hand was off of the boy's head. He brushed past Tom, walking over to Wanda. "Just give me a second." Tom put his hand on the boy's back and gently guided him closer to June.


  As the two got closer, Tom started to talk: "Cameron, have you ever met a super-hero before?" The boy, Cameron, shook his head, never letting his gaze leave June's. "This is Lady Lawful."


  "Hello, Lady Lawful," Cameron mumbled.


  June smiled as much as the circumstances allowed and replied, "Hello, Cameron."


  When Tom continued talking, June got the impression he was speaking more to her than Cameron. "I've got to go out for a bit and pick up dinner," Tom explained. Dinner seemed to strike a chord with Cameron, and he looked up at Tom. "I'll be back in a few minutes, okay?"


  "Okay."


  "Do me a favor, 'til I get back. Keep an eye on Lady Lawful, okay?"


  Cameron turned back to look at June.


  "Good, good. Remember, super-heroes are wily. I'm trusting you to make sure she doesn't get away. Can you do that, Cameron?"


  Cameron nodded.


  Tom looked at June, right, square in her eyes. There was a look of desperation in them that June had never seen before. She knew Tinker Tom well enough to know that he could have probably slipped out any time he wanted. Whatever his connection was to Cameron, it was strong enough that June was certain that his actions were asking what his words could not.


  June crossed her arms in front of her chest and glared at Cameron. "Now I am pretty much stuck," she said, trying not to sound overly dramatic. "Especially if your little goon squad's making sure I don't go anywhere."


  * * * *


  [August 10, 1996 - Chicago, IL]


  If Cameron had believed in fate, he would have definitely believed it was working against him. After about an hour of small talk, dinner, and relaxing enough to believe that neither of Jenny's parents were planning to hire an assassin to ensure their daughter didn't marry him, disaster had struck in the form of abandonment. Not the total and complete kind, but temporary and complete was bad enough.


  Wilson Blair had remembered he needed to put money in the parking meter, and had gotten up to take care of it. Jennifer had decided she wanted to walk with her father, and had gotten up to go with him. Cameron, however, had known both were flimsy excuses to both secretly pay for the meal and make sure the meal wasn't secretly paid for, respectively.


  It didn't really matter. No matter the reason, their departure had left him alone at the table with June Hartworth-Blair, the first Lady Lawful. Cameron did his best to avoid inspiring any conversations by staring down at his lap. His plan worked for a grand total of fifteen seconds.


  "What ever happened to Tom?" June asked.


  Cameron looked up at her. She had gotten older since the first time they'd met, but her eyes were still as warm and sharp as he remembered them.


  "He," Cameron started, "He died back in eighty-eight, of natural causes. He's buried in Detroit. I mean, I know he's not from there, but he said Motor City was his home more than any where else." Cameron looked away from June. After a second, he looked back and asked, "So, you remember me?"


  June nodded. "I wasn't sure of it until I shook your hand, though," she replied. Without missing a beat, June continued, "Tell me something, Cameron, and tell me honestly," she leaned closer. "Why Jenny?" That was the question he'd been dreading all night, longer if he counted the few times since proposing when the question would gnaw at the back of his brain. "Is this some kind of twisted projection thing?"


  Cameron shook his head. "No, ma'am," he replied. "I love Jennifer, I promise. I didn't realize the two of you were related until she showed me an album." Cameron paused. "I mean, I knew you were Lady Lawful and I knew she was Lady Lawful, but I didn't put it together..." he trailed off.


  "Maybe that's a good thing," he finally continued. "If I had known, I'd have been too ashamed to get to know her. I don't know how I could ever tell her that, apparently, taking Lady Lawfuls hostage is something I've been doing since I was a kid." He stopped for a moment, before he asked, "Are you going to tell her?" When he was finished, he looked up at June, whose eyes were twinkling in a way that he'd seen before. Except, it wasn't June's eyes, but Jennifer's. He knew that twinkle.


  "Do you really think you held me hostage?" June asked. Cameron nodded awkwardly. "You were, what, five years old then?"


  "Six."


  June didn't say anything for a second, but her expression was much softer than it had been when she first started speaking. "Just answer my question," she said, "Why Jenny?"


  Cameron let out a sigh. "Aside from I love her?" he asked.


  "That, at least, is a good start," June answered.


  * * * *


  [August 2, 1974 - Detroit, MI]


  True to his word, Cameron never took his eyes off June. He switched from standing to sitting on the ground after a few minutes, but he never let his attention waver.


  For the most part, June tried to match his concentration. She stared at Cameron, making faces some times and other times asking him questions. Whether or not he understood the gravity of what was going on, June wasn't certain, but from a strictly academic standpoint, the boy seemed to have a solid understanding of villainy.


  "So," June asked, "are you Tom's sidekick?"


  Cameron shook his head.


  "Partner?"


  Again, he replied with a shake.


  "Are you one of his 'minions' then?"


  Cameron nodded.


  "He's recruiting awfully young these days," June replied, "How did you meet Tom?"


  "My dad, but he's in jail now," Cameron said.


  June wasn't sure how to reply to that. There was always a nagging voice in the back of her head when she locked up criminals, telling her she was sending someone's child or parent to jail. The consequences of heroics extended beyond the hero and the villain. Looking at Cameron, she suddenly felt the full weight of that truth on her shoulders.


  Somewhere back in Chicago, by this time of night, there was a beautiful, blond-haired baby asleep in her crib, put there by a kind, loving father. Neither of them realized that mother and wife was being held hostage in an old garage. Somewhere in Detroit there was a mother, probably worried sick about her son being out so late...she hoped there was a mother anyway. June didn't even want to imagine what it would be like if Jennifer, her baby, went missing after dark.


  June swallowed, trying to relax her through enough to ask, "Does your mom know where you are, Cameron?"


  He shrugged.


  June was about to say something in reply when Tom burst into the garage, running in through the office area. He didn't stop until he was next to Arc Wielder. "Arc," he said between breaths, "they got her."


  "What? Who?"


  "The cops," Tom explained, "They got Wanda...shot her...I tried...to get her back...but she passed out...outside." He pointed back toward the offices, which was all Arc Wielder needed. He took off toward the door, and as soon as he was gone, Tom bolted over to June. As he moved, Tom quickly unzipped his coveralls and pulled out June's Enhancement Belt. "Here," he said, offering the belt to her, "Can you?"


  June didn't hesitate. She nodded a quick affirmation, and snapped the belt around her waist. As soon as the buckle clicked, she felt the belt's powers coursing through her body. "What about you?"


  "I'll be fine if you take care of them," Tom said.


  June looked at Cameron. "What about him?"


  Tom nodded. "Don't worry about him," Tom said, "I'll take care good of him." Tom got Cameron to his feet and guided him toward Betty Rides. "If it's the last thing I do, I'll make sure nothing happens."


  * * * *


  [August 10, 1996 - Chicago, IL]


  Jennifer and her mother slipped out of La Caverna del Blocco ostensibly to let Cameron and her father haggle over who paid for dinner. If Jennifer had to lay odds on who would end up paying for dinner, she would have gone with her father. Not that Cameron was stingy, just that her father had a way of always out-politing people. Long ago, Jennifer decided that it was a good thing that her father worked on the side of good, because she was sure he could beat any hero just by assuring them he wasn't offended that they tried to stop him but he really did need to launch a doomsday weapon.


  Secretly, or not so secretly if her mother's smile meant anything, she wanted a few moments alone with her mother. Despite every assurance she gave to Cameron, there was a part of her that was worried her mother wouldn't approve of him.


  "Cameron and I had a lovely chat while you were out with your father," June said easily. Jennifer nodded, hoping the parking lot lights were dim enough to hide her blanching cheeks. Once they reached June and Wilson's care, June turned to look at her daughter. "Are you absolutely sure you want to marry him?"


  Jennifer felt her throat tighten. There were at least a dozen arguments she'd thought of for marrying Cameron, each one based on his most attractive attributes: dependable, sweet, smart, financially secure (she wouldn't delve too far into that one), he loved her, she loved him, and so forth. As she opened her mouth to debate those reasons, the only word that came out was, "Yes."


  To Jennifer's surprise, her mother broke into a broad grin. "That's what I wanted to hear," she said. With no warning, she leaned forward and hugged Jennifer tightly.


  "You..." Jennifer stammered, "You're not going to try and talk me out of it?"


  June raised an eyebrow. "Do you want me to talk you out of it?"


  Jennifer shook her head. "No. No! I just thought...Cameron was worried you would...and I..." Jennifer stopped and inhaled deeply. "Thank you, Mom."


  "He really does love you, Jenny," June said, "and no matter what he's been in the past, if he loves you, and you love him..."


  "I do!"


  "...then I don't think there's much more a mother could ask for." June paused for a moment, then grinned for a moment. "Well, there's always grindchildren, but one thing at a time."


  "Yes, one thing at a time. We've got our entire future to think about that," Jennifer added, "I just want to get through the wedding first." Before either woman could say anything else, Cameron and Wilson exited from La Caverna, and walked toward their respective dates. When they were close enough, Jennifer called out, "Who got stuck with the check?"


  Cameron smiled brightly, but it was Wilson who spoke, "I must be losing my touch, because your fiancee somehow managed to outsmart me and cover the check." After a moment, Wilson cast Cameron a sideways glance. "My credit cards will work again tomorrow, right?"


  "Yes, sir!" Cameron nodded, still smiling. June let out a small bark of laughter, blushing when the other three turned to look at her.


  Using the moment to his advantage, Wilson slipped ahead of Cameron and hugged Jennifer, kissing her on the cheek. "Now that we've got a villain in the family, I'm going to have to rethink all my fatherly strategies. Do you know where I could get a cheap death ray?"


  Jennifer hugged her father again, and said her goodbyes. After a few minutes of hugs, handshakes, and promises of phone calls, the two couples broke apart. Wilson and June drove away, toward their hotel. Jennifer and Cameron, his arm around her waist, waved until the car disappeared into traffic.


  "I think that went well," Cameron said.


  Jennifer smiled and nodded. "I told you it would," she reminded him.


  "I should never doubt you," Cameron added as they began walking back to Jennifer's car.


  "Such a smart boy," Jennifer teased. "First I teach you to be a good guy, and now I'll teach you to be a good husband."


  Cameron hummed. "Well, I'm not completely a good guy, yet," he said. Before Jennifer could ask, he whispered into her ear her a reminder of their deal if he came to dinner. When he was finished, she let out a melodramatic sigh.


  "Yes," she admited, "so I'll get back to teaching you to be good guy tomorrow. Tonight, you get to be...naughty."


  Cameron smiled and whispered, "Excellent."


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


  Next Issue:


  If you thought this series already jumped around in time, you ain't seen nothing yet! Be here for LL&DD #3, "First to the Future!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  If John Chricton (Farscape) and Samantha Carter (Stargate) had a daughter, and she had a son with Rodney McKay (Stargate), and that son married Harley Quinn (Batman: the Animated Series), their child would be Cameron "Doctor Developer" McKay. All the brain of the geniuses and all the quirkiness of the psychopaths. Truth be told, I suck at coming up with names. In this whole story, June and is the only name that's not borrowed from a television show. Even Arc Wielder was inspired by my remembering the time MacGyver used jumper cables, a car battery, and (I believe) a quarter to build an arc welder.


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


  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/ !


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


  LL&DD #3: "Best Practices"


  The cover shows a cyborg raptor of some sort struggling under the weight of an atomic cannon that must be five times its size. To one side, Doctor Developer looks on, as if considering how to fix it.


  



  "Tell me something, Deedee," Jennifer asked, looking up from the thick catalog of museum items she was reading through. From where he was sitting on the floor, behind an open computer case, Deedee, Cameron when pet-names weren't in-play, could just make out several pictures from the book spread across the coffee table.



  "You are beautiful," Cameron said without hesitation.


  Jennifer smiled back and shook her head. "And you're insufferable." She picked up the book and turned it around to show him the contents of the page. "The museum just got a bunch of old Tinker Ten gadgets, and we're having to sort through them all. The problem is..." she paused, "you know how every mad scientist has their own style?"


  Cameron nodded. The nature of Violation Physics meant that it was rare, nearly impossible, for two super-powered mad scientists to arrive at the same technology through the same route. "What about it?" he asked, setting his tools on the floor.


  Jennifer set the book back on the coffee table. "Going through all these weapons, I swear, there are pieces of super-tech invented by one crazy grafted onto other pieces of super-tech by another crazy. It's like one of these guys said, 'Hey, let's put my Atomogun on your Dinoclone,' and the other was like, 'Sure,' and they did it."


  Cameron nodded again.


  "So, you're an ex-villain," Jennifer asked, "how do they just up and decide to do it like that?"


  "Standardization," Cameron explaied. "Only one mad scientist at a time may be able to create a piece of super-tech, but that doesn't mean the super- tech can't communicate with other super-tech through perfectly normal means. If I were going to invent a Dinoclone, and had the Magene to do it, he would no doubt have many sockets for various appendages and upgrades.


  "By using a standard socket size on my Dinoclone, any other mad scientist would know that his Atomogun will be able to plug into my Dinoclone. If we use standard command codes for the Dinoclone and the Atomogun, combining the two becomes pretty simple." Cameron picked up one of the green cards that had been removed from his computer. "Plug'n'play super- technology," he explained, waving the card.


  "How do you know what a standard socket size or command codes are, though?"


  All of a sudden, Cameron averted his gaze from Jennifer. After a second, he quietly added, "I don't think I can safely answer that." He looked intently at his computer, quickly resuming work on its innards.


  "Oh, no," Jennifer said as she slid onto the floor. "You can't leave off there." She inched around to Cameron's back, walking on her knees, and slid her arms around his waist and throat. "You've got something interesting to say, I know it. Spill."


  "Nuh-uh," Cameron shook his head. "This is super-secret villain stuff... super-super-secret villain stuff. If I tell you this, they'll skip tearing up my membership card and go right to ripping me to little pieces."


  "Mmmmaybe," Jennifer said in a sing-song voice, "but if you don't tell me, you may skip straight to sleeping alone on the couch for a while. How about that?"


  Cameron stopped to think for a moment. He was debating which was worse: actual death or just wanting to die? Neither seemed too appealing, but only one currently had their arms around both his throat and...more sensitive regions.


  "Dammit," he cursed. Knowing she'd won, Jennifer eased her stranglehold on Cameron, transforming her death lock into a less lethal hanging hug position. "There's an...unofficial group...of mad scientists out there known as the S4: Society of Super-Science Standards. While their main work is geared toward fully grasping to mechanics behind violation physics, they regularly release a set of best practices and standards for making villains' technologies interoperable with others."


  "Are you pulling my leg?" Jennifer asked.


  Cameron looked down, confirming that there was no way to reach and pull Jennifer's leg, taking away his one final hope that he could derail the conversation with groping. "No, I'm not," he replied, "they invited me to join a while back, given my track record with mixing together true products of mad science. We try not to bring it up very often since...well...it's not very villain-like to spill that kind of thing to the good guys."


  "So you guys just decided to sit around planning ways to hook Atomoguns to Dinoclones...for what? Fun?" Jennifer asked.


  Cameron sighed. "Not for fun," he answered, "for minions. It started out as a means of standardizing super-tech interfaces, so every villain wouldn't have to factor re-training time into their plans for world domination."


  "And mismatched minions are certainly not fun," Jennifer nodded, smirking. "I'm surprised no one on the white mask side figured this out yet, what with all the goon squads and so forth that get captured every month."


  Cameron shrugged. She didn't seem to want to push it any farther, so no need to tell her. She might not be happy to know that he'd been the one to suggest the self-destruct standards that ensured any captured super-tech lost its more identifiably standardized characteristics. It wasn't his fault if not everyone followed that particular standard....


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


  Next Issue:


  Those pesky time-travel stories just keep jumping around! "First to the Future" should show up in LL&DD #4...but you never know!


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


  Editor's Note:


  Well, the story originally planned for #3 is still being worked on, and might even get split into two issues if it gets any longer. :) Meanwhile, Andy had a quick vignette he came up with, so I decided to slot it in as LL&DD #3.


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


  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/ !


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


  LL&DD #4: "First To The Future"


  The cover shows Lady Lawful straddling a room divided in two. On the left, a distracted Doctor Developer is hunched over a work bench, a half-eaten sandwich at his side. On the right, a significantly older Doctor Developer stares longingly at Lady Lawful. She appears frozen in between the two, uncertain which way to turn.


  



  [Friday, September 11, 1996, 3:05pm]



  Fridays were always slow days for Jennifer. That went doubly so for Friday afternoons. By the time three o'clock rolled around, everything had been researched, written up, and filed for the week. It was really just a matter of waiting for the metaphorical whistle to blow.


  "So, Jen, any plans for the weekend?" Diane, a fellow researcher in the Super-Tech department of the Chicago Museum of Science and Industry, asked as she stuck her head into Jennifer's office. Diane was one of the lower Tesla-rated employees, she had just enough of a magene to operate some of the mysterious artifacts the museum collected. "Just enough to be dangerous," was the running joke.


  Jennifer propped her elbows on her desk, then propped her chin on her crossed hands. "Nothing planned," she answered, "how about you?"


  "Oh, same old same old," Diane sighed. Jennifer knew from past conversations that meant Diane and her husband would be at home doing whatever it was they did. For all she knew, they might very well be fellow masked fight crime-fighters, but somehow Jennifer doubted it. Diane waved her hand at Jennifer.


  "You can't be serious," Diane groused, "you must have something cooked up for the weekend." Diane's grinned turned into something quite fox-like. "Maybe something with that mysterious fiancee of yours."


  Jennifer playfully rolled her eyes at the innuendo. Truthfully, she had been trying to think of something for her and Cameron to do together. The past week, Cameron had sequestered himself away in his lab on some project. There had been a couple nights when he hadn't even come home.


  This weekend would actually be a good time to catch up with each other, now that she thought about it. "You know, now that you mention it," Jennifer said wistfully, "I think I just might have something in mind."


  * * * *


  [Friday, September 11, 1996, 3:06pm]


  Cameron reared his head back away from the metallic cylinder he was working on as if he'd been shocked. His reaction was so sudden that Prototype, his lab assistant robot, warbled and trained its sights on its master. Hearing the noise, Cameron turned around to look at the robot, looking a bit ashamed.


  "Ever have the feeling that someone has just walked across your grave?" he asked the robot, mostly rhetorically. Prototype warbled back. "Right, you don't have a grave. Neither do I, technically." He rubbed the back of his head, shivering just to get the nervousness out of his system.


  "Creepy."


  * * * *


  [Friday, September 11, 1996, 5:37pm]


  There were many times Cameron wished he had been born with the Magene. The ability to seemingly will a machine to work instead of having to understand every intricacy and law of physics behind seemed like a blessing those born with it could never truly appreciate. The times his lack of the Magene most stung were when he reached a wall in one of his own projects. Going down one dead-end alley of theory would mean he would have to backtrack and find another path that would work, instead of just "cheating" his way past the blockage.


  Cameron let out a disgruntled sigh as he leaned back from his terminal. "It's not like I have anything better to do," he mused to himself. This was at least true on a professional level; barring any major emergency, Jack gave his latest project top priority. It was the first time since coming over to work with the Four Strikes that he'd been given free reign to work on a project. Not that his teammates had ever been overtly distrustful about having an ex-supervillain as their chief technologist, but there had always been the sidelong glances or spot inspections to make sure he wasn't building some kind of deathtrap.


  Despite the frustrating setback, it felt good to be allowed to work in a well stocked, modern labratory, free of interruptions.


  "Hey, Deedee!"


  Almost free.


  Cameron didn't move for a minute, keeping his eyes firmly focused on his terminal, hoping he would radiate an air of busy that would speak more firmly yet softly than anything he could verbally.


  After a moment of standing in the doorway, Jennifer spoke again, "Earth to Deedee," she called. "I know you're not dead, I can see you breathing." She stepped into his labratory, arms laden with what looked like grocery bags. "Lend me a hand here," she eventually chided him, "I may be strong, but my arms are getting tired."


  Cameron stood up from his chair and shuffled closer to Jennifer, reaching out to take a couple of bags out of her arms. He took two bags in his arms, which made Jennifer and her load small enough to navigate toward the mini-fridge Cameron kept tucked away in his lab. When she was close to the fridge, Jennifer set her bags down on the floor and began unpacking them.


  "What are you doing?" Cameron finally asked.


  "Restocking your fridge," Jennifer answered nonchalantly. "And by the way, 'It sure is nice to see you, Jenny.'"


  Cameron blushed slightly. "It is nice to see you," he fumbled. After a second, he asked, "Did Jack send you?"


  Jennifer turned to look up at Cameron. "Why would Jack need to send me?" she asked, arching an eyebrow. Her tone wasn't the vapid innocent tone Cameron expected.


  "Because he thinks I'm working on a deathtrap or something," Cameron answered.


  Jennifer snickered and shook her head. "No, you dork," she told him. "I came here because I missed you this week. You've been working so hard in here, I thought you might be getting lonely. That's why I'm here. I brought a couple of sandwiches from the deli. We can have dinner, and then I can keep you company while you work."


  * * * *


  [Friday, September 11, 1996, 8:45pm]


  Cameron smiled to himself as he tapped on the keyboard. The dead-end theory he'd been wrestling with only a couple of hours before had given way. Now it looked like, barring a few minor tests to make sure all the bugs were shaken out, he'd be ready to show his project off to Jack come Monday.


  He picked up the last bite of his sandwich up from beside his keyboard and pushed it into his mouth. Maybe Jenny had been on to something about having dinner. He was going to have to thank her for dinner. He was about to turn around and go thank her when Jack Striker's head appeared in his doorway.


  "Cam," Jack called, "we've got a crisis downtown. Chro-Know's up to something. Will's on the way, but I can't find Jennifer."


  Cameron nodded and pointed over his shoulder toward the back of his lab. "She's in here with me," he replied.


  Jack's face looked a bit puzzled for a moment, but it didn't last long. "Tell her to get ready, we're leaving in ten." Without waiting for a reply, Jack disappeared from the door, leaving Cameron to alert Jennifer.


  "Looks like tonight's not going to be as quiet as I thought," he said. Cameron hopped out of his chair, and walked toward the back of his lab where he previously pointed. Along the way, he picked up a plastic mister that was sitting on one of his counter tops. As he rounded the corner, just past his mini-fridge, Cameron extended his arm out and began misting the floor in front of him.


  As soon as the liquid cloud touched the luscious green vines that cocooned Jennifer from head-to-toe, they began to wither and yellow. After a moment, the yellowed vines began to bulge, and ultimately ripped apart to reveal a very irate Jennifer Blair.


  "You son of a bitch!" she roared.


  "I know, I'm sorry, but Jack said we've got a mission..."


  Once Jennifer was on her feet, she grabbed Cameron's arm and twisted it behind him. "You could have just told me you were busy or wanted to be alone."


  "Ow! I didn't want to be...ow...rude."


  "You...didn't..." she stopped mid-sentence and pushed Cameron forward. "I can't even talk to you now," she seethed as she walked toward the door. "Cameron McKay, of all the crazy, stupid crap you've pulled this...this is...this...." She stopped and spun around, pointing a finger at him. "When this mission is over, you better be sorry. You better know exactly what to say, or so help me...." Turning around again, Jennifer let out a small shriek, then stormed out of Cameron's lab.


  After a moment, Cameron called out, "Thank you for dinner!"


  Given a bit of thought, he doubted that was what she wanted hear.


  * * * *


  [The Future. Time unknown.]


  The first thing Jennifer saw when she started to regain consciousness was Cameron's face. As her eyes adjusted, her vision sharpened, and she realized that it couldn't be Cameron. The face before her was older, wrinkled, and topped off with greying hair. It was much, much too old to be her Cameron.


  "Jennifer, how do you feel?" he asked.


  It was his voice. A bit older and weaker than she remembered, but it was definitely his voice. They were his eyes too. Looking deeper at him, Jennifer realized without a doubt that she was looking at the same man she was engaged to marry, despite being impossibly older.


  "How long have I been out?" she asked. By the time she managed to ask that, her mind was awake enough to begin processing more than just Cameron.


  She was still in her Lady Lawful costume, though she could tell her mask had been pulled down. She was lying in a rather spartan bed in an equally spartan room. There was another bed beside her, and next to it a bank of monitoring equipment. The room was definitely some kind of medical bay, which meant whatever happened to her was enough for her to end up in a medical bay.


  "Just a couple of hours," Cameron said. His face grew into a wide smile as he spoke. It was apparent that he was relieved she was awake, but there was something more to his smile, aside from about thirty years. Jennifer couldn't place it, though. "What's the last thing you remember?" he asked.


  Jennifer furrowed her brow. "We had a fight," she said.


  "In case I never said it," Cameron said, "Sorry about that."


  "Then the alarms. We went to stop..." she paused. "We went up against Chro-Know. Did we stop him?" Jennifer slowly sat up, despite Cameron's odd, half-attempted pantomimes for her to stay lying down. "I grabbed him, and he used his powers. That means I'm either in the future or the past."


  "The future," Cameron told her.


  Jennifer smiled. "I figured as much," she told him, "but since when can Chro-Know jump more than a year either way?"


  Cameron hesitated for an instant before answering. "We think it was your belt," he explained. "Crazy as it sounds, we think that it augmented his powers and pushed him more than a year forward."


  "Deedee," Jennifer asked, trying to mix the seriousness of her question with an inflection of trust, "How far forward did we go?" Cameron flinched slightly at her using his pet name.


  "If memory serves, it was ninety-six when it happened," he said, "so just under thirty years."


  Thirty years explained Cameron's age. If it was twenty-twenty-six, he would be just shy of sixty. She would either be just shy of or exactly fifty-two, depending on the month. A thought occured to her.


  "Where am I?" she asked, "I mean the other me. Did I get back? Do I exist here?" Cameron's face tightened up for a second, and whatever smile he's had before vanished. It was enough to make Jennifer's stomach lurch. "You mean...."


  Cameron shook his head. "I'm sorry," he said, a sad smile forming on his lips. "You've been gone a while, but not like you think" he explained. "You, Jack, and a few others left on a mission to space a few months back. Tracking down some organleggers. I haven't seen you for a...a while. It feels like years."


  Jennifer twisted in her bed so that her legs were hanging off the edge. She reached out to Cameron and hugged him close. He returned the embrace with more force than she expected, like he was clinging on to her for dear life.


  "I've missed you so much," he whispered.


  "It's kind of funny to hear you say that," Jennifer replied, slowly disentangling herself from Cameron. "That fight we had, do you remember it?" Cameron heaved a ragged sigh and nodded.


  "I was an idiot back then."


  "I'm going to tell you that...you...said that," Jennifer told him.


  He snickered. "I remember that you did...you will anyway, when you go back. Don't spare the tongue lashings." Jennifer laughed. "I've missed that."


  "What?"


  "Your laugh," Cameron answered. Jennifer laughed again. "Remind me, when you get back, just how wonderful your laugh is."


  "When can I go back?" Jennifer asked.


  The sad look on Cameron's face retured. "Is there any rush?" he asked.


  Jennifer paused for a moment to consider his question. Time travel was a relative thing. If done right, she could spend a week or a month in this time and go back a mere second after she left. Her only real rush to get back was to see Cameron and her friends, but at least one part of that rush was sitting right in front of her.


  "Actually," a new voice interrupted, "there is a rush."


  The speaker was a lanky man in his twenties. His skin was a light brown, about the color of her teammate Will. After a moment, Jennifer realized there might be a very good reason for that. She was about to ask when the speaker introduced himself.


  "I'm Sam Zimmerman," he said, offering Jennifer his hand. "You knew my parents."


  "Will and Moira," Jennifer grinned, "Is it okay if I tell them?"


  Sam shook his head. "The less you say when you go back, the better."


  Jennifer understood. "Which is why I need to go back," she said. Her gaze shifted away from Sam and fell onto Cameron. There was a pained expression on his face, but any reason for it was lost on her. She reached out and patted his shoulder. "I...she...I'll be back, Deedee. If you're here, nothing could keep me away."


  Cameron closed his eyes and nodded.


  "I'm sorry, you two," Sam interrupted, "but if we don't hurry, you," he nodded at Jennifer, "are going to be stuck here."


  Jennifer stood up from the bed, and was soon followed by Camerom rising from his chair. As soon as they were both up, Jennifer slipped her arm around Cameron's waist, and he followed suit. For a moment neither moved, but after a second, Jennifer leaned up to kiss Cameron, brushing her lips against his.


  "When you get back," Cameron whispered, pausing after the four words, "tell my younger self," he paused again, "Tell him I said he is an idiot."


  * * * *


  Jennifer stood exactly where Sam had led her. "I've programmed my spell to create the rift around you," Sam explained, "If you just stand there...." He trailed off when he realized Jennifer was trying to stifle a laugh. "Um, are you okay?"


  "Programmed your spell," she repeated, "I can't even imagine what Will and Moira would say if I told them that their son is going to grow up programming magic." She let out a last snicker before adding, "But I won't tell them. I promise."


  "Uh," Sam hemmed, "thanks. Don't worry, though," he added, "remember, they were there."


  "Good point."


  "Anyway, you stand right where you are," Sam instructed her, "you'll be able to see me right through there." He pointed to a window that led to an adjoining room, a room where Cameron was staring intently at an old, banged laptop. "Just so you know," Sam added, "speaking as someone with, I guess you could say, perspective...he does love you. I know how he can be a... but..."


  Jennifer grinned. "I know," she said, interrupting Sam's apology by proxy.


  Sam nodded. "Okay, then."


  Without another word Sam spun around, and sprinted toward the door to the adjoining room. Jennifer watched as he entered, the noise catching Cameron's attention. There was a short, heated discussion between the two, which ended when Sam shook his head. Cameron stood up from where he was sitting and walked toward the window, watching Jennifer.


  He put his hand against the window and mouthed, "I love you," to her.


  In reply, Jennifer crossed her arms over her breasts and mouthed back, "I love you back."


  The next sensation she was aware of was a roaring noise and blinding light. It lasted all of two seconds before overwhelming her. Jennifer felt her legs give out from below her, and it felt like she was falling through eternity.


  * * * *


  "Don't do this, Spaz," Cameron said as the young mage walked into the observation-cum-control room. "Just give me a day with her, please." The plead fell on deaf ears.


  "No, Cam," Sam replied, "If I give you a day, you'll want a week, then a month, and then who knows. I shouldn't have let you talk to her this much."


  "But you did, and nothing happened," Cameron replied, "What's a little more time?"


  Sam shook his head and moved to sit down behind his laptop. Cameron stood up from his seat, walking toward the window. "You're not the only one who lost someone back then. At least you know who you're missing."


  Cameron didn't reply to his friend's works, he simply reached out and placed his hand against the window, adding, "I love you," as slowly and clearly as he could. Tears stung his eyes as he saw Jennifer crossing her arms and replying.


  "Here goes," Sam said, following his statement with a clatter of keys.


  In a moments time, Jennifer was enveloped by a bright, white light that lasted for an instant. When it dimmed to nothing, Cameron found himself staring out into an empty room. For the third time in his life, his beloved Jennifer vanished right in front of his eyes. For the second time, she wouldn't be coming back.


  "Cam, I'm..."


  "If you say you're sorry," Cameron growled, "I will kill you myself."


  Sam nodded without another word. After a moment, he folded up his laptop and turned to leave the room, pausing only once at the door. A second thought restarted him walking, leaving Cameron McKay to mourn.


  As he stepped out into the hallway, Sam stopped as he nearly tripped over a pair of legs stretched out in the hallway. "Hey, Rachel," Sam said with a nod. The legs tucked themselves up and soon rose to a standing position.


  Rachel Torres was roughly the same height as Sam, despite being barely out of puberty. Her skin was a few shades darker than his own, but her eyes were much brighter and green, where his were brown. She wasn't wearing her costume at the moment, but if she had, she would have cut her usual, striking figure.


  "Is he...okay?" she asked, inclining her head toward the room Sam had just left. Sam shook his head. That was all the answer Rachel needed, she reached for the door knob.


  "Rachel," Sam said both tenderly and firmly, "He needs time alone. Talk to him later, but right now...the last thing he needs is to see another Lady Lawful."


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


  Next Issue:


  Now that Lady Lawful's back home, it's time to visit Doctor Developer's old haunts. Next time the domesic duo learns, unfortunately, "You Can Go Home."


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


  Author's Notes:


  Spoiler alert! Spoiler alert! Yes, that's Rachel, one of the three kids that Deedee picked up in "The Reverse Engineers" #0 a while back. She's the third Lady Lawful, something that will be better explained in the upcoming #1 issue of TRE.


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


  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/ !


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


  LL&DD #5: "You Can Go Home"


  The cover shows Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer in close shot, leaning over a diner table with a stack of blueberry pancakes between them. Lady Lawful is holding a forkful of pancake up to Doctor Developer's mouth. In the background, framed by the couple, a shadowy figure clenches his fists and fumes.


  



  [September 25, 1996 - Detroit, Michigan]



  After almost five hours sitting on a cramped bus, it felt indescribably wonderful for Jennifer Blair to step on the sidewalk. She stretched as far as her arms would go, and arched her back. After her stretch, she tucked her arms together and wrung any lingering kinks from her spine.


  "You don't need have to stop on my account," a coy voice spoke as Jennifer's stretching drew to a halt. She smiled to herself, backing up against the speaker. Familiar hands reached around her stomach, and Jennifer reciprocated by reaching behind her back.


  "So, this is Doctor Developer's home town?" she asked.


  "Detroit, Detroit," Cameron McKay, a.k.a. Doctor Developer, replied. "Although, I might not want to publicize my name too much. The people who remember me may or may not have gotten the memo about my, uh, new job. Either way...."


  Jennifer Blair, the secret identity of the world-renowned Lady Lawful, untangled herself from Cameron, taking up a position next to him. "Old friends or old enemies, Deedee?" she asked.


  Cameron shrugged as they walked along the sidewalk. "Not really either," he mused aloud, "mostly ex-bystanders that I'd hate to spook. I *was* Detroit's premiere villain for a few years."


  Jennifer smiled and her eyes twinkled. "Yes, it was a golden age of peace for the city during your reign of tyranny," she said. Cameron took in a breath to argue, but stopped when one of Jennifer's fingers silenced him. "I'm only teasing," she said, "you don't have to remind me just how evil you can be."


  "I wouldn't mind showing you some time," Cameron answered back. "In fact, since we're in town, I know a place...." A friendly punch to the side of his arm quieted him, although it did nothing to quell the grin on his face.


  "I'm sure," Jennifer replied.


  She paused and looked around the quiet streets. Detroit lacked the energy she recognized from her hometown Chicago, but it did have it's own feel. It was heavier, more oppressive. Though not entirely unpleasant, she was glad they were only visiting for the day.


  "What do you want to do first?" Cameron asked.


  That was a good question. The day trip to Detroit had been a mix of business and pleasure. Business was because Cameron had agreed to loan the museum back in Chicago a few pieces of his mentor's equipment for their "Second Age of Heroics" display. Pleasure because, after having Cameron meet her parents and returning from the future, Jennifer realized that she had never experienced any of her fiance's history first-hand. Between arriving and heading out that evening, she wanted to see as much of Cameron's old stomping grounds as possible.


  "If you don't mind," Jennifer said slowly and carefully, "I'd like to see Tom's grave." Cameron stiffened a bit at the mention of his mentor, Tinker Tom. Jennifer's face softened. "We don't have to, if you don't want."


  "No," Cameron shook his head; "I haven't been to visit Tom in a few years. That's fine." He paused for a minute before putting a semi-forced smile on his face. "He's not much of a conversationalist these days."


  * * * *


  [July 7, 1989 - Wayne County Jail, Detroit]


  "I'm getting you out of here, Tom," Cameron whispered into the telephone that let him speak to his mentor, Tom, on the other side of the armorglass partition. He could already see three design weaknesses in the room's security, one of which he could exploit with a screwdriver and some vinegar if he had to.


  Tom frowned at Cameron's words. "You'll do no such thing, boy," the older man commanded. Tom Keating, known to the world as Tinker Tom, glared at his friend and apprentice through the inch-thick transparent material. "First of all, these phones are likely tapped, so they'll be expecting it now." Cameron's jaw dropped as he realized his mistake. "Second thing, you've got better things to do than to risk your freedom to save an old man."


  "But what about our plans, Tom?" Cameron asked.


  Tom smiled warmly at Cameron, thinking back to their big plans. The down side to being a super-villain like Tom was that he could never really lead a normal life. Things like marriage and children were never a part of his lifestyle, which meant as he got on up in years, things that became important, like leaving a legacy, became fanciful dreams. Cameron had been a second chance for him. He wasn't a blood relative, but Tom had been a part of Cameron's life for almost fifteen years. When Cameron's father had run out on the family, Tom stepped in to help as much as Mrs. McKay would directly allow. She'd never, ever been too keen on her son hanging around with a man old enough to be his grandfather, and thankfully she never seemed to be aware of the fact Tom was a notorious super-villain.


  Tom watched as Cameron grew from being an inquisitive child into a brilliant adolescent. It was in those later teen years when they'd started making their big plans. Cameron would go on off to college, learn what Tom couldn't teach him about some of the latest leaps in technology, and when he came back the two of them would become Detroit's most notorious villains. Sometimes Tom caught himself believing their big talk as much as Cameron did, but he always kept himself from buying into it all the way.


  The truth was, Cameron was too bright and had too much potential to slip down the same path Tom had. In his day, being a super-villain had been a game, nothing too serious, no worse than drag racing or friendly extortion rackets. Modern criminals were something different; they were crazy sociopaths who would kill someone as soon as look at them. Falling in with such a lot would be a waste of Cameron's life.


  Tom sighed.


  "Forget the big plans, Cameron."


  "What?"


  Tom nodded. "You told me you got an offer as a research assistant as soon as you graduated, right?" Cameron nodded absently. "Take that. Do something respectable, son." Tom paused to look around. "Don't end up like me, an old jail bird, because of something you did when you didn't know better."


  "But, Tom..."


  "Cameron, promise me," Tom said. "Promise me you'll do something better with your life than ending up a has-been villain like me, rotting in jail. Please."


  Cameron wavered for a bit, then slowly and sadly nodded. "I promise, Tom."


  * * * *


  [September 25, 1996 - Redford, MI]


  Jennifer had picked up a bouquet of flowers before they took a cab to National Memorial Gardens cemetery. It wasn't an overly huge bundle, but it was pretty and looked right lying in front of Tom's tombstone. Cameron couldn't remember if he'd ever put flowers down for Tom or not, which made Jennifer's bouquet seem all the more fitting.


  "Beloved friend, mentor, super-villain," she read off the granite stone, "I'm guessing you picked that, Deedee."


  Cameron nodded. "I couldn't think of anything else...well," he added, "I was going put 'Fastest villain alive,' but with all the speedsters, I thought it might lead to vandalism." He paused. "I think Tom would have liked it."


  The two stood together for a moment in silence, looking down at Tom's grave.


  "I broke a promise I made to Tom," Cameron said after a second. There was another pause, but he soon continued unprompted. "I promised him that I wouldn't be a super-villain. He wanted me to do something better, and I promised I would."


  Jennifer wrapped her arm around Cameron and squeezed him. "You may have slipped a bit, but you're not a villain any more. You're one of the bonafide good guys. He wanted you to do something better, and you have."


  Cameron nodded.


  "I think he would have been proud of you," she said, "I know I am."


  * * * *


  As super-villains went, Doctor Developer was never going to conquer the planet, but he'd had enough know-how and connections to keep him fairly well entrenched as the dominant force in the Motor City in his day. When he left Detroit, heading out without any warning to his henchmen or allies, there had been a power vacuum. One that many of those always nipping at his heels were all too happy to fill.


  It took a few months for a new power structure to settle into place, but when it finally did there was one prevailing rule that everyone from the very top of the food chain to the very bottom knew by heart: if Doctor Developer shows up, don't let him out of your sight.


  It was this driving rule that prompted Left Arm Johnson to follow the familiar looking couple that got off the bus. That same rule kept him following them to the flower shop, and finally confirmed what he knew when they went to visit old Tinker Tom's grave.


  Doctor Developer was back in town.


  Left Arm Johnson considered trying to take him down on his own. The cybernetic upgrades recently installed in his signature left arm had the firepower to snuff the doctor, and such a snuff would certainly help him make a name for himself. Unfortunately Doctor Developer wasn't the real problem; it was the woman with him. The rumor mill said the former criminal king of Detroit was now dating Lady Lawful, and as much as Left Arm wished for it, even with his upgrades he wasn't sure he could take them both out.


  Left Arm ducked behind a tree as the blond set the flowers down on the grave. There was a small radiophone built into his hand, one that Left Arm knew had enough of a signal to reach who he needed to talk to. After quickly dialing his contact, Left Arm held his hand up to his head, pinky by his mouth and pointer in his ear.


  "Yeah, what?" a gruff voice asked.


  Left Arm paused for a second, gathering his courage.


  "Is...Is this Mistah Mekanique?" Left Arm asked.


  "Yeah," the voice replied, "This Left Arm Johnson?"


  Left Arm nodded. "Yeah, yeah, it is. Wow, I didn't think you'd..."


  "Left Arm, I didn't give you this number so you could call me up and shoot the breeze," Mistah Mekanique snapped back, "Either make this worth my time, or I'll make sure you're known as No Arms."


  "Right, sorry," Left Arm stammered, "I thought you might want to know," he paused, "Doctor Developer is back in town."


  * * * *


  The small greasy spoon that Cameron took her to after a short sightseeing tour of Detroit looked like it had been the inspiration for almost every small diner set Jennifer could remember seeing in movies. It was relatively clean, though a bit faded. The booths and stools were covered in either plastic or Naugahyde of a crimson-purple color. There was even a jukebox stationed in between the bathroom doors at the opposite end of the building.


  "When does The Fonz show up?" Jennifer teased, pointing back at jukebox.


  "Who?" Cameron asked, cocking his eyebrows as if he should remember someone with that name. "Is he a good guy? That bunch actually had a bar on the other side of town. I can show you..."


  "I'm kidding," Jennifer answered, "he's a TV character." Cameron nodded. "And, no, I want to see *your* old Detroit."


  Cameron's face broke into a grin as he led them both to an empty pair of stools at the counter. "Good, because this place has the best blueberry pancakes on Earth." Cameron spun around on his stool once he hopped up onto it, taking in a three hundred and sixty degree view of the diner. "Man this place brings back memories."


  "And memories seem to keep finding their way back," the waitress behind the counter said as Cameron's spin came to a stop. "I thought that was you, Doctor Developer. Been a while." The waitress was easily in her forties with hair too red to be natural. "Hey, Murray, guess who's showed up?"


  "Who is it Janine?" a voice called out from the kitchen.


  A head...Murray, no doubt...popped through the pick-up window that opened into the kitchen. Murray was a few years older than Janine and lacked her red hair. He lacked much of any hair actually. When he saw Cameron, his face brightened as much as Janine's had.


  "Doctor Developer! How long has it been, Janine?"


  "Two years, I'd say? Three?" Janine answered. "Too long!"


  "Yeah, but not so long that I forget. Blueberry pancakes coming up. Tall stack." Murray's head vanished back into the kitchen.


  "You two know Ca...ah, Doctor Developer?" Jennifer asked. Cameron was starting to blush from being recognized, which was not only adorable but also something Jennifer only thought he knew how to do after putting his foot into his mouth.


  Janine looked around, making sure the diner was still empty. "We know Cameron from way back," Janine explained. "He used to come here with ol' Tinker Tom when he was yay high." She leveled her hand out around her waist. "He's one of our favorites. Why, if it weren't for Cameron here, this place would have been trashed years ago."


  Jennifer fixed Cameron with a bemused stare.


  "What?" Cameron asked, impossibly turning a deeper shade of red. Janine chuckled, instinctively knowing both the question and the answer.


  Jennifer smiled as she began to explain, "I'm just trying to imagine the big bad Doctor Developer going around saving people."


  "You haven't had the pancakes yet."


  * * * *


  [January 5, 1992 - Detroit]


  "What are you doing to me, man?" Mistah Mekanique screamed.


  Somehow...someone...someway had snuck up on him and knocked him out. He remembered the blow to the back of his head well enough even as the fog of unconsciousness was clearing. The fog cleared much faster once he realized that he was tied down to some kind of metal frame.


  "I don't know who you think you are," Mistah Mekanique growled, "but when I get out of here, I'm going to pound you into the ground!" He thrashed against the bonds, but the best he could manage was to merely slide back and forth on the frame. "You're going to regret this!"


  "I doubt it," a calm voice came from somewhere beyond where Mistah Mekanique could see.


  "I don't!" he shot back. "I'm the top dog 'round these parts, whoever you are, you..."


  Before he could finish his sentence, the speaker came into view. It wasn't the cart loaded with its own frame, bristling with drill bits that caught Mistah Mekanique's attention. What made the threat catch in his throat was the man pushing the cart.


  "Doctor Developer," Mistah Mekanique whispered.


  He knew the rumors. People said things about Doctor Developer around Detroit. They said he didn't have a Magene, but could use Violation Technology anyway. They said he was a serial killer, who got off putting his enemies in deathtraps and watching them die slow, painful deaths. Ever since he showed up on the scene several months back, when he'd begun raiding local villains' and heroes' stashes, he'd been trouble.


  No one in Detroit was sure who hated him more, the good guys or the bad guys. However, at the moment, Mistah Mekanique felt he was in the top running.


  "That's right," Doctor Developer said in his coldest voice. He stepped closer to Mistah Mekanique, letting the bound villain see the portable drill in his hands. "I wanted to have a little chat with you." To punctuate the sentence, Doctor Developer squeezed the trigger on the drill, causing it to let out a roaring whine.


  "You son of a...I will ki..." Mistah Mekanique stopped short as the drill bit pressed up against his throat.


  "You will do exactly as I'm going to tell you," Doctor Developer said slowly and certainly. He began to nod slowly, which was cue enough for Mistah Mekanique to carefully nod along, still mindful of the metal against his skin.


  "Whatever you say, man," Mistah Mekanique agreed.


  Doctor Developer withdrew the drill and smiled grimly. "Now, there's a small diner that you've been shaking down..."


  * * * *


  [September 25, 1996 - Detroit]


  It only took one bite of the blueberry pancakes for Jennifer to realize why Cameron held them in such esteem. It took three more mouthfuls before she slowed enough to say as much. "How are these so good?" Jennifer managed to ask in between bites.


  "It's Murray," Cameron explained. "He's got the Magene. Everything he makes is great, but his pancakes are to kill for!"


  Janine returned to the couple, offering to refill their drinks. "Murray was going to call the place Super-Cooks when we first opened it, but when we started getting more and more villains, it seemed better not to draw attention to the place."


  Jennifer was about to reply to this when the bell on the diner door jangled, drawing her attention. She turned just in time to see a tall, dark man step into the diner, followed by a small posse. The first man was dressed in gray coveralls with the letters "MM" embroidered over the heart. His eyes were covered by black, wraparound sunglasses that looked dark enough to double as welding goggles.


  Even without the small groan from Cameron, she would have pegged the newcomer as most likely being a villain. Jennifer wasn't sure about the "super" part or not.


  "Hey, Janine," "MM" said as he and his posse moved over to a booth. He let his group settle in first. "Could we get four coffees and menus, please?"


  Janine didn't bat an eyelash at the request, but picked up the steaming pot and started pouring the coffees. "Coming right up, Mistah Mekanique," Janine replied with a smile. Jennifer watched the waitress for a moment, trying to decide if her demeanor was an act or earnest. After a moment, she decided it was probably earnest. If this was a villains' hangout, she was probably used to a much tougher crowd.


  Jennifer turned back to ask Cameron a question only to have Mistah Mekanique's voice catch her attention again. "Doctor Developer?" the villain called out. Cameron grunted a reply and nodded back at Mistah Mekanique. "Boys, boys, it is him." Mistah Mekanique stepped up and proffered his hand, his posse watching from behind and over their booth.


  Cameron didn't immediately reciprocate the extended hand. It took a nudge from Jennifer before shook hands with Mistah Mekanique. The handshake lasted a moment too long, just enough to catch Janine's attention. "None of that in here, boys," she cautioned.


  Mistah Mekanique released his grip first, smiling broadly. "Wouldn't think of it." His smile vanished for an instant as he added. "I've been warned before." With those four words spoken, Mistah Mekanique's smile returned and he took a seat on the stool next to Jennifer.


  Mistah Mekanique extended his hand to Jennifer, and she shook it. "I hope this isn't too forward, madam, but are you here with the good Doctor?" The smoothness of his delivery was paper-thin, barely covering a strong urban thug accent.


  Jennifer nodded, "I am."


  "Good, good," the new villain nodded. "We'd heard the good Doctor had a special someone, but no real details." Mistah Mekanique looked past Jennifer and chortled. "So, did you have to catch this one with a net?" Mistah Mekanique asked. His posse laughed at the barb.


  Before Cameron could reply, Jennifer leaned forward and blocked Mistah Mekanique's view of her fiance. "It was knockout gas, actually." This caught Mistah Mekanique off guard. "He caught me with knockout gas," she said, pausing to reach out and pat Cameron's leg, "but it was the whole package that kept me around."


  After that, there was a very pregnant pause, which was only broken when Cameron looked over at Jennifer. "You ready to go?" he asked abruptly. "We need to get back before too late."


  Jennifer leaned over and gave Cameron a peck on the cheek. "Let me go freshen up, and I will be." She slid off her stool and headed for the ladies' room.


  Just before she disappeared behind the double-hinged door, Mistah Mekanique let out a wolf-whistle. "Never thought you'd have something that fine, pervert," Mistah Mekanique jeered.


  Cameron let out a snort. "Maybe," he replied, "but at least I know for sure you never will." He grinned tightly at Mistah Mekanique.


  "Maybe," Mistah Mekanique shrugged, "just have to see how the day goes. You made a mistake coming back here. Detroit is my kingdom now."


  "I didn't 'come back here,'" Cameron corrected the villain, "I'm picking up some of my stuff and leaving. You let me pass through, and I let you keep your throne."


  "I heard you switched sides, but I didn't know you'd gone stupid," Mistah Mekanique shot back. "You know it doesn't work that way for us."


  "It's your call," Cameron said. As he stood up, Cameron pulled out a short stack of bills and set them on the counter. Janine stepped up to collect on the check as Jennifer emerged from the ladies' room. "Thanks for the pancakes, Janine. Tell Murray I said they were better than I remembered."


  "You know I will, honey. You be careful out there."


  "Thanks, Janine," Jennifer said. She wrapped her arm around Cameron's waist. "It was a treat meeting you, Mister Mechanic. I'm really getting the Doctor Developer experience today."


  tbc...


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


  Next Issue:


  Lady Lawful hasn't seen anything yet. Be here next time for LL&DD #6 to get the full "Deedee Experience!"


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


  Author's Notes:


  Between the blueberry pancakes and Ebonics-styled misspellings, this issue is a hardcore homage to Adam Warren's series "Empowered", which has a new volume coming out next week. Woot!


  Editor's Notes:


  "Murray's head" was a purely coincidental phrasing and not an intentional reference to actor Murray Head, Andy claims. :)


  On the other hand, the alliteration is pretty clearly intentional. Lady Lawful, Doctor Developer, Tinker Tom, Mistah Mekanique....


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


  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


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


  LL&DD #6: "Inter-Lewd"


  The cover shows Doctor Developer staring forlornly at a closed bedroom door, pillow in hand and wedding ring on his finger.


  



  It was all too easy to make jokes about men's insensitivities toward their spouses, but it was even easier to fall into the trap when your day job dealt closely with super-sciences. Despite the stereotypes surrounding absent-minded, mad scientists, Cameron McKay, a.k.a. Doctor Developer, prided himself on being keenly aware of his wife's feelings. It was this fine-tuned skill at detection that led him to make the statement, "You're upset," when he heard their bedroom door lock after nearly being hit in the face when said door was slammed shut right in front of him.



  "Me?" Jennifer McKay loudly replied on the other side of the door, "No, I'm fine!"


  Cameron's mind immediately began working through the Switch...Case stack he kept prepared for such times:


  switch (offense) {


  case "Forgot anniversary":


  Apologize;


  break;


  case "Forgot to perform task":


  Apologize;


  PerformChore(offense);


  break;


  case "Forgot to shut-off deathtrap":


  Apologize;


  ShutOffTrap(offense);


  while (Jennifer->mood == Angry)


  {


  Apologize;


  }


  break;


  default:


  cout << "Was it something I did?";


  cin >> answer;


  if (answer == Yes)


  {


  Apologize;


  }


  else


  {


  WingIt;


  }


  break; }


  He knew it wasn't their anniversary. He kept Prototype programmed to remind him of all the anniversaries he could remember: wedding, first date, first kiss, when he met her parents, when he joined The Three Strikes, when it became The Four Strikes and a few others that he couldn't remember off hand, which was why he programmed them into his robotic sidekick. As far as he knew, all of the things on his "Honey Do" list were up-to-date. Finally, the fact that Jennifer was ambulatory enough to go slamming doors meant that there were no deathtraps in play.


  That left only one thing.


  "Was it something I did?" he asked through the door.


  "What ever could you have done?" Jennifer asked back, which pretty much meant, "Yes."


  "I..." Cameron said carefully, "I obviously upset you. I'm not exactly sure what I did, but I didn't mean to...no. I didn't do it intentionally. I'm sorry, Jennifer."


  She didn't immediately reply. However, after a few seconds, Cameron heard the door unlock and saw the knob begin to turn. He was about to continue his apology when, in quite rapid succession: the door snapped open, a pillow slammed into his face, and the door slammed shut again, followed by a familiar click.


  After tucking the pillow beneath his arm, Cameron looked down at the lock. It would not be difficult to pick. It would be even easier to bypass with a solid kick...Jennifer's strength meant either investing in heavy vault doors or just sticking with inexpensive and easy to replace ones, and they'd decided on the latter. Either way, once he was inside, it meant confronting Jennifer. Playfully, the super strength that let her be Lady Lawful made most bedroom "confrontations" quite enjoyable; he wasn't sure, though, what kind of mood she would be in if he forced his way in, especially after she locked the door. Playful might not be on the menu.


  Deciding that a dislocated anything probably wouldn't look too professional at his meeting the next day, Cameron erred on the side of caution. He lowered his head until it was resting against the door. "Okay," he called out, "I'll be on the couch. I love you, Jennifer."


  She didn't reply.


  * * * *


  Jennifer was gracious enough to unlock the bedroom door the next morning, giving Cameron access to clothes and their bathroom. She didn't speak to him unless he pointedly asked a question. Instead, she puttered around, making up the bed and finding ways to accidentally-on-purpose get in Cameron's way as he moved about. If it had not been a Saturday, meaning she didn't have to go to her job at the Chicago Museum of Science and Industry, Cameron suspected he would have found himself fully, physically barred from the room until she was finished.


  "Have you been replaced by an evil clone?" Cameron asked skeptically as he stepped out of the bathroom. His attempts to straighten his tie paused while he waited for a reply. That question warranted a scowl from Jennifer.


  "You'd like that, huh?" she asked in an almost accusing tone.


  Cameron rolled her answer-slash-question over in his mind for a minute. He thought about not answering, and if not for a combination of not sleeping well on the couch and Jennifer's random shift in attitude, he might not have. But he did. "Yeah, I actually would," he snapped, "because that would offer some reasonable explanation for this tantrum."


  He didn't wait for Jennifer to reply, nor did he finish fighting with his tie. Leaving with the last word and a crooked tie, Cameron stomped out of the bedroom.


  * * * *


  "I just don't know what to do, Mom," Jennifer said over the phone.


  June Hartworth-Blair, offering her motherly advice via telephone from Florida, asked, "What's so different about this time, Jenny? You know how Cameron is when he's working on a project. I know you do. What about this time has you so upset?"


  Jennifer was slow to answer, but eventually she put her concerns into words. "Because this time...with this so-called project of his...." She took a deep breath. "I know there's another woman involved."


  * * * *


  Cameron had taken notes during the meeting, jotting down facts he thought pertinent to the task at hand. He knew he had probably missed some important ones, which meant he would have to borrow some of Jack's notes or place a couple of follow-up calls. Most of his attention during the meeting had been trying to figure out what had upset Jennifer.


  He was snapped out of his reverie when he felt a hand slap his back. Turning toward the owner of the hand, Cameron found himself facing the head of The Four Strikes, Jack Striker. "Maybe it's none of my business," Jack said, "but you seemed distracted back in the meeting. This kind of this is usually right up your alley, Cam."


  Cameron shrugged. "Jennifer's mad at me," he said, "and I'm preoccupied trying to figure out what it is that I did."


  "Forget an anniversary?" Jack asked.


  "No, I triple-checked," Cameron replied.


  "You didn't throw one of those entangling vines at her again did you?" Jack asked. "That steamed her off last time."


  Cameron shook his head again. "No. I don't know what I did. I've been busy this week, trying to prototype a few ideas before today's meeting, so I've missed a couple of dinners, but...she was okay with that, I thought. I told her I was sorry when I came in late, she said it was no problem, and things were fine.


  "But last night, I go home...on time...so we can have dinner...I even suggest we order out...and things are fine. She talked about her day, I told her about what I was working on, and when we're heading to bed, she gets steamed and slams the door in my face. I thought she would have been interested. It's not every day I get asked to design something that she and...I...oh, crap."


  Cameron stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes riveted to his notebook full of questions, ideas, and diagrams. After a full fifteen seconds of replaying the previous night's dinner with Jennifer in his mind, listening to every mention he made to the project, he looked back up at Jack.


  "I've got to go," Cameron said, something Jack seemed to already realize.


  * * * *


  Jennifer knew she had not slept well the night before. Between being angry at Cameron and worried about Cameron, she only managed a few solid hours of sleep. Still, as a patrolling Lady Lawful who often managed to miss an entire night of sleep, it was more than enough to get her through the day, or so she thought.


  Much to her surprise, as she was flipping through a book, she felt her eye lids growing ever heavier as time passed.


  Much to her even greater surprise, after having closed her eyes for what seemed like only a moment, Jennifer awoke and found herself securely trussed up, lying on her bed.


  It didn't take her long to begin inspecting the ropes that encircled her legs and torso, pinning her arms to her side by way of a cinch between each hip and the wrist that fell next to it. She recognized the ropes almost immediately as being woven from the mutated hemp plants Cameron grew in his lab. After fully inspecting her own situation in the time it took for her to glance down at herself, Jennifer realized she was not alone on the bed.


  "You should have told me you were jealous," Cameron said. He was leaning back on his side, eyes closed, with his hands folded atop his stomach.


  Jennifer squirmed as much as she could, trying to exude indignation with what little body language she had at her disposal. "I wasn't jealous," she declared, followed up by, "What do I have to be jealous about?"


  "Absolutely nothing," Cameron told her.


  "See," she retorted, "As I said."


  "So...locking me out last night, what was that?" Cameron asked plainly.


  Jennifer scrunched her face up for a second, her cheeks reddening. "Okay," she relinquished, "maybe I was a little jealous. Just a little." She separated her thumb and forefinger about an inch. After a moment, she heaved a might sigh. "I'm sorry, Deedee," she told him.


  By now Cameron was on his side, his head propped on his left hand. "Well, that makes us both sorry," he added. "I didn't even stop to think you might be..." he used his free, right hand to show an inch of space between thumb and forefinger "...a little jealous that I've been spending this week designing a restraint system for Brawllerina. In hindsight, given my record...I mean, I'd be jealous if I knew you were moonlighting as some other villain's damsel in distress."


  After a second, he let his right hand slip over to Jennifer's side, inspecting and tugging on various strands of rope. "Want to both apologize like adults and then pretend it never happened?" Jennifer suggested.


  "Deal," Cameron agreed. He slipped his fingers out from between Jennifer's stomach and her ligatures; then flopped onto his back, resuming his previous position.


  "So..." Jennifer asked, "you going to untie me?"


  Cameron didn't move as he answered, "After my nap. That couch wasn't very comfortable."


  Jennifer squinted at him, grinning dangerously. "You're willing to incur my wrath...again?" she asked.


  Cameron shrugged. "I'll risk it," he replied.


  "Says the man who doesn't want to sleep on the couch."


  Cameron cracked one eye open. When he saw Jennifer smiling back at him, he closed it again, repeating himself, "I'll risk it."


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


  Next Issue:


  Okay, so this *wasn't* "The Deedee Experience," but we promise it's coming up next issue! Unless Andy is hit by another done-in-one inspiration, that is. No guarantees, just promises.


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


  Editor's Notes:


  There's no datestamps here, but the action takes place some time in either late 1997 or early 1998, in Chicago. Best not to lock down the date and then find it *was* an anniversary, after all. ;)


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


  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


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


  LL&DD Valentine's Day Special: "Dark Cupid"


  The cover shows Doctor Developer shackled and gagged as a shadowy, winged figure looms over him.


  



  [February 14, 1997 - Location Unknown]



  The worst thing that can happen to any inventor is to have his invention used against him, that was Cameron's opinion. If you were Thomas Edison, it would be rather terrible to have someone shank you with a light bulb or drop a cement house on you. In his case, the despicable turn of fate was that Cameron, world-renowned super-villain, Doctor Developer, found himself currently shackled by his own restraints.


  He could tell they were his, specifically by the plastic-lined, gel-filled envelopes keeping his fists balled to they wouldn't be able to slip out the metallic cuffs around his wrists. He would have been able to verify his guess with a quick look, but the blindfold over his eyes meant he only had his mental catalog of current restraint technology to go by. He supposed someone else could have figured out a way to inject a malleable polymer into a non-conductive envelope and then apply an electrical current to create a rigid solid, but he hadn't heard of anyone doing it.


  Cameron let out a petulant sigh. How embarrassing.


  "I can hear you breathing," Cameron said flatly.


  Heels clicked against the floor. Stiletto heels by the sharpness of the clack. They were moving toward him too. As the walking drew to a stop, Cameron felt something grab at the collar of his shirt. A ripping noise quickly followed, and Cameron felt air against his chest.


  "This is, ah, new...."


  His first reply came as a pair of hands, gloved by the texture, pushed against his chest, forcing him against the floor. Then there was a weight on his stomach, and a pair of...legs...thighs, maybe, squeezed his side. The hands were still on his chest, alternating between gentle, teasing strokes and firm massages.


  "I...feel, ah, it's only fair to warn you, I am engaged," Cameron stuttered. "You might have heard of her...Lady Lawful, she's a super-hero, and, uh, she's really strong." Whoever was pinning him down to the ground let out a sniffling chuckle.


  Cameron felt sure whoever was holding him prisoner was a woman. The heels and fingers were his only clues, but he felt sure they were both fairly solid evidence of a feminine captor. Unless...


  "Are you a cross-dresser?" he asked.


  That earned him a solid slap across the cheek.


  "That's not an answer."


  That oddly enough earned him a solid kiss on the mouth. The kiss tasted like cinnamon, and lingered for as long as he could hold his breath. Just as he was about to gasp for air, the cinnamon lips moved across his cheek, kissing a path down to his neck.


  "That's still not an answer," Cameron persisted. "I don't mind if you're as cross-dresser...in fact, the whole trans-gender movement is inspiring. I realize how limiting the randomness of genetics can be, but..."


  "Shhh," the captor said, putting one of her (his?) hands over Cameron's mouth. After a moment the hand moved, but before Cameron could say anything, he felt something soft-but-firm pressed into his mouth. Realization hit him as the hands moved around to the back of his head the object in his mouth was joined by a similarly textured band around his face.


  "Unf feh," he tried to say.


  The same sniffling giggle sounded off again.


  For a moment, Cameron's mind drifted away from his situation. He realized he was strangely enjoying his current predicament. He knew what it felt like to be on the other side of this kind of situation, but he'd never been...he wasn't sure what preposition to use. Before he could pick one, the scent-taste of cinnamon smothered him as the familiar lips returned for another kiss.


  It was then that Cameron felt a stabbing mix of fear and shame. Fun as this might be, he desperately wished he were enjoying it with Jennifer. Whoever was straddling his lap, kissing him, massaging his chest...he felt himself blushing and, surprisingly, struggling.


  The kissing stopped as Cameron tried to knock his captor off his lap. She (he?) didn't take very kindly his burst of movement, and with no warning, he felt a hand pressing down on his chest. Cameron felt the other hand against his forehead as it slid the blindfold up and off his eyes. Cameron expected his eyes to revolt against the sudden intrusion of light, but was quite surprised when the room turned out to be darker than he thought it would be.


  Small, flickering dots of light lit the room. He realized after a moment, they were candles. As his eyes continued to adjust, Cameron recognized the woman sitting on his chest. She was wearing a black bustier on her front; black, Cupid wings were some how attached to her back, and leather opera gloves covered her arms up to her elbows. There was a similarly black domino mask covering her eyes, but it was strictly to complete the costume. It did nothing to conceal his captor's identity.


  "Jnufr?" he asked.


  In one of the most amazing displays of someone acting out of character, Jennifer let out a high pitched, airy chortle, "Ho, ho, ho, ho!" She leaned back, and upon standing up, struck a villainous pose: legs spread apart, arms on her hips, with her head thrown back, eyes closed, and her bosom heaving as she chortled merrily. "Foolish man," she declared as she fixed Cameron with a pretend icy stare, one that was completely ruined by the twinkle in her eye. "I am the scourge of romance, the wraith of love...I am Dark Cupid!"


  "Drg'kupud?" he asked.


  Cameron wasn't sure if what happened next was in-character for Jennifer or out-of-character for Dark Cupid, but with no warning, Jennifer dropped back down to the floor so she was lying next to Cameron, with her head propped up on an arm. With her free hand, she gently ran her fingers down Cameron's chest. "So..." she prodded, "am I a great super-villain or what? You never even saw me coming, did you?" The latter part, that much he knew was true.


  He'd been out, shopping all morning, picking up things off a list Jennifer gave him. He had just returned home from the excursion, when someone, no doubt Jennifer, had grabbed him from behind, knocking him out... he distinctly remembered the sickly sweet smelling cloth over his mouth and nose.


  "Yr'prighud," Cameron nodded.


  "Darn right, I am!" Jennifer snickered, smiling. For a moment, her face softened, and she stopped playing with Cameron's chest long enough to hook a finger under his gag. "I didn't scare you too much did I?"


  Once his mouth was free, Cameron nodded. "Oh, man, did you ever scare me!" he exclaimed. He bounced as much as someone bound and lying on the ground can bounce. "I'm glad it was you," he said. "I don't mind being manhandled, but I'd sure feel like a louse if I got manhandled by someone besides you."


  Jennifer snorted and shook her head.


  "So..." he said, giving Jennifer's costume, and the contents within, a thorough examination, "What does Dark Cupid do once she's captured someone?"


  Jennifer smiled and rolled over, so she was one again straddling Cameron's chest. She hemmed, "I'm kind of new to this kind of thing." She leaned down so the two could share a kiss. "What would a really nasty super-villain, like Dark Cupid, do with a helpless captive?"


  Cameron smiled brightly. "Well, I can tell you," he offered, "but you'll have to leave the gag out."


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


  Author's notes: And because Dvandom demanded it...


  [FADE IN]


  [OUTDOORS: DOCTOR DEVELOPER is standing in front of a silver sedan, LADY LAWFUL'S car. He's leaning against the hood, arms crossed over his chest.]


  DOCTOR DEVELOPER: Hi. I'm Doctor Developer, Detroit's number one super- villain and Chicago's number one science-hero.


  OFF SCREEN: Number two science-hero!


  DOCTOR DEVELOPER: Chicago's number two science-hero.


  [DOCTOR DEVELOPER stands up and walks around the car.]


  DOCTOR DEVELOPER: Growing up in Detroit, I had the good fortune of being able to study under Tinker Tom. Off all the things Tom taught me about cars and hotrods, the most important lesson was that you should always buckle up when you get in a car.


  [DOCTOR DEVELOPER stops next to the driver's side door, with one hand on the door handle.]


  DOCTOR DEVELOPER: Hundreds of lives are lost each year because people don't use their seat belt.


  [DOCTOR DEVELOPER pulls the door open and gets into the driver's seat. LADY LAWFUL is sitting in the passenger's seat, several extra belts are tied around her chest. The shoulder harness is pulled across her front, completely pinning her to the seat.]


  DOCTOR DEVELOPER: So remember, when you get in a car...


  [LADY LAWFUL chuckles and shakes her head.]


  LADY LAWFUL: A little restraint, can save your life.


  [LADY LAWFUL shakes head while DOCTOR DEVELOPER smiles at the camera.]


  [FADE OUT]


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


  Editor's Note:


  I was watching the local news the other night, and they had a police officer on explaining the importance of buckling up and all that, and it struck me that Doctor Developer should do a PSA for seatbelt safety. The importance of restraints, and all that. Hence the tag scene. :)


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


  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


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


  LL&DD #7: "Sex, Wounds and Simulations"


  The cover is split into three panes in a Y shape. The top pane shows what look to be parody versions of Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer leering at each other. The lower right pane shows Doctor Developer in traction in a hospital bed, and the lower left pane shows an 8-bit version of Lady Lawful running through a trap-filled platformer game.


  Warning: Mature Content by Andy Burton


  _____________________________________________________________________________



  [June 3, 1997 - Chicago, IL]


  Lady Lustful struggled against the chains that secured her to the stone column, grinding and writhing, trying to free herself from her bondage. Small, incomprehensible grunts escaped from her nose and around the red, rubber ball wedged between her lips. All for naught, though. Nothing was loose, nothing budged.


  Lady Lustful was still trussed tightly when the dungeon door creaked open. Her grunting pleads only increased as the shadows shifted.


  "Well, well, well," a masculine voice spoke, "if it isn't my favorite filly." From the shadows Doctor Deeplover appeared, wearing only his leather jacket and the goggles atop his head. "You escaped from me last time, Lady Lustful, but it won't happen again."


  Lady Lustful let out a plaintive, frightened grunt. Her chest began heaving quickly as Doctor Deeplover stepped closer. He stopped right in front of Lady Lustful and smiled devilishly for a moment. Then, with no warning, he reached out, grabbed Lady Lustful's costume with both hands, and began tearing it apart.


  In a single rip, Lady Lustful's chest was completely uncovered. A second rip tore her costume away, exposing the flesh between her legs. With her body now exposed and at his mercy, Doctor Deeplover leaned forward and began savagely kissing Lady Lustful's neck and shoulders.


  Her groaning increased, with intermittent squeaks as Doctor Deeplover's hands explored her exposed flesh.


  This display went on for several more seconds until the scene suddenly froze in place, with Doctor Deeplover reaching his hand around Lady Lustful's back so he could flip her around.


  "Who sent you this?" Jennifer asked. She tossed the VCR remote over to the coffee table, out of Cameron's reach. He tracked the remote with his eyes before refocusing on Jennifer.


  "I think it was Software Pirate," he answered. "He...uh...said he found it...somewhere."


  Jennifer turned and stared at the screen. "I can't...This is...." She shook her head. "Actually...it's not that bad."


  "Did you know if you rearrange the letters in 'developer', you can spell 'deeplover'?" Cameron asked. "How would you feel if I changed my code name?"


  Jennifer patted Cameron on the cheek. "I don't think Jack would much like it," she told him. Cameron nodded after a moment's thought. While he was thinking about it, Jennifer leaned forward and picked the remote up from where it landed earlier. Remote in hand, she pressed the Play button.


  After a few more minutes of watching Lady Lustful and Doctor Deeplover, Cameron leaned closer to Jennifer, sliding his arm around her waist. "You know," he whispered into her ear, "I can think of something more entertaining that watching this."


  "Yes," Jennifer replied, her eyes twinkling.


  "Well, I was going to suggest that we...."


  Jennifer shook her head, and stood up from the couch, pulling Cameron along with her. "I meant...yes," she paused, "Doctor Deeplover."


  Cameron smiled. "Prepare to submit to me, Lady Lustful!" he cried, tugging Jennifer closer to him with enough force that he was able to sling her over his shoulder. She let out a giggling squeal. "No one can save you now!"


  * * * *


  [March 12, 1998 - Chicago, IL]


  Jennifer left a trail of kisses along Cameron's bare shoulder, stopping when she reached the strap of his sleeveless undershirt. "Does it hurt?" she asked, keeping her chin close to his shoulder, but not quite resting it on him. She pulled her head back when he started to move his arm.


  "Only when I...." He stopped suddenly, with his left arm only having moved a few inches from his side. "Augh," he choked. Jennifer winced at his exclamation. "Only when I move it," he concluded.


  "Poor guy," she sympathized. She gave his shoulder a last kiss before leaning back in the yellow, plastic chair.


  "Not your fault," he replied, "I should have taken your belt off." He paused for a moment, watching Jennifer watch him. "In my defense, though, you really look hot in the belt, and I hated to ruin the moment."


  "Not that knocking you half way across the room did that," Jennifer answered back, "Oh, no." Cameron smiled at her and shook his head. "Next time, take the belt off...no matter how hot I look."


  He raised his right hand and swore, "On my honor as a bona fide hero."


  Before either could continue, a voice interrupted them. "McKay?" it called, "Cameron McKay?" Cameron waved with his good arm and stood up. "The doctor will see you know." As he stepped closer to the nurse, she looked past Cameron and gave Jennifer a knowing look. "Haven't seen you in a while, Cameron. Special occasion?"


  Cameron answered in a tone he remembered all too well from childhood, the kind he used when his mother caught him trying to take something apart, "First anniversary."


  "Mmm-hm," the nurse nodded, unconvinced by his excuse. "Tell it to the doctor when he asks why you didn't take her belt off."


  * * * *


  [April 1, 1998 - Chicago, IL]


  "Hey, Deedee?" Jennifer asked. She turned away from the monitor of her desktop computer and glanced back at Cameron, who was sitting on their couch. He looked up from the magazine in response. "Who's Captain Dogooder?"


  The look of shock on Cameron's face when he said, "No one," contradicted his statement as thoroughly could be imagined. It was such a serious contradiction that Jennifer turned sideways in her chair so she could fix him with a stare.


  "Okay, see, when you say, 'No one' like that, then I know it must be someone," she replied. "Spill it."


  Cameron grumbled, closed his magazine, and rubbed his eyes with both hands. Victory was hers. "How did you hear about Captain Dogooder?"


  Jennifer motioned to the computer with her head. "Someone on s.s.ash said they overheard some villain talking about Captain Dogooder." She looked back at the screen. "To quote, 'Captain Dogooder didn't see this happening.' So, who is he? Some kind of precog?"


  Cameron fidgeted for a moment before answering. "You can't reply to that, okay. I'll tell you, but you have to swear...." He stopped. "You have to swear that if you tell anyone about this, I get to try out Plan 697. Deal?"


  Plan 697 was something Jennifer knew from Cameron's collection of deathtrap designs. It was one of about three traps she not only flat out refused to let him build but also swore she'd never test for him if he did. Whoever Captain Dogooder was, Cameron was either very serious about keeping it a secret...or he was willing to leverage Jennifer's own curiosity against her.


  "Fair enough. It's a deal!"


  Cameron stood up from the couch and waved Jennifer to follow him. "I can show you easier than I can explain it," he said. Jennifer nodded, standing up from her chair. Cameron guided them through the kitchen, and ultimately into the garage, which was split in half between housing Jennifer's car and a small workshop for Cameron. Doctor Developer's science lab away from his regular science lab, as it was.


  He sat down on the stool in front of his work bench and fired up the stack of computers next to it. Cameron had access to a much more powerful computing system at the Four Strikes' base, but the little cluster of systems he'd put together was his preferred means of computing, since it was personalized down to the last microchip. There may not have been any Super-Tech built into his Jennivac...the name he'd christened the machine with...but Cameron had squeezed enough raw power out of the machine that, to the untrained eye, it was difficult to tell the difference.


  When the Jennivac's boot-up reached a point where Cameron could begin entering commands, Jennifer watched as he typed: C-P-T-N-D-G-D-R. Then with the press of the Enter key, the screen flashed white and a Loading bar appeared on the screen.


  "Captain Dogooder," Cameron explained, "really isn't a person. He...or she...is a suite of simulation software that a lot of the more technological villains use to try and out-think you...uh, us good guys."


  When the Loading bar finished, it disappeared from view. The blank white screen was replaced by an empty room with white floors and walls. As seconds passed, objects began to fade into view: a conveyor belt, a large saw, and yellow chemical barrels. Finally, lying on the conveyor belt, Jennifer saw a familiar, if pixilated, red-and-blue uniform and blond hair combination.


  "Your version of Captain Dogooder is Lady Lawful?" Jennifer asked rhetorically.


  "I obviously have mine customized for, uh, personal use, not professional," Cameron explained. Jennifer didn't reply at first, instead she watched as the little Lady Lawful began to kick her legs and squirm on the screen. "In fact, I've only been using this lately...well, not even lately; it's been a few weeks since I logged in..."


  "Who wrote this?" Jennifer asked.


  "No one...a lot of people," Cameron answered. "The core code was something Software Pirate...borrowed...from an old AI that Jack Turnbull wrote. He plugged in a psychology engine some MIT students were working on. I put together a very simple engine to handle the non-violation physics. Other villains modify the code as they need it. My copy is a few years old; I don't bother to update it, because it's got you...uh...well, I feed in your data, and..."


  "Yeah," Jennifer said knowingly, "I can imagine."


  By the end of Cameron's explanation, the little Lady Lawful sprite had managed to break free from her place on the conveyor belt and was running toward the exit. Just before she reached it, what looked like a cloud of grey pixels swarmed around her. The sprite fell over, and the screen reset. The next scene featured the little red-and-blue sprite hanging over a glowing pit. It didn't take long for the sprite to begin swinging herself back and forth.


  "So, it just goes on like that?" Jennifer asked.


  Cameron was watching the screen so intently that he had to shake his head to break his concentration. "Pretty much. Captain Dogooder works its way through however many schemes you program in, until it reaches the best possible outcome. Most of mine are 'Leave Lady Lawful alone to escape,' but you could do heists, assassinations, and all kinds of things with it. Given enough time and precise data, it'll map out how best to stymie your enemy.


  "I imagine what the poster to your newsgroup probably heard was some one commenting on a hero with a new trick. Captain Dogooder can only predict a hero's actions based on known information. Power mutations, new gadgets, or changing sidekicks are beyond its scope." Cameron turned back to watch the screen, this time the Lady Lawful sprite was trying to escape from a tube filling with water.


  "Are all your plans programmed into Captain Dogooder?" Jennifer asked. Cameron nodded. "Even Plan 697?"


  "Oh, yeah, that's in there," he replied.


  "Pull it up," Jennifer commanded. Cameron looked up at her, with a question on his face. "I want to see how Plan 697 works."


  Cameron turned away and began loading the proper file for his plan. "Why?" he asked.


  "I want to see how bad Plan 697 really is," Jennifer explained, "because depending on that...telling everyone about Captain Dogooder is just too juicy to pass on."


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


  Next Issue:


  Whatever happens, happens. :)


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


  Author's Notes:


  The first two of these vignettes appeared on my LiveJournal last year, so depending on how I know you, they may not be new. The third is brand new today. Plan 697, for the record, is something Lady Lawful repeatedly declines, because it requires other people to be in the trap, and that's really all I'm ever going to say on the matter. :)


  Editor's Notes:


  Consider the first vignette to be the Third Age descendant of "Aunt Jane's Bible" in CSS #10. Strictly speaking, the Department of SuperHuman Affairs would do its best to quash that sort of thing, since merchandising of supernormals was part of their job. Despite being potentially protected as parody, "Doctor Deeplover" pornos could be construed as damaging to the brand. Not to mention potentially less interesting than simply hiding cameras around...never mind. ;)


  Yes, supernormals are immensely powerful entites potentially capable of ravaging cities, but they're also potentially lucrative intellectual property, and the DSHA plays both sides of that particular fence.


  In the third story, "s.s.ash" is soc.superhumans.ash, a Usenet group. There's also a sci.superhumans.* hierarchy, but it's more about the details of violation physics, and gets very little traffic compared to the soc.* groups.


  Jack Turnbull wrote the "Navi" AI in the original Solar Max's helmet, as seen in the Solar Max 2000 special. I'm pretty sure I didn't take the name from any real AI expert, but it's been eight years since I wrote that story. A quick Google on the name indicates that if there is a Jack Turnbull involved in AI, he's too obscure to show up anywhere. There are a few other Turnbulls involved in AI, though. He's not any of them.


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


  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


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


  LL&DD #8: "Everyday Things"


  The cover shows Lady Lawful sitting on a bed in her civvies, Doctor Developer in standing next to the bed rubbing his chin; they're both looking at a pile of odds and ends laid out between them.


  



  [Editor's note: there's a conceit behind the additional element of the scene tags, it'll be explained at the end.]


  [January 5, 1995 - Chicago, IL - Empty aluminum can]


  "I'm impressed that you found my safe house," Doctor Developer said, referring to the empty studio apartment which he and Lady Lawful currently occupied. He turned his attention away from his guest and back to the the can of peaches he was opening with his pocket knife.


  Lady Lawful scowled and grunted, which was about all she could do tied as tightly as she was. As far as she could tell, the ropes wrapped around her body, her limbs...just about everything...were as normal as they came, but without her belt, there were enough of them to hold her in place. "I'm a hero," she explained, "we're very good at tracking down bad guys."


  Doctor Developer nodded as he finished opening his can and peeled the jagged-edged lid back far enough to stick his knife into and stab a peach chunk. "Yep, you are," he agreed. He popped the chunk into his mouth, chewed a few times and swallowed. "'Scuse me," he apologized, "I missed lunch...and breakfast."


  Before Lady Lawful could answer verbally, her stomach let out a small rumble in reply. Doctor Developer raised his eyebrows in surprise, and Lady Lawful's scowl perceptibly darkened. "I missed lunch too," she snapped, "trying to find someone's hideout." Breakfast too, but she didn't say that.


  Doctor Developer popped another chunk in his mouth. Once he'd swallowed it, he extended the can toward Lady Lawful. "You want one?" he asked. Lady Lawful raised her head for a better look at the can, prompting Doctor Developer to set the can on the ground. He crawled over to where Lady Lawful lay, and sat her up on her knees. "They're really good."


  "One," she replied, giving him a hairy look.


  Doctor Developer nodded and complied by fishing out a peach chunk with his knife. He offered the chunk to Lady Lawful, dangling the piece within reach of her teeth. She bit the peach chunk off the end of the can-opener blade.


  "They are good," she replied after swallowing. Doctor Developer took another for himself, then offered again, silently. "Okay, two," she said, accepting the peach chunk.


  Several chunks each later, Doctor Developer tipped the peachless can toward Lady Lawful. "You want the juice?" he asked. Lady Lawful crinkled her nose and shook her head, which was all the incentive Doctor Developer needed to tip the can just above his lips and let the yellow liquid drain into his mouth. "That's the best part..."


  Suddenly, Doctor Developer began to beep. He dropped the empty can on the floor as he jumped in surprise, and then began patting himself down, ultimately finding his pager. He gave the black lozenge a quick glance, then hopped to his feet. "Um," he fumbled, "ah, you'll have to excuse me, I forgot all about...yeah, no...nice try."


  Lady Lawful cocked an eyebrow up, trying to decipher Doctor Developer's half sentences. She watched him tuck the pager back into his jacket. When he pulled his hand back out of his coat, he pulled a handkerchief along with it. "Oh, come on," Lady Lawful groused, "really, Deedee? And we were having such a nice time."


  Doctor Developer rolled the handkerchief up and tied a knot in the middle of it. "I'll be back by the morning," he explained, "want anything for breakfast?" The question, whether intended as rhetorical or simply asked in some form of absent-minded politeness, was moot. Before Lady Lawful could reply, Doctor Developer worked the knot in between her teeth and tied the kerchief off behind her head.


  Without another word between them, Doctor Developer bolted for the door of his apartment. He was gone.


  Lady Lawful waited until she was sure he was gone, until she was as certain as she could be that he wouldn't return, before she started trying to get loose. Unfortunately, nothing had changed from her previous struggles: there was no way to squirm free, there were no knots within reach to untie, and there were too many coils of rope to break without her belt.


  She noted, with equally mixed relief and irritation, that her belt was still in the apartment. It was sitting atop an overturned box, which was tantalizingly out of reach thanks to the way Doctor Developer had bound her.


  To get free, barring some random rescuer, she knew she needed something sharp...like a knife, a rough edge, or...her eyes fell on the emptied peach can Doctor Developer dropped earlier. Looking at it more closely, she saw that the edges of the lid were jagged from the way he opened it. Lady Lawful chuckled behind her gag as she began to carefully twist herself closer to the can.


  As she moved herself closer to the instrument of her freedom, she completely failed to notice the camera lens watching her from beneath the cardboard box holding her belt, which was exactly as Doctor Developer had planned.


  * * * *


  [April 20, 1996 - Chicago, IL - Party blower]


  One of the last boxes of Cameron's to be moved into Jennifer's house had the label "TOY SUPRIZE" scrawled across the side of it. As Jennifer set the box down in her garage, where the bulk of Cameron's less deadly equipment was being stored (as opposed to his extremely volatile equipment, which Jack Striker insisted stay locked up at the Three Strikes' base), she turned to look at Cameron, who was counting his stack.


  "Toy Surprise?" she asked. When Cameron looked over at her, Jennifer pointed to the box. "What's the toy surprise?"


  "Not what," Cameron corrected her. "It was a who...well, almost a who." Jennifer's tapping foot and crossed arms were enough that Cameron realized he had failed to answer her question. He scratched the back of his neck. "A while back, when I first got to Chicago and was trying to score a gig, one of my contacts told me about a guy who wanted to be a super-villain. Codename was going to be 'Toy Suprize' spelled like on the box.


  "He had this idea, he wanted to be an evil party clown. He wanted modified party gimmicks for his gadgets: an electric buzzer, acid squirting flower...clown stuff. He was paying, so I took the job. I mocked up a bunch of prototypes of stuff for him, but by the time I got finished he'd moved on to some other theme...butterflies or moths...something. I'm sure you've met the type on the other side of the fence, more interested in coming up with an identity than actually inhabiting it."


  Cameron knelt down and opened up the box. Inside were all sorts of various party trinkets, streamers, balloons, but what caught Jennifer's eye was a party whistle. She pulled the blower out, put it to her lips, and blew into it unfurling the end and making a metallic, whistling sound.


  "I love these," Jennifer said. She gave the whistle another blow.


  "It's actually part of a pair," Cameron told her. He pulled an identical blower out of the box. "May I?" he asked, extending his hand. Jennifer offered him the blower. "The whistle is actually a very small, wind-powered generator, and the 'paper' is coated with an early prototype of my restraint gel."


  He put the blowers in his mouth, one with the rolled paper up and the other with the rolled paper down. After a quick intake of air, Cameron blew out the rolls of paper to their full length. Once they were out, he reached out, grabbed Jennifer's wrists, and simultaneously brought them up to touch the unrolled paper and released the blowers from his mouth.


  Instantly the paper began to wind itself back up, only instead of pulling itself into regular roll, it wrapped around Jennifer's wrists. The moment the paper finished wrapping itself up, Cameron tugged her wrists so that the blowers' streamers touched.


  "They won't budge," Jennifer noted, trying to twist her wrists free.


  "This version of the restraint gel worked backwards than the current version: without an electric current, the molecules align in a rigid, crystalline form. Apply a current, and they go limp," he told her. Jennifer looked up from her wrists with a wry look. "Some super with a chemistry degree figured out the molecular structure a while back, I just found a way to use it. The generator supplies enough current to loosen the structure, but if you make the two touch when they're reforming, it basically becomes one solid piece."


  Jennifer raised her wrists. "So, how do you keep people from just blowing on the whistle again and getting loose?"


  "Hmm," Cameron considered. He looked at Jennifer and smiled. "Off the top of my head...." In a moment, he pressed himself against Jennifer, occupying her mouth with his own.


  When he eventually pulled away, Jennifer pointed out, "I hope that's only how you keep *me* from getting loose, or I might get jealous."


  * * * *


  [April 21, 1996 - Chicago, IL - Peanut butter and jelly sandwich]


  "Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are the best sex food ever," Jennifer Blair explained between bites of her sandwich. "Bread and jelly are sugars required for a quick burst of energy, and the peanuts are protein, which give you staying power." She took another bite.


  Cameron McKay watched as Jennifer continued to eat her sandwich. There were some scientific fundamentals behind her theory that sounded legitimate, but other parts he knew he would need to double-check. Either way, she seemed content with her snack. After a minute, when she swallowed the last chunk of sandwich, Cameron smiled at her.


  "You forgot something," he told her.


  "What's that?" she asked. In answer, Cameron leaned closer, and began to kiss Jennifer around mouth, which led to her rolling atop him. As they finished kissing, she asked once more, "What did I forget that makes peanut butter and jelly the best sex food?"


  Cameron smiled and licked his lips as he answered, "Cleaning up the crumbs."


  * * * *


  [December 21, 1996 - Chicago, IL - a string of Christmas lights]


  "Is this what you wanted?" Cameron asked. He handed a small, beige box to Jennifer. The box was a basic electronics project box, not much bigger than a small tape recorder. Part of the top had been cut away to expose the kind of socket one might expect to find on the wall. The other side featured a latch, for easy removal. "It'll hold eight AA's, but that's not going to give you very much juice."


  Jennifer accepted the box with a beaming grin. Once it was in her hands, she leaned forward and gave Cameron a peck on the cheek. "You're the best, Deedee!"


  "What's it for anyway?" he asked, watching as Jennifer removed the battery cover. "You're not going to be able to run a whole lot off eight AA's."


  Jennifer snapped the battery cover into place, still grinning. "If I told you that, it would ruin the surprise!"


  ~~~


  Jennifer waited until she was sure Cameron was gone before she sprung from her chair. She knew he would only be gone for a few minutes, twenty at the most. That was okay, though, because as she calculated it, she only needed five.


  Up in their room, Jennifer rooted through the dresser drawer where she kept her unmentionables and T-shirts...hopefully the one place Deedee wouldn't look. In just a few moments, she pulled out the items she'd hidden away: the battery box he'd made for her, a pair of foam reindeer antlers, and a string of Christmas lights.


  Now, Jennifer thought as she jogged down stairs, all she needed was a roll of electrical tape and to find her accomplice.


  ~~~


  "I got the stuff you wanted," Cameron called out. "Eggnog, cookies, and they had the cocoa you wanted."


  "I'm in the den!" Jennifer called out. Cameron stowed the perishable from his list, and moved toward the den. As he stepped into view, he stopped and stared. "Merry Christmas!" Jennifer cheered.


  Her greeting was followed by a series of playful beeps from Prototype... technically Prototype 2.0, since the original had run off several weeks before after taking part in someone else's trap aimed at Cameron himself. Prototype 2.0 was decked out in what Cameron could only assume passed for robotic holiday attire. Christmas lights were wrapped around its torso and arms, taped at a few strategic locations, blinking every few seconds. A pair of reindeer antlers were attached to the top of what passed as its head.


  "What's do you think?" Jennifer asked. She was standing next to Prototype, showing off the holiday decorations like a designer would show off their favorite model.


  Speechless, Cameron said the only thing he could. "I'm speechless."


  "Since this is Prototype Two's first Christmas, I wanted to make him feel welcomed," Jennifer explained. She patted the robot on his back. "Prototype Two, welcome to our family."


  * * * *


  [May 5, 1997 - Chicago, IL - Collapsinum plating]


  "What's the occasion?" Jennifer Blair asked, eying the large, wrapped package. Whatever was in the package made it roughly four feet tall and three feet both wide and deep. It was covered in blue and yellow wrapping paper, and finished off with a red bow. "It's not my birthday. It's not Christmas."


  She looked skeptically at Cameron McKay. "Did you do something bad?"


  Cameron's face twisted a bit and he replied, "Can't I just do something nice for you...randomly?"


  Jennifer stepped closer to the package, putting a hand on the paper. "You?" she asked. "You can do nice things, but never random." With a few seconds of tearing, she managed to remove all the paper for the package to reveal....


  An office chair. It looked fairly normal. It was covered in black faux-leather. The back was pretty high, high enough one could lean their head back. Arm rests extended out of the back, to the sides. There were rollers on the bottom, colored matte black.


  "Go on," he urged, "Sit." Jennifer carefully sat down in the chair, shifting until she was comfortable, which was surprisingly easy. "I called in a couple of favors, and had an old colleague of mine use come scraps of Collapsinum plating to make the framework of the chair, and then I used the new generation of restraint gel I'm working on for the padding."


  Jennifer knew the gel he was talking about, being intimately familiar with the earlier versions. So to speak. She definitely knew what the super-strong aluminum modification Collapsinum was, and she knew it meant her chair could likely endure any super-human flops or leans she could throw its way, although the places where the material was joined together might be breakable. Not easily, though, given Cameron's design skills.


  "It's completely customizable," Cameron explained. "The arm rests come off. You can adjust the height. The system that hardens the gel can be reprogrammed to accommodate any position. It's the perfect chair."


  "Yes," Jennifer mumbled to herself. "It is." She ran her hand along the armrests, then under the seat. After a minute, she looked up at Cameron. "We both know this isn't just for heavy office use. Where are the shackles?"


  Cameron's face turned a deep red. After a moment, he slowly began to answer, "Um, well, they're still being, uh, built. They should be here next week."


  * * * *


  [July 12, 1997 - Chicago, IL - stapler]


  "Hey, Deedee, have you seen my stapler?" Jennifer asked. She stepped into the garage just in time to see the Cameron look up at her, distracting him just enough that the office tool slammed shut on his finger. Cameron let out a curse and winced.


  After a second, and Jennifer both inspecting his hand for embedded staples and giving it a sympathy peck, Cameron weakly answered, "Yes. I have it."


  Jennifer picked the stapler up from his work bench before asking, "What are you doing with...oh." She looked over his work bench, her eyes falling on a Lady Lawful figure delicately tied to a framework made from pieces of a children's building toy. "Stapler trap?" she asked.


  Cameron nodded. "A prototype anyway. I like to test them out before committing the resources for the full-sized project."


  * * * *


  [October 30, 1997 - Chicago, IL - My Little Pony]


  "Hey, where's your little horse?" Diane asked.


  "Blossom's not a horse, she's a pony," Jennifer said. She turned around looking for the violet colored toy pony she kept on her desk. It was one of her favorite childhood toys, something she'd managed to save from her parents' massive "We don't want to move a lot of stuff to Florida" yard sale, and since its rescue, the pony had been a permanent fixture in Jennifer's office. "And she's gone."


  In Blossom's place was a white envelope. Anxiously, Jennifer picked up the envelope and tore it open. Inside was a letter made from cut-out letters from a newspaper. Jennifer read it aloud:


  "If you ever want to see your pony again, go into the garage when you get home." Jennifer's eyes narrowed down to two, small slits as she whispered, "Deedee."


  ~~~


  Jennifer expected to find Cameron inside the garage, waiting for her, when she got home. Instead, she found another envelope, sitting atop a brown paper bundle. Inside the envelope was another note and a polaroid. The photograph showed Blossom standing up in a cage, made from one of Cameron's building sets; the cage was hanging from what appeared to be their shower curtain rod.


  One grumpy sigh later, Jennifer read the note: "It will soon be curtains for blossom, Cow Girl!" Cow Girl? Jennifer wondered. She looked at the brown paper package again and shook her head.


  ~~~


  Now wearing a very hokey cowgirl's vest over her work clothes, as well as child's cowboy hat, Jennifer stomped up stairs to her bedroom in search of Cameron. She knew Blossom was probably still in the bathroom. Cameron had not made an appearance by the time she reached their bedroom, and was still out of sight when she stepped into the bathroom.


  "There you are, Blossom," Jennifer said a bit more loudly than really needed. "Did the bad man...?" Without warning, Jennifer felt something tighten around her arms. A thin, black cord had lassoed around her torso. Completely expecting what she thought would come next, Jennifer turned around to a genuinely surprising sight.


  Cameron was completely dressed up in a cowboy costume: black boots, blue jeans, leather belt with a bull skull buckle, black vest, checkered shirt, a bandana covering his face, and a black hat. In one hand, Cameron was holding a toy gun, complete with an orange safety tip. In his other hand, he was holding a real gun...at least real in the sense that it seemed to be capable of launching a lasso.


  "Ah haves yew nah, Cow Gurl," Cameron drawled in a terrible Texan accent. "Yew maht iz well give up now, and admit that ol' Horse Thief has yew an' yer little pony!"


  Jennifer was torn. Part of her wanted to chastise Cameron for stealing her pony, part of her wanted to laugh at his accent. Instead of either, she shook her head and said, in her best, worst Texan accent, "Yew'll never git away with this, Horse Thief! Yew best let me and Blossom go!"


  * * * *


  [February 14, 1998 - Chicago, IL - spatula]


  "There are two things I hate," Cameron grumbled.


  "Number one, I know, is mind control," Jennifer said. She'd heard him complain about that one before. At first she wondered if Doctor Developer did protest too much, but in time, she learned he really did think of mind control, hypnosis, and the like to be a form of cheating when it came to restraint.


  "Right," Cameron nodded.


  "What's number two?" Jennifer asked.


  "Sticky traps," he complained.


  "You are such a liar," Jennifer chastised him. "You build sticky traps all the time."


  "Fine," Cameron replied, "then I hate when people use sticky traps on me!"


  Jennifer knelt down next to Cameron, and kissed him on the cheek. "You can dish it out, but you can't take it, eh?" she asked.


  Splayed out on the kitchen floor in the form of a giant "X", Cameron shifted as much as he could with his arms, legs, and back glued down thanks to Jennifer turning one of his traps against him. "I can take it...I just want to be wearing clothes before I'm glued down like a...a..."


  "A super-hero," Jennifer suggested.


  "Ah...yeah," Cameron sheepishly replied.


  "Well, don't worry," Jennifer said, giving him a loving pat on the chest, "I've got a spatula, so you'll be up in no time."


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


  Author's notes:


  A couple of days ago, in an effort to focus my mind on LL&DD, I issued a challenge to people on my LiveJournal friend's list: "Name an everyday object, and I'll tell you how Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer have 'used' it at one time or another." 'Used' being heavily laden with innuendo. The intent was not to generate a new LL&DD issue, so much as inspire me to write one. However, what wasn't intended has happened. The above are stories (sorted chronologically by events, not by suggestion) inspired by items named by my LJ peeps. Those peeps and the items they suggested are:


  1. bariman1987, Empty aluminum can 2. scavgraphics, Party blower 3. thegr8saiyaman, a string of Christmas lights 4. stoneself, Peanut butter and jelly sandwich 5. dvandom, Collapsinum plating 6. kiffie, Stapler 7. unicronq, My Little Pony 8. prodigal, Spatula


  Prototype, the first, was lost when he was infected by Derek "Triton" Radner's virus in the CSV Annual #2.


  Editor's Note:


  Collapsinum plating is TOO an everyday item.


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


  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


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


  LL&DD Christmas Special #1


  Cover: Doctor Developer and Lady Lawful (II) are sitting in front of a Christmas tree. Lady Lawful has a wreatch wedged around her, pinning her arms to her side. Doctor Developer is offering her a gift to unrap.


  



  [December 24, 1994 - Chicago, IL]



  "Well, I hope you're pleased with yourself," Doctor Developer groused. He paced back-and-forth across the warehouse floor, grumbling under his breath. "Months of planning. I had to hire those goons out of pocket. Then you kick down a door, and in two minutes, you almost ruined everything."


  Lady Lawful was only half concentrating on Doctor Developer. The post- taser throbbing made it hard to care about anything except the dull ache all over her body. Having her body pulled taut, at the wrists and ankles, hanging between a floor anchor and a pulley bolted into a ceiling beam, didn't help very much either.


  Doctor Developer stomped up in front of Lady Lawful, looking her right in the eyes, which was possible since she was suspended six inches off the ground. "I thought you heroes were into this kind of thing!" he snapped at her.


  "Into what kind of thing?" she snapped back. "Robbing toy companies, like you've been doing? Yeah, heroes go around doing that all the damn time!" She glared at him, wishing for some kind of heat vision as an early Christmas present. "You're off your rocker, Deedee! I have no idea what you're up to this time, but stealing toys at Christmas is pretty low."


  Doctor Developer threw up his hands and let out a small, strangle growl. "Do you want to see the toys I've been stealing?" he asked rhetorically. "Let me show you!" He stalked out of view.


  As soon as he was out of sight, Lady Lawful began to examine her restraints. Both her wrists and feet were bound with what looked like steel cord. Aside from that, a loop of chain kept her ankles bound to the floor, and a spring-loaded latch kept her wrists tied to either side of a heavy, metal hook. Even if she managed to move the latch out of her way, she didn't have enough slack to get her wrists over the hook.


  For the time being, she was trapped.


  On the upside, though, the throbbing seemed to be subsiding.


  "These are the toys I stole," Doctor Developer said angrily when he reappeared. He was carrying a handful of toy robots and baby dolls. He dropped them on the ground, at Lady Lawful's feet, once he was closer to her.


  As the toys hit the ground, she could see they were all broken in some form or another. Arms were missing off dolls. Robot heads were on backwards. It wasn't damaged caused by Doctor Developer's dropping them, but rather from problems caused during production.


  "You've been stealing broken toys?" Lady Lawful asked.


  "You wouldn't believe the number of toys that get thrown out because they don't meet production standards. Most of it is basic stuff, too," he explained, "things that only a quality control agent would care about. Yes, I've been stealing broken toys..."


  "And fixing them," Lady Lawful finished. It made sense. Most of Deedee's crimes centered on grabbing some new scientific toy to study and research. Stealing broken toys and fixing them fit with that. "So you're going to be Santa then, dropping off toys at orphanages and the like?"


  "Of course not, that's logistically impossible," he replied. "It's Christmas Eve, there's no way I could get to all those places...people are coming here to pick them up." He pointed to a table with half-wrapped boxes and spindles of ribbon. "We were quite literally wrapping things up when you broke in."


  "Look, I didn't know," Lady Lawful explained, "I'm sorry."


  Doctor Developer shrugged. "Can't be changed now. I think I can get everything else finished and wrapped before too late."


  "I can help," Lady Lawful offered.


  "No," Doctor Developer shook his head, "You've done enough. This is a pretty delicate operation, besides," he continued, "if you show up, people would get nervous...or talk to the press." He stepped behind Lady Lawful, beyond where she could see with her arms stretched above her head.


  "So...what then?" she asked. "You're going to let me go?"


  Before Doctor Developer answered, Lady Lawful saw her Enhancement Belt slide across the floor. "I can't risk you talking to your hero friends until after all this is done," he explained. She heard him rummaging through his coat. "I'll let you go once all this is finished, and we can settle up then, for now just...hang in there."


  Lady Lawful opened her mouth to let out sardonic laugh at the terrible pun when she felt something damp, with a sweet odor, pressed against her nose and mouth. She let out startled yelp, and reflexively gasped afterwards. That was all it took for the dizziness to kick in; within moments she felt herself began to get drowsy.


  As consciousness ebbed away, a dreamy thought floated through her mind. "Merry Christmas to all," a small, giggling voice said, "and to all, a good night."


  * * * *


  [December 24, 1995 - Chicago, IL]


  "So there I am, hanging from the ceiling," Jennifer Blair explained. She crossed her wrists over her head for dramatic effect. "I'm hanging there, and this guy says to me, 'Hang in there.'" She chuckled, shaking her head. "I swear, I half expect that to show up on a motivational poster one day."


  As far as Christmas parties went, the small Christmas Eve get together that Jack Striker planned for his team had gone pretty well. Sure, Jack had been in and out of his office in almost equal proportions; technically William and Moira Zimmerman celebrated Chanukah; but as the small group of co-workers, family, and friends sat around the lounge in the Four Strikes headquarters as holiday music played on a portable stereo Jennifer had setup, no one could be accused of not having a good time.


  Except perhaps Cameron McKay, who stood helplessly mortified as Jennifer recounted how they spent the previous year in their super-identities as Doctor Developer and Lady Lawful, respectively. Moira and William chuckled politely at Jennifer's retelling, until she reached the punch line. "The funniest thing about that story is the look on his face..." She pointed at Cameron. "...every time I tell it." At which point, Cameron's awkward expression turned into a reddened expression of pain.


  Causing both of them to blush reflexively, Moira and William let out choked snicker when they saw Cameron's face. Triumphantly, Jennifer crowed, "See! What'd I tell you."


  William reached a hand out and clapped Cameron on the shoulder. "If you think you've got it bad, you should hear some of the stories Moira tells about me when we visit her parents."


  Moira smiled devilishly, her green eyes twinkling, "I could tell him one now if you like." She gently poked William in the ribs with an elbow.


  "You could try, but I'm pretty sure I could cast a geas to compel you not too quicker." He beamed a smug grin down on Moira.


  "Would you like to try?" Moira gave her husband a mock look of challenge, which lasted as long as it took for William to see it and kiss her smirking lips.


  The kiss lasted a few moments and as it ended, Jennifer let out a small, "Aww." The comment caught the married couple's attention. "You two look so cute together."


  "A dragon said the same thing just the other day," William replied.


  "I'm pretty sure he said, 'You two would cook so good together,'" Moira corrected her husband. William nodded thoughtfully for a moment, Jennifer and Cameron both looked perplexed. "Long story."


  "Most dragon tails are long," Cameron chimed in, smiling at his own joke. Jennifer groaned at his pun, and William took the opportunity to steal another kiss from Moira.


  As the party wound down, Moira and William said their goodbyes. Soon after, Jack had to leave as well to handle an emergency at the DSHA, at which point Jennifer volunteered herself and Cameron to clean up the party, not that five adults made that much of a mess.


  "So, Deedee," Jennifer asked as she put the electrical for her stereo into its slot, "do you have any plans for the holiday?" She picked up the stereo from its spot on the counter and turned to look at the ex-villain trying to slide left over Christmas cookies into plastic bag.


  "Not really," he answered. "Jack was going to let me come in and work in the lab tomorrow, but since he's gone and I don't have unrestricted access yet...." He trailed off, not wanting to actually add: "because no one trusts an ex-villain alone in a lab." He shrugged. "I guess I'll just go home and wait for Jack to call."


  "You aren't handing out presents this year?" Jennifer asked.


  "Not me," Cameron answered, "I was going to, but Jack cut a deal with some toy execs. He keeps me from stealing their broken stuff, and they donate to several charities around the city. I guess it's what you call a win-win." He added, "I kind of liked fixing the toys, actually."


  After a moment's pause, he asked, "How about you?"


  "Mom and Dad are flying up after the New Year, so we're going to celebrate Christmas late then. I really didn't have anything planned. I might go out on patrol later. If you want to come..."


  "I'd just slow you down."


  "If you change your mind, you've got my..."


  "I got you something!" Cameron blurted out. He set the bag of cookies he was working with on the counter, and reached into his jacket. After a bit of searching, he pulled out a small present. "I just wanted to say...I don't know...a lot of things: thank you for vouching for me, sorry about last Christmas. That sort of thing." Jennifer set her stereo down and accepted the box.


  "This is awfully sweet of you," she said, "Thank you, Dee...Cameron." Jennifer made a point not to childishly rip into the present, but she also didn't take extra care not to tear the wrapping paper. After a few seconds of shredding paper, she reached the maroon box within the paper and lifted the lid.


  "This is beautiful," Jennifer gasped. Inside the box was a gold chain connected to a tear-shaped, red and blue crystal. Jennifer carefully picked the necklace up to examine it. "This is..." She looked up at Cameron who was smiling.


  "Tourmaline is your birthstone, right?" he asked. Jennifer nodded, looking back down at the necklace. "I kind of asked Jack what month you were born in. I didn't ask what year, though. I know that would have rude."


  "Put it on me," she said, extending the necklace out to Cameron. Cameron accepted the necklace, which feed up Jennifer's hands enough to lift her hair from behind her neck. It took a moment for the latch to catch, but once it was on, Jennifer let her hair fall back down.


  "I wanted to get a red, blue, and white gem, like your costume, but it would have taken too long to set three different pieces in a necklace," Cameron explained, "I hope just two colors will be okay."


  Jennifer looked up from admiring her necklace and grinned. "Two colors is way beyond just 'okay.'" She fixed Cameron with a hard stare. "I'm going to give you a hug, but don't ruin the moment by trying to knock me out, okay?"


  Cameron nodded and held his hands up to offer his surrender. Without further ado, Jennifer stepped forward and hugged Cameron. When she finally let go, rubbing a hand under her eyes, he added, "I really am sorry about last year."


  Jennifer sniffed a bit as she reached back to pick up her stereo. "I know," she assured him. Then, without warning, Jennifer arched an eyebrow. "Does this mean I get jewelry for every time you've knocked me out or tied me up?"


  Cameron's face drained of most of its color as he thought about such a prospect, which was exactly the response Jennifer wanted. She bumped him with her hip, flashing him a wink. "I love that look you get on your face," she told him, which was when he realized she was picking on him.


  As the two left the Four Strikes' headquarters, Jennifer headed to her car and Cameron followed, heading in the same direction that happened to point him at the nearest "El" station. Jennifer stopped at her car, long enough to deposit her stereo on the back seat and throw her coat over it. Cameron nodded good night as he passed her.


  "Hey, Deedee!" she called. He paused, turned, and looked back at her. "After I finish patrolling tomorrow evening, I was going to find some place that was open...I don't like to cook on holidays. If I find a place, you want to come and have dinner with me? My treat." She fingered the necklace. "I owe you a Christmas present."


  Cameron smiled and scratched the back of his head, nodding. "Sure, that sounds great!"


  "It's a date," Jennifer stated. Then, just before they both turned to leave, she added, "Merry Christmas, Doctor Developer."


  Cameron replied in kind, "Merry Christmas, Lady Lawful."


  * * * *


  [December 24, 1996 - Miami, FL]


  Ever since Cameron had discovered the plate of holiday sugar cookies June left out for guests, he hadn't been seen without at least one in his hand. Even when he finished off their plate and went with Jennifer to buy more, he returned with a small box from the grocery's bakery to hold him over until he convinced June to bake more. Despite his insistence that the bakery's weren't as good as June's, he continued to eat through his box, rationing himself as well as one might expect a five year old to do and only sharing with Jennifer when she twisted his arm...literally.


  "You know why those aren't as good, don't you?" June asked. She was laying slices of canned cookie dough onto a sheet as she asked. Cameron shook his head, stuffing another cookie in his mouth. Jennifer shook her head as well, although for a completely different reason. "They don't have my secret ingredient," she explained.


  "That's not why," Jennifer interjected.


  June sniffed and looked a bit hurt by her daughter's accusation. "My daughter," she said, "the skeptic."


  "What secret ingredient?" Cameron asked, genuinely curious. The mad scientist in him, the part that made him Doctor Developer, was already hooked by the prospect of some new, secret component that he'd never heard of. His mind was already trying to imagine just what occult spice June Hartworth- Blair might use for her cookies.


  "She's going to say that her secret ingredient is 'love,'" Jennifer explained before her mother could answer Cameron's question.


  Undaunted by Jennifer's skepticism, Cameron asked, "How do you put it in?"


  June smiled, and Jennifer let out a small groan. "I like to think it gets transferred when I put the dough on the sheet. That last little touch." Cameron nodded thoughtfully, watching as June put a disc of dough down in case there was a visible transfer.


  "You two are unbelievable!" Jennifer declared.


  "Think about it, Jenny," Cameron offered. "Remember Murray's blueberry pancakes in Detroit? [Seen in LL&DD #5 - Ed.] Maybe your mom has a secondary power that alters our perception..."


  Jennifer didn't let Cameron finish his hypothesis. Instead she threw up her arms, stood up from the kitchen chair, and stormed out of the kitchen. June and Cameron watched until she disappeared into the family room. When she was gone, June clucked her tongue and shook her head.


  Cameron looked back to see June smiling. "Sorry about that, Cameron," she said mischievously, "Sometimes I can't help pulling Jenny's strings like that. I appreciate you playing along though." She smiled and put down another disc of dough.


  To his credit, Cameron kept his face perfectly neutral while he watched June set the dough down, keeping a sharp gaze for any visible transfer of love.


  * * * *


  [December 25, 1996 - Miami, FL]


  Wilson Blair padded out of his study as quietly as his feet would carry him. He only had a few hours left before June and Jennifer and Cameron woke up, which meant he had fewer hours than that to finish working the bugs out of June's present. "At least," he thought with a half smile on his face, "we don't have any kids this year. That should give me a little more time."


  Jennifer had always been the kind of kid who stayed up as late as she could on Christmas Eve and woke up as early as possible on Christmas morning. Growing up had tempered her holiday enthusiasm, but he had a feeling that if...or when...she and Cameron had children, history would repeat itself. "Her enthusiasm, plus Cameron's curiosity..." Wilson let his mind trail off, and he couldn't help but smile a bit more.


  He was still smiling when he stepped into the kitchen and found Cameron standing at the counter. Getting closer, he could see that Cameron had used duct tape, cellophane, and what looked like an entire box of chopsticks to construct a clear, plastic tent on the counter. Inside the tent, sat a tray, empty for the moment.


  "Good morning, Doctor Blair," Cameron whispered. He didn't look up from his project, but continued on by setting a sugar cookie inside a metal pan, pushing a cellophane flap aside as he went.


  "Call me Wilson, Cameron." Wilson watched as Cameron very carefully and very quickly struck a match against the side of a matchbox, set the match atop the cookie, and them simultaneously both pulled the flap down and started the timer on his watch, which he was holding instead of wearing. "Mind if I ask why you're burning cookies?"


  "Hm? Oh, yes," Cameron replied, "I mean I don't mind. Mrs. Blair, ah, June said her cookies tasted differently from the bakery because she put love into them. I was testing to see if the addition of love affected the stored energy of the cookie by seeing how long it took to burn. It's kind of primitive, but the best I could do...without waking Jennifer up...until I can get back to my lab."


  Wilson stared blankly at Cameron for a moment, trying to decide if he should let Cameron in on June's joke, her open secret about how magically her cooking improved after she retired as Lady Lawful and took a cooking class. It was a harmless joke they mostly used to tease Jennifer, who for some unknown reason disliked it. Now that Cameron was almost part of the family, Wilson was debating whether he should tell him or let Jennifer.


  Instead of actively deciding, Wilson tried to change the subject, "What's the cellophane tent for?"


  "To keep the smoke alarms from going off," Cameron explained. Wilson nodded thoughtfully for a moment, before Cameron asked, "Did I wake you up?"


  "Me? Oh, no," he shook his head, "I'm trying desperately to work some bugs out of June's Christmas gift." He paused for a moment. "Cameron, I don't suppose I could impose on you to look at my work? I understand you don't have the Magene, but...you'll probably understand what I've been doing better than I do."


  Cameron shrugged and followed Wilson back to his study. Back in Chicago, after their engagement, Jennifer let Cameron keep a lot of his equipment in her garage. Even with her car pulled in, there was enough room to work on a medium-sized project. Wilson's study was sized somewhere between the full area of Jennifer's garage and the space left over when her car was pulled into it. It may have been a bit larger, but between the desk, desk chair, bookshelves, and photocopier, Wilson probably had less room to work.


  "I've been trying to partially duplicate Doctor Kirby's work," Wilson explained. Cameron recognized the name of Doctor Cosmo Kirby, the man who'd created the original Enhancement Belt that both June and now Jennifer wore during their tenure as Lady Lawful. No one had ever been able to successfully duplicate Kirby's work; as far as Cameron knew, that was when Wilson met June for the first time, when her belt was damaged during a fight. That was also the only time anyone else was able to come close to duplicating the belt.


  "I'm not expecting miracles," Wilson explained, "I just wanted to surprise her with it. If it just doubles her strength and endurance, I'll be happy...and I think so will she." Wilson unlocked his desk drawer and pulled out a small, gold belt and handed it to Cameron, along with blueprints that had faded into almost greyprints.


  "Does she miss being a hero?" Cameron asked, moving around Wilson so he could spread the blueprints out on his desk. Like most of the more extreme Violation Technology, the equations and notes written on the blueprints was a nonsensical mess. However, Cameron recognized a few numbers here and there, from studying Jennifer's belt, and was able to just barely follow from one equation to the next.


  "I don't think so," Wilson replied. That seemed to garner a curious look from Cameron. "Then why do I want her to have the belt?" Wilson asked in proxy, and Cameron nodded. "We met when her belt was damaged, you know. I thought it would be kind of...I thought...romantic." Cameron nodded.


  "I bought Jennifer a charm bracelet," Cameron replied, "And one charm for every deathtrap of mine she escaped before we started dating." He looked back down at the belt before Wilson's eyes had a chance to grow wide.


  "How many charms did you get?" Wilson asked weakly.


  "Ten," Cameron answered, "Actually nine. The bracelet came with one, a little bear." He kept staring at the schematics, comparing them to the circuitry housed between layers of the belt. "It was cheaper than her alternative." Wilson didn't ask what the alternative was, he didn't want to know.


  "Any idea about the belt?" Wilson asked after a minute.


  "I think you should give it to June as it is," Cameron replied with a nod. Wilson opened his mouth to protest, but Cameron raised a finger. "Trust me," he explained, "Just give it to her."


  * * * *


  [December 25, 1996 - Miami, FL]


  Christmas morning was almost ruined before it started when Jennifer found Cameron's cookie burning apparatus still set up in the kitchen, where he accidentally left it the night before. June couldn't stop smiling at Jennifer, and in turn Jennifer couldn't stop letting out small groans. All that seemed to be resolved when Cameron gave her a small box with a charm bracelet inside. After that, the tides quickly turned.


  "And this buzz saw," Jennifer announced sweetly and innocently, making sure she pointed out the gold charm to her parents, "That's when you strapped me to that log cutter. And this little choo-choo, the time you chained me to the 'El' rails." She leaned over and kissed Cameron on the cheek. "I love it, Deedee!" From the looks of masked horror on their faces, neither June nor Wilson could say the same.


  "Your turn, dad!" Jennifer called out.


  He shook his head slightly, clearing it from whatever terrible, fatherly images it was filled with before. After a moment, he reached over the side of the couch where he and June were sitting and pulled out a small box. After a quick glance at Cameron, who returned the look with a smiling nod, he handed the box to June. "They were all sold out of these at the store, so I had to make this one myself."


  June gave him a look that was one part skepticism and one part childish grin before she started to unwrap the present. It took a moment, but one all the paper was torn away, everyone could see a familiar, gold belt. June gasped and looked over at Wilson. "Try it on." June didn't need a second prompt. In a moment, she was on her feet, fitting the belt around her waist.


  If Wilson was at all concerned about the belt working, he did an Oscar-worthy job of hiding it as soon as June clasped the buckle. As soon as the buckle clicked shut, it began to glow a familiar glow. "Wilson Blair!" June exclaimed, tugging him to his feet with her refound strength. They both laughed at the movement, and soon Jennifer and Cameron joined in. "You are a genius, husband. I haven't felt this powerful in years! How did you do it?"


  Wilson shrugged. "Hard work, heavy research, and I had a little help." He nodded back to Cameron. "I'm not sure what he did..."


  Cameron smiled brightly. "The secret ingredient," he explained, "was love."


  * * * *


  [December 24, 1997 - Chicago, IL]


  December had been a crazy month. For some reason, the Solstice Crazies had been worse than any previous year Jennifer could remember. They seemed to be tougher too, but tougher or not they'd been handled by her and the other Strikes, which was all well and good as far as the safety of Chicago went. Unfortunately, despite Lady Lawful having things well in hand, Jennifer McKay was behind in her holiday shopping schedule.


  Mom and Dad weren't much of a problem, surprisingly Cameron had come through in spades finding some old kitschy stuff in Tinker Tom's collection that they knew both parents would adore. The office Secret Santa exchange went off okay thanks to a bit of creative re-gifting. The only real shopping dilemma facing Jennifer was finding something for Cameron McKay.


  Jennifer twisted the wedding band on her left hand as she waded through similarly hurried and harried Uberstore shoppers, guiding her cart around others. It wasn't supposed to be like this, she complained to herself. Their first Christmas, as an honest to goodness married couple, was supposed to better. Memorable. She doubted Cameron would know the difference, it was how he was, and what made him Cameron. It mattered to her, though. She could be honest to admit that. She wanted their first of many Christmases as wife and husband to be special.


  "And if I could just figure out what Cameron wanted, it would be perfect," she told herself. Shopping for Cameron was a trick unto itself. Most of the things her coworkers planned to get their husbands for Christmas...new computers, one of those new MP3 players, and the like... Cameron had already *built* for himself, one of the perils of marrying a super-genius. She considered getting him some sort of practical gift, like a nice shirt or a tie, but that idea went out the window when she went to look at what kind of ties he liked. Once she began looking, she realized that since both everyday clothes and his "costume" included ties, Cameron's tie collection bordered on the obscene. And a literally obscene tie really didn't fit the mood she wanted to set for their first married Christmas. Maybe an anniversary gag gift.


  Jennifer browsed past the clothing section of Uberstore, into the sporting goods section. The easy gift would have been something obvious. Tools. Climbing rope. Some random card for his computer. But none of those felt right. Jennifer continued past the sporting goods and found herself nearing the toys.


  It was while wandering through this section that she caught sight of an Uberstore employee strightening the shelves. Jennifer slowed down and looked at the toys: ASH dolls, a couple of Brightswords, and...Jennifer stopped. "Excuse me," she said to the employee, "are those Lady Lawfuls?"


  The employee...a twenty-something boy whose tag named him as Burke... nodded, thumping one of the dozen or more Lady Lawful dolls. "Yes, ma'am."


  "There sure are a lot of them," she said to herself.


  "Brightsword seems to be this year's big seller," the Burke answered anyway. "I think most kids got their Lady Lawfuls this spring, because of the wedding. Doctor Developer's the other big one, since they didn't have his figure ready then."


  As the employee was talking, Jennifer picked up one of the Lady Lawful dolls to examine it. She was vaguely aware that the DSHA managed the Lady Lawful brand, a word she never felt right associating with her mother's legacy. She signed off on the dolls every once in a while, but never paid that close attention to it. Most of her awareness of the dolls came from Cameron owning a couple, which he used when modeling traps.


  It was only when the Uberstore employee mentioned Doctor Developer dolls that she turned away from the doll in her hands. "Are there any Doctor Developer dolls left?" she asked. An idea was slowly forming in her head.


  Burke looked over the shelf for a moment, checking behind various other heroic toys. The Doctor Developer doll showed itself, hiding behind one of the Rad dolls that had been warming the shelf since the previous holiday season. "Looks like the last one," he said, handing Jennifer the box.


  Jennifer accepted the box, and stacked it atop the Lady Lawful already in her hands. It looked like Deedee. His nose. His tie. There was even a little net launcher included. The more Jennifer examined the box, the bigger her smile grew. She dumped the pair of dolls in her cart, grabbed another pair of Lady Lawfuls, and thanked Burke for his help. Then as she was about to head off, she turned back to Burke to ask:


  "Which way are the building blocks?"


  * * * *


  [December 25, 1997 - Chicago, IL]


  "Careful," Jennifer warned Cameron.


  "I can't be careful," he complained, "I can't see."


  Jennifer held onto Cameron's hand, slowly backing down the staircase into the living room. Before getting out of bed, she was able to convice Cameron to don a sleeping mask she picked up the night before at the Uberstore.


  "Can I take this off?" Cameron asked, almost whining.


  "Just a minute," Jennifer assured him. She continued to lead him until they were both in the living room. Once there, she let go of Cameron's hand, stepping back. "Okay, take it off." And so Cameron did, with such gusto that he didn't bother to keep the mask from falling to the ground as he shoved it over his head. "Ta-da!" Jennifer cheered when he could see.


  Sitting on the floor between Cameron and the Christmas tree was a medium-sized box. It was wrapped in green paper with a white snowflake pattern, topped off with a red bow. Cameron stared down at the box, then back up at Jennifer.


  "What is it?" he asked plainly.


  "Well, go on and open it," Jennifer encouraged him. He didn't hesitate to comply, dropping to one knee and ripping off the paper. "Just be careful, it's kind of fragile." Cameron nodded absently and continued peeling paper from the box. Once all the paper was gone, Cameron stopped and looked at the cardboard box that remained. He sniffed at being denied an answer by the lid to the box, and promptly removed it.


  "Whoa," he let out a quiet, awefilled gasp.


  Inside the box was a strange arangement of building blocks, a revolving service tray, remote controlled car, a spool of fishing thread, and pair of a Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer dolls. Doctor Developer was posed as if he were working some controls built from the blocks. Lady Lawful was leaned up against a stack of blocks that had been glued down to the tray, slightly wrapped in the fishing line.


  Cameron reached inside the box, fishing for the remote control to the car. He pressed the control forward, which did exactly what he thought it would. Once the car was activated, the wheels wedged against the tray caused it to spin, which spun Lady Lawful around, wrapping more and more fishing line aroud her.


  "Nice," Cameron whispered. He looked up at Jennifer. "You made this?"


  "Yup," she replied, grinning at him. "You're not the only mad scientist in this house." She paused to whatch him play with the controls again. "You like it?"


  "Oh, yeah!" Cameron replied. "This is so cool."


  * * * *


  [December 25, 2016 - Detroit, MI]


  "DOCTOR MCKAY!"


  The howling cry was the only warning Cameron recieved before he felt ninety-five pounds of screaming excitement crash against his legs and scramble up onto his stomach.


  Adrenaline and pain were always Cameron's best stimulants, and in a moment he was wide awake, propping up on his elbows.


  "Yes...Rachel?" he asked, trying to sound pleasant.


  "It's Christmas!" she cheered. She shook Cameron's arms. "There's presents! There's presents for me!"


  "Is Moira awake yet?" Cameron asked. He nudged Rachel off his stomach. Rachel took the hint and scooted onto the floor, stepping back to give Cameron room to join her.


  "Yes!" she nodded. Her face was all smiles. As soon as Cameron's feet touched the floor, she grabbed his hand and began tugging on his arm. "Come on!"


  "I'm coming...I'm coming."


  The morning had gone by in a whirl of wrapping paper, excited cheers, and children being children. Cameron smiled as he thought about Rachel playing with the old Lady Lawful action figure he'd discovered buried in his possessions. Somehow he'd managed to smile through it all, but once everyone had dispersed to put their gifts away, Cameron had made a quick escape back to his room.


  It was there, in his room, on his bed, he sat for almost an hour staring at the tourmaline necklace in his hand. In all the years since moving back to Detroit, he could never remember taking the necklace from Jennifer's jewelry box. He was thankful for its presence, though. When Jennifer vanished, her wedding band vanished along with her; the necklace, Cameron's first gift to his late wife, was one of the few things of hers he'd apparently managed to keep.


  Normally he kept the necklace in the end table drawer, next to his bed, which was where photographs from his and Jennifer's time together were stored. On days when he needed some tangible evidence to confirm his memories, Cameron would dig out the tourmaline necklace and hold it. It was never much of a comfort, but he was resigned to the fact that nothing ever really would be a comfort to him.


  "Doctor McKay," a small voice called from just outside his door. Rachel's head appeared through the crack in the door. "Is it okay if I come in?" she asked. Not completely trusting his voice, Cameron nodded and waved her in.


  As Rachel stepped into Cameron's room, he could see she was still carrying her Lady Lawful action figure. Cameron glanced at the ten-inch toy in her hand, smiling wistfully as he remembered why he had the spare toy to give. Jennifer had helped him find the perfect gift for Rachel, even though she wasn't here. While Cameron was contemplating Rachel's gift, she climbed onto the end of his bed, sitting with her feet hanging off the side and taking her own time to study the figure.


  "Is this what Jennifer looked like?" Rachel asked as she studied the toy.


  Cameron nodded. "Pretty much," he answered. "The people who made it were required to have her permssion before making them, and so they made them as life-like as possible." As he finished talking, Rachel focused once more on the toy in her hand. Cameron watched Rachel as she absently played with her toy. He hated to admit it, especially to himself, even though this was Rachel's third Christmas in Detroit, it felt as if this was the first Chistmas he'd really spent with her.


  "Doctor McKay, am I bad for being happy?" Rachel asked unprompted.


  Part of Cameron wanted to immediately reply with a, "No," but his curiosity overrode everything else. Instead, he found himself asking, "What are you happy about?"


  Rachel let out the kind of sigh that only an eight year old thinking heavy thoughts can let out. "I'm happy because of my presents, and you, and Moira, and everyone else."


  "That doesn't sound bad," Cameron told her.


  "But, shouldn't I be sad, like you?" Rachel asked. Her question was enough to drop Cameron's jaw, and before he could say anything, Rachel continued. "You're sad because you miss Jennifer," Rachel explained, "and shouldn't I be sad because I miss my parents?"


  Of Rachel, Harold, and Scarlet, only Rachel was really old enough to remember her parents from before the quake, the Big One of 2013. There were times when her memories troubled her, but Cameron couldn't recall any such troubles recently.


  "I...being happy doesn't make you bad," Cameron said carefully. He stopped for a moment, thinking. "Would your parents ever want you to be sad?" Rachel shook her head. "Then you're not doing anything bad, Rachel." Rachel seemed to think about that for a minute.


  After a moment, Rachel asked, "Would Jennifer want you to be sad?"


  Cameron smiled sadly at Rachel. "No," he answered, "she wouldn't want me to be sad." Cameron pulled himself up into a sitting position, and turned so he was sitting on the edge of the bed with Rachel. "She'd probably call me a big dork for being sad." He took a deep breath and let out deep sigh. "I guess I need to stop being sad."


  Cameron reached over to put Jennifer's necklace back in his end table drawer. As he pulled the drawer open, the tourmaline jewel slipped out of his hand and dangled for a moment. "That's pretty," Rachel said breathlessly. She slid off the bed so she could get a beter view of the necklace.


  "You think?" Cameron asked. Rachel nodded absently, keeping her eyes focused on the necklace. "This was the first Christmas present I ever gave Jennifer...it's her birthstone." Cameron looked at the necklace for a moment, then looked past it at Rachel. Her gaze was fixed on the necklace.


  Cameron wasn't sure why, but all of a sudden he found himself saying, "You know, I just thought of something. I was just going to put this up, but I think...no, I know...Jennifer would call me a dork for keeping it put away." Rachel tilted her head slightly to one side as Cameron spoke. "What if instead of just putting this away, how about if you wear Jennifer's necklace?"


  Rachel's face broke into a broad grin. "Really?" Cameron nodded, and began to undo the clasp on the necklace chain. "Why me?"


  As Cameron began to put the necklace around Rachel's neck, he answered, "Because, it's like you said, Jennifer wouldn't want me to be sad." He paused to finish closing the clasp. "And seeing you wear that makes me happy."


  Rachel looked down at the necklace, feeling the tourmaline between her fingers with the hand not holding her action figure. After a minute she looked up at Cameron, a smile on her face. "Merry Christmas, Doctor McKay," she said.


  Cameron smiled back. "Merry Christmas," he paused mid-sentence before continuing, "Merry Christmas, Lady Lawful."


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


  Author's Notes:


  A few quick notes:


  * Rodney "Rad" Baines is Dave Van Domelen's character.


  * Deedee's originally shown playing with dolls in LL&DD #8.


  * This was originally supposed to be last year's Christmas special. Then it was going to be the Christmas In July special. Now, well, it's a Christmas special again! Wooo.


  * The cover for this was actually drawn last year by Andrew Willmore: http://studiobueno.deviantart.com/art/Commission-Tis-the-Season-71466327


  Editor's Notes:


  Rad was not named Rodney Baines in the original ASH campaign. In fact, I can't remember what his secret ID was. But his *player* was named Rodney, so I made it an homage of sorts. :) His toys were shelfwarming because, as of December 1997, he'd largely been shunted aside by the growing influence of godly avatars on ASH (as pointed out in Coherent Super Stories #8) and was in a sort of semi-retirement until called back into action days before the whole thing hit the fan on July 6, 1998.


  MP3 players were not commercially available in the real world until 1998, mainly due to the RIAA blocking them. It has not been revealed exactly why MP3 players emerged earlier in the ASH Universe (since it's not purely a technological issue), but I like to think that the RIAA was revealed to be a plot by a supervillain, who was subsequently defeated. It'd make for a possible Time Capsules story were anyone interested in writing that....


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


  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


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


  LL&DD #9: "Other Family"


  The cover shows a page from a coloring book, with line art of Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer. However, there's a rip in the page between the two, and a child's hand is coloring Doctor Developer blue.


  



  [August 6, 2004 - What Was]



  Cameron McKay knew where a lot of the bodies were buried...or, perhaps more accurately, where they would be buried had they not simply vanished on that horrible day six years ago. Having worked both sides of the street, but never having been considered a big enough threat to Deal With Once And For All, he'd picked up a lot of very useful (and incriminating) information that he'd filed away in case he'd ever need it. Blackmail really wasn't his thing, but sometimes you needed the right bait to get someone into a trap, and he'd just made a habit of mentally filing away items of good bait.


  It'd taken some doing, but that bait had managed to get him a very big fish indeed. He...or one of his corporate fronts...had the contract for rebuilding Detroit. The terms were very generous, effectively giving him sole governmental authority over all municipal operations, as well as a number of things that would once have been under state or even federal jurisdiction.


  The world had nearly cracked in half. Most of the people Cameron cared about, for good or for ill, had left him behind to pick up the pieces. Sometimes he wasn't sure it was worth the bother...Jenny was gone, and what was the point of a future that he couldn't share with her and the child they'd once hoped to have?


  "Uncle Cam, I'm coloring two pictures at once!" little Sam "Spaz" Zimmerman called out from the floor of Cameron's office.


  Cameron looked down and saw that while Sam held a red crayon in his hand and diligently colored in part of Brightsword's costume in his coloring book (never mind that it was a part of the hero's costume that was supposed to be blue), a purple crayon moved of its own accord across a picture of Dragonfly.


  "So you are," Cameron smiled, hoping it was a friendly smile. He still didn't really have much of a knack with children, for all that he'd been Sam's father figure for the boy's entire life. "And it looks like you're definitely your father's son...it might be time to show you some of his old books, if your mother's okay with it."


  A small part of Cameron's mind noted that the purple crayon wasn't staying inside the lines, but he shouted that part down. The bear could dance, yes? That was enough for now.


  * * * *


  [August 6, 2004 - What Could Be]


  "You're not coloring inside the lines."


  "You think you can do better?"


  "I know I can. Let me do it."


  "Fine, but I'm going to color the grass."


  Jennifer McKay turned her head and looked across the living room. "Tom, who are you talking to?" she asked. She knew Tom...Thomas Calvin McKay...had a tendency to talk to himself, it was a trait he got from his father, but she'd never heard him arguing with himself. If he'd developed an imaginary friend, it would probably be a good idea to find out, before someone accidentally sat on said imaginary friend.


  Tom rolled and looked back at his mother. "Just talking to myself," he said. Satisfied with his answer, Tom rolled back over and resumed coloring.


  Her interests still piqued, Jennifer quietly stood up from the table. She stepped close to Tom, so she could watch him coloring. To her surprise, Tom was using both hands to color. One was holding a red crayon, carefully coloring a ball. The other was holding a green crayon, shading grass at the bottom of the page.


  * * * *


  Much later, after Tom was asleep, and Jennifer getting ready for the same, she said, "I think Tom might be ambidexterous." She was standing in front of a bureau brushing her hair. Lying a few feet from her was Cameron McKay, husband and father. He was staring at Jennifer, watching dreamily as she worked tangles from her blond locks.


  "Only sort of," Cameron mumbled, quite distracted.


  The caught Jennifer's attention. She slowly rotated herself around to look at Cameron. "I saw him using both hands to color, and he was doing a pretty good job of it. Now you say he's 'only sort of' ambidexterous," she said, "Care to go into a few more details?" Her fists were on her hips, legs slightly spread. It was a subconscious stance, but one that Cameron could read like a billboard.


  "It's not really ambidexterity," Cameron said, "rather ambidexterity is a side-effect..."


  "A side-effect of what?" Her eyes narrowed. "Spill it, Deedee."


  Cameron sighed as he shifted off the bed, onto his feet. "Okay, but it'll be easier if I show you, and for the record, this is as much Tom's fault as it is mine."


  * * * *


  Forty-five degrees perpendicular to the Big Crunch, Fleet reconfigured a section of his armor to withstand a stored entropy purge fired from the uncannon of a remnant of The Clanking Replicator. Unknown billenia passed, stars died from fuel exhaustion, but one fragment clade of The Clanking Replicator was still determined to conquer the human race...even if the only remaining human race this far out was Fleet.


  "The curse of being me," Fleet decided. His armor absorbed the blast, letting the impact of chaotic nothingness absorb a portion of his armor that broke off upon impact, keeping the rest of him safe from being nulled out.


  "Fleet, hello?" a voice crackled in a section of his consciousness he'd tasked to watch-listen for any broadcasts.


  "Dad?" part of Fleet asked, "What's up?"


  "Your mom wants to talk with you."


  Fleet slammed his fists into The Clanking Replicator's back, releasing a torrent of disruptive quantum foam from his gauntlets, an extrapolated energy burst created from the chaotic patterns of subatomic stuff that formed the universe. It was pseudorandom enough to break through any data channels within The Clanking Replicator, and ensure that it would be a while before his components were able to function in harmonious concert per normal.


  Fleet floated away from his defeated for and told himself to reply. "I'm on my way, dad. See you in a blip."


  * * * *


  "You're stalling for time," Jennifer said. She was tapping her foot. Her arms were crossed in front of her chest. Here eyes were angry.


  "You heard him," Cameron said. He nodded to the computer stack in front of him, his homebrewed supercomputer, Jennivac, named for his wife. "He said he'd be here in a blip."


  "How long is a blip?" Jennifer asked.


  "About so long," Fleet answered. He was stepping into their garage, where Cameron's computer and workbench were kept, from the kitchen door.


  Jennifer watched the man coming from her kitchen door, but she noticed it wasn't her kitchen behind him. She couldn't make out much before he closed the door, but it looked like he was coming from a long, corridor filled with doors.


  "Hey, dad" the man said. He looked at Jennifer, at least his helmet was facing her. She could only see his mouth and nose beneath the visor. "Hi, mom."


  Cameron sidled between Jennifer and the new man. "Jenny, this is Fleet...it's Thomas," he explained. "Show her, Tom."


  Fleet nodded and reached for the back of his helmet. There was a popping noise, then he started to slide the helmet off his head. "So, she knows?" Fleet asked Cameron.


  "No," Cameron shook his head. "I wanted you to tell her. You can explain it better." Cameron smiled. Fleet finished pulling his helmet off. When it was tucked under his arm, resting on his hip, he smiled as well. "You get that from her," Cameron added.


  "As much fun as I enjoy being the only person here who doesn't know a damn thing that you two are talking about," Jennifer growled, "How about someone start talking."


  "And I get my lack of concentration from you, dad," Fleet added. "Mom, it's me...Thomas...Thomas Calvin McKay. I guess I'm about six years old from your time frame, right." Jennifer nodded. "You probably just noticed that I could color with both hands, and I talk to myself."


  "The coloring, I just noticed you coloring today."


  Fleet set his helmet on the hood of Jennifer's car. Now that both arms were free, he reached out for her hands. Slowly, but certainly, she accepted his grasp. Cameron smiled absently, and walked back over to his workbench. "The first thing you've got to know, mom, is that I love you. No matter what I'm about to say here, I remember you raising me those six years. I remember your smile. I remember your voice. I remember the way you and dad used to kiss, and then you'd pick me up so I wouldn't get left out."


  "Thomas," Jennifer whispered. "It is you." Thomas, the armored man she just met as Fleet, smiled. "And your father didn't tell me he'd met you."


  Fleet's smile wavered. "That's my fault. I swore him to secrecy."


  Jennifer looked back at Cameron, who looked somewhat deflated.


  "That's the second thing," Fleet continued, "None of this is real."


  "It is real, Thomas," Cameron insisted.


  Fleet looked at Cameron. "It is real in the sense that it's matter. It's energy. Yes, by that limited definition, this is all real." He looked back at Jennifer. "But from my perspective, this world is only what might possibly have been. It's not even what could have been, and definitely not what should have been."


  "You're losing me, son," Jennifer said.


  "You're supposed to be dead," Cameron grumbled, "I'm supposed to be alone. He's never supposed to have been born."


  "Now you're scaring me," Jennifer added, "and that's saying a lot."


  "A little over six years ago, there was a cosmic event. A crash. Every person with the magene was supposed to have vanished. These last six years have been a detour, so to speak. A probability snare, like tugging at a loose loop in a sock. It's a detour, but in a very short time, the probability snare is going to pull tight.


  "The whole world will get snapped back from where I nudged it. No one will really be the wiser...it would take actually being from an outside time frame to realize the difference...and anyone who did realize the difference probably wouldn't care about a mere six years."


  Jennifer's face twisted. She understood what he was saying, but still had a hard time grasping it. "You reshaped the universe to make sure you were born before I died, since you knew I died before you were born," she said carefully.


  "I know it doesn't make a lot of sense...even I have a hard time with it...but that's about the gist of it," Fleet answered. "I only told dad first, because I needed someone here to watch me...the little guy in bed...and let me...the guy in the armor...know when my powers started to manifest, which you saw today."


  "You have powers?" Jennifer asked, forgetting everything for a moment, long enough to be a proud parent.


  Fleet nodded. "My brain works different than most. I can think in parallel because I can percieve multiple states simultaneously. When you heard me talking to myself, coloring with both crayons, that was one of the first times I did that. Two minds...seperate minds...one body. It's why I'm here today.


  "My brain works differently than most as of today, so differently that..." he paused. "It works so differently that my enemies can track it. When I first worked out this plan, I wanted let you and dad grow old together, but I found out later that as soon as my powers presented, one of my enemies began to destablize the snare. It's collapsing back faster than I'd hoped."


  "What does that mean?" Jennifer asked. She had a sinking feeling it meant something terrible.


  "It means I have to go," Fleet said, "both of me." He pointed to his chest, then he pointed in the general direction of his childhood room. Jennifer's eyes welled up with tears, but before she could refuse, Fleet spoke again, "There's nothing I can say that will make this easier for you..." he trailed off. "I still remember the day...today...when I came to take me. It was frightening to be taken by some guy in armor, but...it worked. I've saved a lot of people, mom, dad."


  Jennifer shook her head. "You can't have him," she said. It was the voice of someone on the verge of tears. After speaking, Jennifer went rigid, steeling herself. The next time she spoke, he voice was firm, harsh. "I won't let you take my son," she declared, "Even if you are my son." She backed away from Fleet, clenching her fists as she did...


  ...and walked right into the taser Cameron was holding at neck-level. Jennifer's eyes opened as wide as they could, as the charge coursed through her body. As the taser's capacitor depleted its charge and she began to relax, Cameron caught her in his arms to safely lower her to the ground.


  "Dad, I..." Fleet began, but a vengeful look, one unlike he ever thought his father could give, stopped him. "Thank you."


  "Don't thank me," he almost growled. Once Jennifer was on the ground, he stood back up to face Fleet. There were a dozen things he wanted to say to Fleet, and they ranged from wanting to tell him how proud he was a father to telling him how much he hated Fleet for ensuring he would lose his family not only in the future that could be but also the future that should be. However, when he finally spoke, it was something else entirely that came out of his mouth.


  "Save your mother," Cameron said. "When reality snaps back...when everyone with a magene is about to vanish...save her." Cameron glared at Fleet who still looked unsure. "I'm your father, and I'm telling you: save her." Fleet nodded carefully.


  "I can do that," he said.


  * * * *


  [July 6, 1998 - What Was]


  Jennifer McKay, dressed in her Lady Lawful costume, hugged her shoulders as she looked out over Chicago. She could see smoke billowing from two fires in the horizon. It was getting hard to tell whether the outbreaks were caused by the people dying en masse or people killing en masse for their gods. All Jennifer was certain of was that the world was going crazy.


  She felt a hand touch her shoulder, and a familiar, comforting voice asked, "You okay?"


  She took the hand in her hand and turned to look at Cameron. He was looking at her, his face looking concerned, a mirror of her own no doubt. She tried to smile, but she knew it fell short of reassuring. "Not really," she told him. He nodded knowingly. "We should be out there," she pointed to the fires, "Not hiding here. We're the good guys."


  "Jack's conferencing with ASH and some other teams. They want to coordinate efforts before we..."


  "Before we stop hiding?" she asked. Jennifer let out a breath and forced herself to relax. "I'm sorry Cameron." She stepped closer to him, wrapping her arms around his waist and feeling his arms around hers. "I suck at waiting. You know." She felt his head nod against the top of hers. When he stopped moving, she reached up to peck Cameron on the lips. "Come on, let's see if Jack knows anything."


  Jennifer started to move, but found that Cameron's arms were holding onto her tightly. She pushed slightly away from him, but his arms felt like lead pipes. "Cameron, come on. Let me go."


  Someone else spoke, "Sorry about that." There was a tingle, and Jennifer felt Cameron's arms flop to his side. "I had to bring him in the bubble with us, but he's unconscious, won't wake up until we're gone." By the end of the sentence, Jennifer was facing the speaker: Tymythy Twystyd. Behind him there was another man, but she couldn't remember his name.


  A beat passed, and then Twystyd said, "We need to talk."


  * * * *


  Cameron knew something was different, but he didn't have time to figure out what it was before he saw Jennifer's face. She had been crying shortly before. But she hadn't been crying a moment ago, a second ago.


  Something was wrong with time. Something was wrong with Jennifer.


  "Cameron...Deedee," she put her hands on either side of his face, so they were looking into each other's eyes, "Listen to me, I don't have long."


  Cameron stammered out half a question, "What's going..."


  "Just listen to me, I don't have time to explain," she said. "I've got to go, Cameron. Everyone with a magene has got to go. It's going to happen really soon." He wanted to ask what she meant, but she kept going. "I'm not going to be here with you, and I'm sorry about that Cameron. I'm so sorry. But you've got to be strong, as strong as I know you can be.


  "The world's going to need the remaining good guys more than ever, and you're a good guy, Cameron," her hands slid down to his shoulders as she spoke. "That's why I love you, because you're one of the best guys I know. Not just as Doctor Developer, but Cameron Dante McKay."


  "Don't go," Cameron whispered hoarsely.


  "I don't want to," she said as sob caught in her throat, "but I don't have a choice." She leaned forward and kissed Cameron on the mouth. It was a hard, passionate kiss, one he returned in earnest. She pulled away. "And neither do you. Promise me, Deedee, promise me you'll take care of Moira, take care of the world. Promise me you will."


  Cameron nodded. It was a slow nodding at first, but was soon a hard, large nodding. "I promise," he told her, "I won't let you down."


  "I know you won't," she told him, "You never do." She hugged him fiercely. "I love you, Cameron."


  "Jennifer," Cameron stammered. He wasn't sure what wanted to say, but he said what needed saying, "I love you, Jennifer." Their lips met again, and his arms wrapped around her as hard as his muscles would allow. If this was the last time he would ever see her, it wasn't going to be because he let her go without a fight. He would hold onto her with all of his might.


  But a moment later she was gone. Her sudden lack of presense caused him to stumble forward and fall. As his face his the gravel of the Four Strike's lair, he knew he should have felt something. His nerves should have registered something. However, all he could feel as he lay on the roof, too stunned to reach for the golden belt beneath him, was a widening hole forming inside his stomach.


  * * * *


  [July 6, 1998 - What Must Be]


  Jennifer wasn't sure what she expected to feel when Twystyd took her. Of all the ways she imagined he would end her life, being yanked sideways by a man in an armored space suit was not on her short list. A part of her mind wanted to fight, but the more rational part, the part that agreed to abandoning Cameron for the sake of humanity, kept her from doing anything. If this was how she was going to go, then she would meet her end with dignity and peace.


  "Sorry about that," the armored man told her. Jennifer was about to tell him how little his apologies meant, but she didn't have a chance. The was suddenly a small boy clinging to her leg, trying to climb up into her arms by pulling on her thigh. "Easy does it, kiddo," the armored man spoke again.


  "Mom, mom, mom!" the boy cried. Reflexively, acting like Lady Lawful without conscious thought, Jennifer reached to pick the boy up. Once in her arms, he clung to her neck like it was a life preserver. "I knew you'd come. I knew."


  Jennifer looked at the armored man, unsure of anything. Was she dead? Was this where Twystyd took her? Jennifer McKay would have fainted under the weight of such upheavals, but Lady Lawful refused to give in.


  "You probably have a lot of questions," the armored man said, "so let me answer your first three. My name's Fleet. His name's Tom. And you're not dead, not by a long shot."


  "I don't understand," Jennifer told him. She understood his words, but had no real idea what they meant.


  "Tymythy Twystyd and the Wanderer said they were going to make everyone with a magene vanish, seal off Earth from the Crash," Fleet said, pretty much parroting what she knew, "I have good news, better news, and bad news. The good news is, their plan worked. Humanity was saved by their actions. The better news is, as I said, you're not dead. I managed to yank you out of there along a perpendicular dimensional axis just as Twysted transported you into...wherever you would have gone. As far as everyone on Earth knows, including those two mages, you vanished with everyone else."


  Between the shock of not being dead and trying to hold Tom in her arms, nothing about dimensional axes made much sense, but Jennifer did grasp that she was not dead and that there was bad news. "What's the bad news?" she asked.


  Fleet spoke slowly, "As far as everyone on Earth knows you vanished with everyone else." He let his words sink in before contining. "You can't go back. Even after the seal cracks, letting anyone know there was a sideways out is too dangerous. If the Crash didn't happen like it did, things would be bad, bad in ways I'd need math to explain. BAD math."


  She knew she should be greatful, but somehow she couldn't muster up the ability to show it.


  "One more thing," Fleet said. He held out his hand, palm up, so that Jennifer and Tom could see as a picture appeared, floating in his hand. It took Jennifer a moment to realize the elderly man in the picture, surrounded by five other people...an older woman, two women in their teens, and three men who looked about the same age...was Cameron.


  "Dad!" Tom called out. He let go of Jennifer with one hand and reached for the picture. Fleet brought it closer so Tom was about to run his hand three the three dimensional image.


  Jennifer understood what Fleet was saying, even without words that young Tom wouldn't understand. Cameron survived. Even though she couldn't be there with him, he wasn't alone. He had a family, one that by all evidence loved him as much as she would have. Jennifer swallowed and used a hand to wipe her eyes.


  Rationally, Jennifer knew that it would take time to adjust to how off the rails her life went in the last ten minutes. She was deceased, widowed, and learned she was a mother in less time than it took to make breakfast. She would adjust, she would move on, but it would be a process.


  Irrationally, she felt the weight of hers and Cameron's son in her arms. He was a link back to Cameron, even if only a symbolic one. Rationally she had no reason to hug him close to her, but her life stopped being rational when the gods of Earth went to war. It would be a process finding a new level of normalcy, and she could think of a lot worse ways to start that process than by loving the best possible thing she and Cameron could have ever made together.


  * * * *


  [May 3, 2026 - What Is]


  Cameron rolled the ancient purple crayon back and forth in his fingers, considering it. The first spell he could remember Spaz casting had been to enchant the crayon to draw on its own. A magic crayon. Spaz had quickly moved to embrace significantly higher technology than wax on paper, but it was all still symbols, regardless of the medium.


  He stopped and set the crayon down...the paper wrapping was starting to fray. Yes, things were definitely starting to fray. He wasn't sure how much longer he could keep the lid on various secrets, the things he'd needed to do in order to do the best by the most. He'd never been one of those idealistic supervillains, who felt that it was necessary to break the law to defend the Right, but for the past few decades he'd certainly learned to sympathize with that sort of person.


  Yes, he'd kept Detroit from falling into total chaos. He'd improved the lives of the survivors quite a bit, and if the city wasn't a technocratic paradise, it was certainly a nice place to live. If he'd had to do some questionable things along the way...well, so had the Combine's government as a whole. He'd just decided not to cede authority back to them in 2008 when the rebuilding contracts ran out.


  It wasn't the world he'd have wanted to raise his and Jenny's children in, but it wasn't a horrible world, and he'd saved what he could. If Jenny hadn't gone away, maybe she'd have helped him find the strength to do things differently, more purely. But if Jenny hadn't HAD to go away, he probably wouldn't have had to do anything at all.


  Still, while Spaz, Rachel, Ralph and Scarlet weren't the children of his DNA, they were his family. And wherever she'd been sent, he hoped Jenny could see how he'd done raising them, and that she approved....


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


  Author's Notes:
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  LL&DD #10: "The Ties That Bind"


  The cover is split down the middle, both Lady Lawful and Doctor Developer are looking at themselves in a full length mirror that is echoed across the split. Lady Lawful is wearing her mask, but is otherwise in civilian clothing, including a ravishing red dress. Doctor Developer has replaced his usual lab coat with a sportscoat, and is patting at his chest as he notices the lack of a tie. On a table next to him are roses and a box of chocolates.



  



  [February 12, 1996]


  Jennifer Blair looked at herself in the mirror hanging on her closet door. Looking back at her was a blond woman wearing a low-cut red dress, lightly applied makeup, and hair that had spent just enough time in curlers that it looked, she thought, pretty cute. "You clean up pretty good, Blair," she muttered to her self, twisting to examine different parts of herself.


  It had been a while since she "cleaned up." She had to think back a couple of boyfriends to the last time she got to doll up. She started to regret counting back that far and stopped. It was Valentine's Day, and she had a date, time to focus on the present.


  She and Cameron...Doctor Developer when he was on the clock...had been going out since Christmas. It started with dinner on Christmas night, and by the New Year they were sleeping over at each other's place on a regular basis. She wasn't sure how that happened. That wasn't true, she knew how it happened, the details and actions that led to the first time they'd done...it. It was the *why* of it she was still unsure of completely.


  There were a lot of excuses she told herself: Cameron was interesting, always up to talk about something exciting; he could listen to her talk about work at the museum and intelligently comment on the technical aspects of the heroic artifacts she studied, which was more than other suitors could do. Cameron was also surprisingly honest and guileless for a regular guy, much less a supervillain, she didn't think he knew how to play relationship games, which was fine with her. He was also one of the few people who knew her as Jennifer Blair and Lady Lawful, and that certainly didn't hurt.


  Whatever the reason, she made herself move on from trying to justify their being together, they were a couple. Girlfriend and boyfriend might be pushing it a bit far, but it was something close it. Most importantly, if their time hanging out, talking about whatever came up, and the like was any indication, they seemed to be a pretty good match.


  She still wasn't sure how to tell her parents she was dating a super- villain, even if he *had* switched sides. She suppressed a snicker. Normally when a woman talked about being able to make a guy "switch sides" it meant something entirely different.


  Jennifer pushed her closet door closed and stepped over to her dresser to put on the final touches of her outfit. She picked a pair of scales-of- justice earrings out of her jewelry box. They were only costume jewelry, but Cameron always seemed to get a kick out of her taking risks and wearing the Lady Lawful symbol as Jennifer. Her final adornment was the tourmaline necklace, Cameron's Christmas gift to her.


  Satisfied with a final check of her appearance in the dresser mirror, Jennifer picked up her purse and headed out.


  * * * *


  Cameron McKay ran through a mental checklist one more time:


  1. Get reservations at classy restaurant: check.


  2. Buy a dozen roses: check. (Although, he realized now that buying them the night before might have been a bad idea. They looked a little wilted.)


  3. Buy a box of chocolates: check. (At least chocolate didn't wilt.)


  4. Dress up for fancy restaurant: check. (Much to his displeasure. Doctor Developer's costume may have included a button-up shirt and tie, but there was something about adding a sports coat to the ensemble that made the whole thing a fiasco.)


  5. Meet Jennifer at door at 6:00pm.


  That was all he had left to do. As soon as she showed up, he would give her the flowers and candy. That was what people did on Valentine's Day. At least that was the basic permutation he'd discovered from watching a dozen romance movies and discussing the subject with Software Pirate. Software Pirate offered other suggestions that exceeded the movies, but everything up to those seemed reliable.


  He just had to wait for Jennifer to show up. That had become harder than it seemed as time ticked closer to 6:00. A thousand concerns had crossed through Cameron's mind since showing up half an hour early, most of them stemming from his uncertainty as to why Jennifer had agreed to spend the evening, an evening which by all measures of popular culture seemed rather important, with him.


  It was fun working with the Four Strikes...they weren't Three since he joined...and no small part of that was thanks to Jennifer. Even before Christmas, getting to work with her was even more fun than trying to trap her. The past month, since their date on Christmas, since that first awkward kiss under the mistletoe a he paid a waitress to hold, had been the best month of his life. But he couldn't figure out why.


  Jennifer was beautiful. Jennifer was funny, smart, amazing. She was a "good guy". He'd worked out a statistical model based on the romance movies, and was pretty sure that while Jennifer was indeed most like the female leads, he was most like the people who ended up rebuffed at the climax of the films. The only problem with that model was, as far as he knew, there was no boyfriend-to-be lurking in the shadows to displace him.


  Not one that he knew of anyway.


  "Hey, Cameron!" Cameron shook himself out of his reverie and saw Jennifer getting out of her car. She waved at him as she ran across he parking lot, only slightly awkwardly due to her dress. Cameron swallowed as she stepped up on the curb.


  "Wow," he said. He couldn't stop staring at how gorgeous she looked. It wasn't something he had failed to notice before, but all of a sudden it seemed like he might have missed it before. Jennifer smiled and preened just a bit, turning to the side to show off her outfit.


  "You like it?" she asked.


  Cameron knew she was asking a question, but couldn't get his brain to work well enough to answer. Instead, he just nodded and said, "Yeah." Hearing his voice, though, triggered somthing, and he snapped back to reality. "There are for you." He handed Jennifer the flowers and candy.


  She accepted both, pausing to smell the roses. If she thought they looked at all wilted, she was nice enough not to say anything. "They're lovely, and thoughtful. Thank you, Cameron."


  "You're welcome," he replied, not really sure what else to say. The red dress was very distracting.


  There was a moment's pause as they stood on the sidewalk. Jennifer admring her boquet and Cameron admiring her. "It's six," Jennifer finally said, "Should we go on in?"


  "The reservations are for six," he fumbled, "I guess so. Oh!" Cameron stepped over and opened the door. "Allow me."


  "Ever the chivalrous chauvinist," Jennifer teased as she walked into the restaurant. "What am I going to do with you?" she asked.


  Cameron stoped himself before answering, figuring that fell into the same area beyond good taste as Software Pirate's suggestions. Instead he just said, "I guess we could eat."


  * * * *


  Dinner had gone perfectly. They talked. They laughed. It took some cajoling, but eventually Jennifer had gotten Cameron to explain how he'd built up a statistical model to figure out how a Velentine's Day date worked. It was one of those wierd, sweet things that only Cameron would do.


  Jennifer shifted beneath the sheets on her bed, which caused Cameron to mumble in his sleep. She laid still, waiting to see what he did. He mumbled a bit more, but then quieted down. She watched him sleep. Light from the outside making him just barely visible.


  "My boyfriend is a super-villain," Jennifer thought to herself, "Ex- villain anyway." It felt a little odd to think, but it felt very right as well. There may have been some doubt before, but after dinner, after Valentine's day, after a month, there was no doubt now.


  And, Jennifer decided, in fact told herself, there were no more excuses about why either. She liked Cameron, she liked him a lot, and she felt that he liked her too. Whatever she knew about him back in Detroit, that wasn't what he was now, and maybe it wasn't what he ever was.


  She risked waking Cameron up and slid an arm around his waist so she could snuggle closer. He mumbled again, then settled again. She lay her head on his shoulder, using it for a pillow. It was hard to tell in the dark, but if she squinted really hard, Jennifer could have sworn Cameron was grinning.


  Grinning herself, she closed her eyes again, letting Cameron's breathing lull her back to sleep.


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


  And now, a bonus vignette!


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


  [January 28, 1998]


  Cameron frowned. There was something wrong with his closet. Not the closet, actually, that was fine. Rather, there was a problem with the contents of his closet.


  "Where are my ties?" he asked.


  Jennifer stepped up behind him, holding up her right arm. Cameron understood immediately she was indicating the two half ties still knotted around her wrist. She still wore the makeshift shackle like a bracelet, but he could see the two frayed ends where he'd cut her loose.


  "But that's just," he paused to count, "nine. I have a lot more than that." In fact, he suspected he'd started to get a reputation at the local Wal-Mart as "that guy who keeps buying all the ties."


  "That was nine last night," she said, "And nine Saturday, and Wednesday."


  Cameron was a bit shocked. He was usually pretty good about keeping track of supplies, but some how he'd lost track of how many ties he and Jennifer had gone through. In the back of his mind, he thought it might have had something to do with Jennifer being a bit more playful lately, but he hated to place blame like that.


  "So, no tie today?" he said, his inflection turning his realization into a question. He would have to pick several up. Part of his Doctor Developer costume was a tie, it wouldn't feel right not to wear one.


  "Guess so," Jennifer said. She began picking at the knots on her wrist, but stopped after a second. "Oh, by the way, happy birthday!" She leaned forward and pecked Cameron on the cheek. After the quick kiss, she reached up and pulled a brown bag from a top shelf. Inside the box was a silver, wrapped box.


  He took the silver box from Jennifer and looked at it curiously.


  Cameron had actually forgotten it was his birthday. It wasn't a day he was used to celebrating. There had been a few years when he forgot it until someone asked his age, and he caught himself having to count how old he was.


  "Go on, open it," she told him.


  Cameron ripped into the paper, tearing it away from the box. He got hung up on a couple of pieces of tape around the edges, but soon he was lifting the lid off the flimsy cardboard.


  "Oh, hey, ties!" he cheered. He smiled a quirky grin, then looked up at Jennifer, perplexed. "How did you know?"


  Jennifer smiled slyly, patted Cameron on the chest, and winked. "It's a secret we wives are sworn to before we get married." She kissed him again, pushing the box up against his chest. "Just be careful with those," she said as she stepped out of the closet, "You're not getting any more until our anniversary."


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


  Author's Notes:


  Not being an expert on romance, I hope the above sheds some quasi- authentic logic behind LL&DD being a couple. And thanks go to "Rapfic" (author of "Eight Tiny Reindeer?") for establishing what LL&DD's first date was like. [Editor's note: no, you didn't miss anything, Rapfic's other LL&DD story is something Andy has decided to leave unpublished, part of his "background" material.]


  As for the tie story, that's one that's been knocking around the back of my head for a while. It would have been nice to be able to write it in a longer form, but I'm happy with it as it is. Suffice to say, Cameron's not the easiest person to shop for. :-D [Editor's note: On the other hand, he's one of the few guys who actually LIKES getting ties as a gift.]
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  LL&DD Special: "Pull"


  [The cover shows Doctor Developer behind the wheel of a van, looking head on through the window at him. Copy along the bottom reads, "It's 281 miles to Chicago, I've got a full tank of gas, half a stack of pancakes, it's sunny, and I'm not wearing sunglasses. Hit it."]


  



  [September 8, 1994 - Detroit, Michigan]



  Word on the street was Doctor Developer was getting ready to blow town. He had been quiet lately, hiding out after losing his minions to the rumor campaign about how he was hot for some white-cape tail. Now was the perfect time to strike, when he was least prepared to hold his ground.


  Mistah Mekanique smiled a toothy grin as he signaled for the two other wings of his assault to close in around the building to which Doctor Developer had been tailed. It was an old storefront with a pair of windows framing a slightly inset door, the perfect place to ambush from both sides. With the back exits covered, he led his own team of cyborgs toward the front door.


  They rushed forward, breaking through the front doors and windows, pushing forward toward the middle of the building, where a small room had been walled off by stacks of crates and equipment. Mistah Mekanique and his men fired several shots through the crates, hoping to hit their target before he had a chance to react. When no shots were returned, they felt confident to approach toward the opening at the front of the room.


  Inside the room there was a newly-shot-up television set, a desk with papers on it, and small cot. On the cot, covered in a bullet-holed blanket, was a lump oozing blood on the floor. Mistah Mekanique stepped toward the lump and nudged it with his foot. When the lump didn't move, Mistah Mekanique leaned forward and yanked the blanket off.


  A mannequin in a leather coat and wig rolled onto the floor. As it hit the ground, Mistah Mekanique realized there was a wire attached to the mannequin. The wire went taut, and he heard something make a twanging noise, followed up by the roar of metal doors.


  Mistah Mekanique bolted from the room just in time to see three rolling metal doors...the kind that could be found in any good garage...slam shut, closing off the front of the building. His men soon reported the same from behind the store.


  "Hello? Hello," a voice began to speak. It was none other than Doctor Developer's voice. "If you're hearing this, it means you thought I was hiding out in this building and didn't know about the tunnel, which is sealed up now, so, ah, don't bother. I imagine you'll be able to get through the doors with a little work, so in a few seconds I'm going to flood the building with a nitrous oxide mixture. That should keep you quiet for a while."


  Before anyone could make an attempt to open the doors, a hissing sound began. Following the noise upward, Mistah Mekanique and his men saw several jets of gas pouring down from the ceiling. "Sleep tight, and have fun running Detroit without me," Doctor Developer's voice said as the recording came to an end.


  * * * *


  Cameron didn't want to leave Detroit. It was where Tom was buried. It was his home. He knew all the best restaurants, all the shortcuts through alleys, and which parts store would have which components he needed no matter when. Detroit was a great place to hideout after a crime, and an even better place to prepare for your next one. And it wasn't like he had to flee town ahead of the law.


  Unfortunately, that was the problem, as far as Cameron was concerned. He didn't have to flee, which meant he had to leave. Most of the good heroes moved out of town before they became good heroes. Even the bad good guys, like that Unbeatable girl, didn't stick around long. There were guys like Mistah Mekanique that could be challenging, but Cameron McKay (Doctor Developer to such parts of the world that knew about him at all) didn't want Mistah Mekanique as an arch-nemesis.


  Cameron knew who he wanted as an arch-nemesis, and it wasn't anyone in Detroit. This insight was why he found himself packing his most important equipment...a couple of half-finished robot bodies, the rolling tool chest Tinker Tom gave him for graduation, and several notebooks of diagrams and CD envelopes...into the back of a nondescript panel van. Everything else...the tools he that could replace at his destination, Tom's car Betty Rides, some deathtrap prototypes too big to move...he left locked up in a particularly secure sanctuary, one he never took the henchmen to visit. If things worked out, he could arrange for transport later.


  With everything he was taking with him packed up and strapped down, Cameron pulled on a baseball cap and got behind the wheel of the van. He set the styrofoam container of blueberry pancakes on the passenger seat, made sure his thermos was shut tight, and double-checked his map.


  When he was absolutely sure everything was ready, he started the van.


  * * * *


  [September 14, 1994 - Chicago, Illinois]


  Almost a week after getting to Chicago, Cameron had mostly settled into the city. He still had a couple of backup apartments he was looking at, as well as a couple of self-storage sheds, but the first apartment he had taken was nice enough for the time being. Motion sensors by the windows and door kept it fairly secure, and so far no one had noticed the small robotics labroatory he had in the den.


  He was still getting used to the new city. The restaurants were different than Detroit, and none made blueberry pancakes to his liking. He was still trying to get a feel for the supply stores, which he'd made a priority since he was already running low. He was still *lying* low, which meant he had not met up with the local capes and masks scene yet, black or white. He had feelers out, but that was it.


  After a parts supplier, his top priority was locating a comic book shop. In Detroit he had a shop that always held a copy of Lady Lawful's comic for him. In Chicago he was still trying to find a store...after visiting three already...that had not sold out. Part of him knew it was something he could pick up later on, but the part that kept him going was curiosity to see how Lady Lawful was going to save herself from last month's cliffhanger. Comic writers never got her escapes right, which was half the fun of reading the comic.


  The fourth store Cameron entered was a small shop, just barely big enough to hold the box-filled tables in the middle and provide enough walk room on either side. It was almost a deathtrap already, although he could see a dozen ways to make it better. Or worse. Depended on your point of view. He managed to squeeze down the makeshift aisles well enough, though.


  "Can I help you?" the guy behind the cash register asked.


  Cameron searched the rows of comics hanging from the wall before replying. "Uh, yeah, do you have Lady Lawful?" he asked. He glanced across the store, hoping to find the issue on the other wall.


  The guy smiled. "Sure do," he answered, "If I put them up there on Wednesday, scalpers come through an buy'em all. One per customer, that's our Lady Lawful policy."


  Cameron pulled out his wallet to pay from the comic. "Yeah, makes sense," he replied. He paid for the book.


  "You're new in town, I bet," the guy said. Cameron looked up from the comic. Before he could answer, the guy continued, "anyone who lived here would know you have have to reserve a copy of Lady Lawful's book if you want it on Wednesday."


  "Or they could come here," Cameron suggested, pointing out the flaw in the guy's statement.


  "Yes, but if you lived here long enough to know that, you would have come here first," the guy answered.


  "Ah, that is true," Cameron replied after a moment of thought. He filed the observation away as an interesting bit of trivia. "Next time, I'll just come here first," he said.


  The guy behind the register smiled, "A new customer, I like you already."


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


  Author's Notes:


  This story was written for High Concept Challenge #10, "The Immigrant Experience." This was supposed to be longer. There was a scene that I wanted to write that would have kind of been Deedee's big Welcome to Chicago moment, but I got distracted by another work and ran out of time. Maybe, one day, the scene will be written, but until then, this is whatcha get. Hopefully the other work, aka LL&DD #11, will be finished soon.


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


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


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


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


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