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  #0 - New Kids In Town


  Cover shows a slightly graying Doctor Developer picking his way through ruins, his eye catching sight of a tattered doll partially crushed by rubble. Cover copy exclaims, "FORESHOCKS!"


  



  [March 15, 2014 - Los Angeles County, CA]



  The sound of children crying was not something Doctor Developer was used to hearing in a super-villain's lair. Screaming, begging, pleading, the howls of hybrid werewolves, and cackle of mad scientists were all sounds he expected to hear. Crying children, though...not so much.


  "Would you tell them to shut up?" a voice snarled. It was masculine. No discernable accent. He had the combination of tone and cadence of someone in charge, the boss.


  "I did," a second voice replied, "It didn't do no good." The second voice was masculine as well, not as deep. Still no accent. Definitely a lackey, though.


  "Then reach in there, and hit them," Boss said, as if the idea was rather obvious.


  "My hand won't fit in the cage," Lackey replied, the cringe was so strong Doctor Developer could hear it. There was a pause. "I mean, it'll fit, but I can't see who I'm swinging at, and the last time I tried..."


  "We know," a third voice spoke, "'The little gimp bit me.' Grow a pair, already." The third voice was female, even mocking Lackey that was obvious. Probably Boss's girlfriend or at least he figured she was.


  "Why don't you?" Lackey snapped back.


  "Why don't you all just *SHUT* *UP*!" Boss bellowed. It was enough to quiet the two adults and the crying children. Boss was definitely the boss.


  Doctor Developer held perfectly still, sending a message to his robotic drone, Prototype, to follow suit. There might have just been three of whoever they were, but there might have been more. Three people like Boss, Lackey, and Girlfriend weren't enough to make him very concerned. They were too old to be supers, and with only three of them they would be no match for him, his modified Pranir blaster, and Prototype. If there were more of them, though, it could get dicey.


  The children were an unknown as well. He didn't know how many there were. More importantly, he had a sneaking feeling if they were locked up in a cage, they might be more wildcards than the adults. Adults might be too old to be super, but he'd heard rumors that kids were being born with the Magene again.


  More information was required before he could really make a plan. All he really knew was that a quick, quiet exit was not an option if hostages were involved. Jennifer would never have left, which meant until she got back, he would have to stay and not leave in her place.


  He looked down at Prototype, beaming a series of commands through the wireless system in his goggles. Without saying anything more than a couple of parity checks and a "command received" ping, Prototype started moving down the hallway, toward the voices. Doctor Developer hung back a few yards, waiting until Prototype was spotted before he did anything.


  Lackey was the first to the little robot, and he replied with a whoop, followed by several rounds of gunfire. The bullets pinged harmlessly off Prototype's body as he stood impassively in the corridor, watching and relaying what he saw back to Doctor Developer.


  Through his goggles, Doctor Developer saw what Prototype saw: three people standing around a large, metallic cage that looked like it was designed for ferrying wild animals with a mind for keeping them in rather than displaying them. Doctor Developer nodded absently. If he were going to transport a super with unknown powers, and had to make do with whatever salvage he could find, that model cage would have been his first choice. The children were most definitely supers, which meant rescuing them became doubly important now.


  "I thought you said nothing in here worked," Girlfriend snapped, from her position behind the cage.


  Boss snapped back, "I did! I don't know what it is!"


  "It's mine," Doctor Developer yelled out.


  "Who's there? This is our turf, man," Boss called back, "You get out now, or else..."


  "Or else my little robot friend shoots you?" Doctor Developer asked. "Stand up. Drop your guns. Get in front of the cage, or else." It didn't take long for the trio to start complying.


  The situation was becoming disturbingly clear. The trio had some how stumbled onto the location of one of the Tinker Ten's hideouts, its camoflage holding through the end of the Second Heroic Age and the entire Third Heroic Age until being cracked by the Big One last year. They were here for the same reason Doctor Developer was: salvage. The difference was that he came to remove, hide, or destroy whatever he could find. The trio no doubt came, with the Magene-born children, to activate whatever they could find and likely establish themselves as a power within the ruins of California. Doctor Developer sighed and counted to himself:


  
    1. Save the children.


    2. Stop Boss from taking over California.


    3. Destroy the Tinker Ten's base to ensure #2 never happens again.

  


  Doctor Developer watched until he was sure the trio was all in view and not going to try anything. Once they were out, he stood up as tall as he could, tried to remember what it felt like to order his own minions around, and briskly walked toward Prototype.


  As he rounded the corner so the trio could see him, Doctor Developer began to speak, "Before you ask any questions or make any assumptions, let me ask one question: when was the last time you saw someone as old as I am with one of these," he pointed to Prototype, "or one of these?" He aimed his Pranir blaster at the floor and fired. The energy bolt burned into the metal plating, creating a small pool of glowing slag.


  "No way, man!" Lackey croaked. "No way! All you guys got..."


  "You're a super...?" Boss asked.


  "I'm a super-villain," Doctor Developer told him. Judging from the looks of the trio, they couldn't have been more than children when the supers disappeared. Hopefully they wouldn't know the difference between Violation Technology and very advanced, hybrid-alien Normal Technology. He stepped up to Boss and looked him square in the eye. "So, whose turf is this?"


  Boss held his position for several seconds, but eventually flinched.


  "Yours," he replied, his chest deflating.


  "Aw, man," Lackey whimpered.


  "Very good," Doctor Developer replied. "Very good."


  * * * *


  Running Boss and Lackey off had been done much better by Prototype than Doctor Developer; the two had been pretty keen on becoming minions to a super-villain. He was pretty sure a couple of low-yield blasts to the backs of their legs extinguished those flames of hope. Girlfriend had been a bit more persistent, and she'd seemed to pick up that he wasn't as inclined to shoot at her. She eventually followed after Boss when she was pointedly told that "Pragmatician" (the man who originally used that name was gone anyway, and wouldn't mind McKay borrowing it) preferred the company of his robots. Only when they were gone, and Prototype was standing guard by the only known entrance, did Doctor Developer begin to open the cage.


  The children had remained quiet for the most part after he'd shown up. As he picked at the lock holding them in, he could hear quiet whimpers from them. Like their captors, there were three children in the cage. He could only make out that much until he finally unlocked the door.


  He paused for a moment before opening the door. Children were never his specialty. The only one he'd ever had extended contact with was Moira's boy, Sam. He was okay with Sam, but he'd never had to deal with a Sam who had been abducted and who knows what else. Doctor Developer silently wished Jennifer was the one doing this. She was better at handling children, handling everything.


  But she wasn't here, he told himself, and until she got back, he was going to have to be here for her.


  "My name is Doc..." he stopped, and started over, pulling the door up and open as he spoke. "Kids, my name is Deedee," he said gently. As the door finished opening, the three children, two girls and one boy, huddled together, their eyes tightly closed. The cage was too small for Doctor Developer to crawl into if he was going to have to drag them out, but that probably wouldn't go very far in convincing them he wasn't going to hurt them anyway, so it wasn't really an option, tight fit or no.


  "Are you three hungry?" he asked. That question seemed to get their attention, enough that they opened their eyes to look at him. "I've got a couple of these," he reached into his jacket and pulled out a pair of candy bars, "If you want them." The three pairs of eyes in the cage looked at each other.


  He unwrapped one of the bars, and broke it in two halves. He followed suit with the second bar, but kept one half for himself. The other three halves, he slid halfway into the cage, far enough for them to reach without leaving their corner. The three kids waited until he took a bite of his half before they moved to claim their halves.


  Well, two of the kids moved. The boy, Caucasian with mop of dark brown hair, grabbed his half and began eating. One of the girls, with medium brown skin and equally medium brown hair, grabbed the other two halves. She kept one half for herself, but handed off the other half to the second girl. The second girl was very Caucasian, very pale, with deep, red hair. There was something different about her, but...


  "It's not nice to stare," the first little girl said, "just because she can't walk."


  Doctor Developer raised an eyebrow. He realized he ha been staring. "You're right," he agreed with a nod, "and I apologize. I didn't know." He paused for a second. "Did they," he pointed in the direction Boss had left, "hurt you?" he asked.


  The first girl, who seemed to be the unspoken leader of the group, which fit with her looking a couple of years older than the other two, shook her head. "It happened in the quake," she explained.


  Doctor Developer chanced another quick stare at the second girl, turning his goggle's scanners up as far as they would go. Another bit of re- appropriated Pranir technology. Their bio-scanners may have been designed for organlegging purposes, but combined with the medical diagnostic expert system in his backpack and a wireless connection between goggles and backpack they made for a handy medical scanner for fieldwork. There was definitely a paralyzing fracture in her lower back, but aside from that and a bit of malnourishment, she was as healthy as she could be. Whatever Boss and his cronies had done, they at least did it without hurting her or, after a quick scan, the other two.


  "Is your name really Deedee?" the boy asked.


  Doctor Developer shut his goggles down, and pulled them off his eyes. "It's a nickname," he explained. "My real name is Cameron." The boy seemed satisfied with that. "Do you have a name?"


  "My name's Ralph," Ralph answered.


  "Nice to meet you, Ralph," Doctor Developer replied. He looked at the two girls. "How about you two?"


  "I'm Rachel," the first girl told him. "She's Scarlet," Rachel explained, pointing to the second girl.


  "A pleasure, Rachel," he said with a nod, "Scarlet," he nodded at the second girl.


  * * * *


  From formal introductions onward, things went as well as Doctor Developer could have hoped. The kids had come out of the cage after a few more minutes of talking, and even Prototype's return didn't seem to scare them. That was a particular godsend, because after a few quick modifications to a wheelchair from the Tinker Ten's infirmary, Prototype became both Scarlet's mode of transportation and babysitter, while Doctor Developer went through ruining any possible chances for someone to use any leftover super-tech left in the base.


  He ultimately chose not destroy the base itself. It was still structurally sound, and structurally sound buildings were in short supply and high demand in California that year. After transmitting the location and status to his connections within the Combine government, Doctor Developer corralled Prototype and the kids into his transport, a not-so-fancy MI-24 helicopter he'd modified to run off of a power pack of his own design...not as efficient as super-tech, but better than fossil fuels.


  Even finding the kids' parents went better than he could have hoped. Once Rachel got accustomed to seeing things from the air, she was able to guide him back to the small shantytown where she and Scarlet and Ralph had been abducted. It wasn't until he actually met the thankful parents that complications set in.


  "Please take them away from here?" Scarlet's mother asked. She managed to keep her voice from cracking as she sent Scarlet away to show off how she could ride around atop Prototype.


  "Excuse me?" Doctor Developer asked.


  Another adult, who could have been Rachel's father agreed. "Those three...we don't know how or why...have something that no one thought think we'd ever see again. Cragstone's gang," probably Boss and the others, "hasn't been the first to try and get them, and they won't be the last. As much as we love them, we can't protect them."


  "And heaven only knows what would happen if someone made use of them," someone else interjected.


  "I can't...I mean..." he hedged, "You're asking me to take them half a continent away from you." That didn't seem to change their minds.


  "Please," Scarlet's mother pleaded, "It's not safe here for my girl. Please."


  He probably could have changed their minds. There were rumors that the Combine had a solution in mind for the new generation of supernormals, even if these people didn't seem to believe it would happen soon enough. Plus, he was a super-villain. Technically, he could have explained, they were asking him permission to make their worst fear come true.


  "You're no 'villain,'" he heard Jennifer's familiar voice echo.


  Doctor Developer nodded. There was no other choice.


  "Okay," he said, "I've got a safe place for them to stay." Maybe Moira could offer some suggestions for raising super-powered kids. "I'll get the copter set up for the trip. Just bring them when you're ready."


  * * * *


  [March 15, 2014 - Detroit, Michigan]


  Several hundred miles and innumerable shed tears after leaving California, Doctor Developer eased his helicopter onto the landing pad atop the building that housed his lair, late of being The Four Strikes' base of operations. None of the three children wanted to leave their home, and none had been too concerned letting him know about it. Even though Scarlet was the only one with a surviving parent...a parent who had declined to come along with them...the children knew where home was.


  They also knew they were being taken from it.


  "Where are we?" Rachel called out from the back end of the helicopter. The three children were strapped in as well as pre-teens could be strapped into seats designed for fully equipped, adult soldiers.


  Doctor Developer awkwardly climbed over his seat, moving into the cargo area with the children and Prototype. Only when his feet were back on solid plating and his coat was safe from being hung up on any controls did he begin to answer. "We're home," he said simply. "My home...and yours now," he explained. The answer didn't seem to satisfy Rachel. "We're in Detroit," he continued.


  "I want to go to my real home," Scarlet half-moaned and half-grumbled.


  Before Doctor Developer could begin phrasing the argument for uprooting the kids, something began banging on the outside of the helicopter. It started on one side, causing the four humans inside the hull to jump, and moved to the opposite side stopping just short of the hatch. After another moment, the banging picked up again, followed by a muffled voice from outside.


  The voice shouted, "Open the door!"


  "Oh," Doctor Developer exclaimed, "Right."


  * * * *


  By the time Moira Zimmerman stepped into the hanger bay where Doctor Developer, Cameron to her, stored his helicopter, her son Samuel was banging on the exterior of the hull. When he let out a loud cry, "Open the door!" Moira shook her head. To say she'd raised Sam on her own would have been an injustice toward Cameron's presence over the years. However, sometimes she couldn't help but wonder if Sam's grasp of etiquette might have been stronger without an ex-Mad Scientist acting as an impromptu father figure.


  "Samuel Patrick Zimmerman!" Moira scolded.


  Sam spun around just as she walked up behind him, looking ashamed. "Sorry, mom," he apologized. His shame only lasted a moment as it gave way to excitement. "But you know how Cam...Mister...uh...Doctor McKay is. He'd be in there all day if I didn't remind him to come out."


  Moira let out a small sigh. Sam might have been right, but any answer she might have voiced was stifled the moment the helicopter door opened. The hydraulics within the door let out a small hiss as its bottom half dropped down to the ground and the top half lifted upwards. When the door was fully opened, Moira could see the surprise Cameron had been hesitant to describe over the radio.


  "Moira," Cameron said stepping aside so she could see the three kids, "surprise!"


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


  Next Issue:


  By now you probably know who Doctor Developer is, however the next generation of Detroit's heroes are an unknown factor. What are their powers? What are their code names? Why is this book called The Reverse Engineers? See how Sam, Rachel, Scarlet, Ralph and the others grew up as the world recovered and grew into the familiar one of 2026.


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


  Author's Notes:


  Not much to say this time. A quick note, if it wasn't obvious before: Sam doesn't call Cameron by any formal name unless his mother's around. It's tough trying to raise a kid with a Mad Scientist in the house. Christmases are interesting, though. Oh, yes.


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


  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/ !


  ============================================================================ Author: Andy Burton


  #1 - The Kid's All Right


  The cover shows a graying Doctor Developer hunched over his workbench, examining some piece of technology. To his right, a dark-haired little girl seems to be on the verge of tears as he ignores her. To his left, a ghostly image of Lady Lawful wears a sad expression, but because of her mask it's impossible to tell if she's looking at Doctor Developer or at the little girl.


  



  [August 4, 2016 - Detroit, Michigan Sector]



  Moira Zimmerman knew she was smart. She'd graduated from her college with honors, and she knew Object Pascal inside-and-out. Given a decent computer, enough coffee, and a reasonable deadline, she could program any kind of application you could ask her to write. Back, before the Crash, she'd been the lead engineer an several projects, designing software to run atop numerous platforms, some that obeyed the lays of physics and some that didn't.


  However, when Cameron McKay, the semi-reformed villain Doctor Developer, someone she thought of as being as close as family, cut loose, she knew the most she could offer to the conversation was her attention. For the first few years after the Crash, it wasn't as bad. It had taken a while for him to grieve for Jennifer, his wife, so for a while he didn't cut loose at all. Sometime around the third year, though, he began explaining his projects. For a few years, that meant nodding, Mm-hm'ing, and asking questions. Then something both unexpected and remarkable happened: *Sam* began asking questions.


  Samuel Patrick Zimmerman, or Spaz as she liked to call him, would ask a question, and Cameron would answer without missing a beat. Moira was never sure how much Spaz really understood during those first times, but over the years she realized her son had some how slipped into the role of Apprentice Mad Scientist. His and Cameron's discussion would often lead to them disappearing into the workshop for hours, only to come out with some new invention that they'd put together.


  With society still rebuilding, it wasn't like Spaz was missing school when he and Cameron worked together. In fact, Moira couldn't really imagine a better curriculum for a child conceived before the Crash but born into the middle of it. Mad Science, as it were, taught Spaz fundamentals like reading, writing, and math. It often branched off into history lessons, with Cameron explaining who people like Isaac Newton and Nikolai Tesla were, as well as political lessons, with Cameron explaining how to manipulate city governments with doomsday weapons...something that Moira made a point to counter at the end of the day.


  By the time 2014 rolled around, and Cameron brought Rachel, Ralph, and Scarlet back from the ruins of California [T.R.E. #0 - Ed.], he'd done such a good job mentoring Spaz that the apprentice, in many ways, became a master in his own right. Both Ralph and Scarlet were young enough, bright enough, or some combination of the two, that when Spaz would demonstrate one of his own creations, their questions would lead down a familiar path, sometimes even luring Cameron in to it. At that point all four would engage a bit of impromptu Recent Historical Reenactment, and they disappear into their own world.


  Moira couldn't help but enjoy watching the majority of her adhoc family during their collective fugue states. Partly she felt a bit at peace knowing, despite the loss of Will, her husband and Spaz's father, that her son did have a figure who was everything a father should be helping him grow. She also enjoyed watching Spaz in those moments, because he reminded her of both Will and herself. As a mage Will had had his own language as well as his own projects that he worked on when inspiration struck, just like she had her work. Knowing that the apple didn't fall from the tree always gave Moira a feeling of contentment.


  Seeing Ralph and Scarlet assimilating did her good as well. She had worried, when they first arrived, that being orphaned and displaced might negatively affect them. However, between Cameron's unorthodox ways of parenting, Spaz readily accepting them as his siblings and students, and (Moira liked to think) her own stabilizing ability to deal with children (and adults) who were as happy making real robots as most kids were playing with toy robots. The only one she really worried about was Rachel.


  Rachel Torres, the oldest of hers and Cameron's three foster children, didn't have a knack for the super-sciences, although not for lack of trying. She had the Magene that let her operate super-technology, but she lacked either the true interest or the mad spark that her other three "siblings" seemed to have. Most of the time it didn't bother her. Rachel seemed content either playing on her own or keeping Moira company. Other times, though, Moira could see how much Rachel wanted to be part of the group.


  It was made worse by the fact that Rachel seemed to think of herself as something of a sidekick to Cameron. Sometimes when Cameron was working alone, Moira would catch Rachel slipping into his lab. Once there, she would sit quietly until Cameron asked for a tool, at which point Rachel assumed the role of nurse to Cameron's doctor. Unfortunately this dynamic only seemed to work when the other three were otherwise involved in their own projects. As soon as one of the other kids entered the lab, the same scenario would play out...a scenario that made Moira want to kick Cameron in the head, if she thought he were capable to understanding her message.


  When presented with the choice of working with one of his prodigies or with Rachel, Cameron always seemed to forget Rachel was even around, and in the end Rachel would storm out either furious or in tears. On one of the occasions Rachel left in tears, Moira followed after her. She had half a mind to yell at Cameron along the way, but seeing him with the others, who were showing off some new gadget, she decided to wait. At some point, if Cameron's head stayed as thick as it was, it would be up to the others to include Rachel, but she wanted to try and make Cameron be the adult first.


  When Moira caught up to Rachel, she was already curled up on her bed, sniffling. As Moira stepped into Rachel's room, the girl said matter-of- factly, "Doctor McKay doesn't like me." It caught Moira off guard, but before she could reply, Rachel continued, "I'm not smart enough for him to like me."


  At first Moira didn't reply. Instead, she sat on the edge of Rachel's bed and stroked the girl's dark hair. She wasn't sure exactly what to say. Until she could confront Cameron about it, she wasn't sure what she should say. Ultimately, though, she knew she had to say something.


  "Did you know that Cameron...Doctor McKay...used to be a bad guy?" Moira asked.


  That caught Rachel's attention. "Really?"


  Moira nodded. "He used to rob banks and build traps, all kinds of nasty things."


  "Why doesn't he do it any more?" Rachel asked. She slowly sat up, which gave Moira enough room to slide back onto the bed.


  "He met a really nice lady, and she convinced him to be a good guy."


  "Was it you?" Rachel asked.


  "Oh, no, not me," Moira replied, "I was married to Spaz's father, William." Rachel nodded, remembering the stories Moira had shared as a way to keep William's memory alive for Spaz. "Cameron's wife's name was Jennifer, she was the one who got him to be a good guy and who asked him to watch out for me and Spaz."


  "I bet he let her help him when he was working on something," Rachel said dejectedly.


  "You'd think that," Moira replied, shaking her head, "but he didn't. They got into a big fight once. He used one of his traps on her, trying to run her out of the lab." At this Rachel's eyes grew wide. "But they eventually made up. Just because Cameron is kind of a jerk when he's working, it doesn't mean he doesn't like you."


  * * * *


  "I don't like her, Moira," Cameron whispered.


  It was after the kids had all gone to sleep that Cameron had come out of his lab and sat down with Moira. Ever since Spaz was little, they'd fallen into the habit of grabbing some "adult time" after the boy was in bed. It was usually only a few minutes. They would share a pot of coffee, discuss the events of the day, and for a short period of time, both act like adults: no children, no mad science, and no end of the world.


  Whether Cameron had been eavesdropping or was finally fed up with Rachel, he picked that evening to get his feelings off his chest. His admission stung worse than Moira ever imagined it would.


  "You can't mean that, Cameron," she countered. "You get along great with Spaz and the others, I refuse to accept that."


  "You can refuse it all you want," Cameron replied, "but that doesn't change how I feel." He stared at his mug silently for a minute. "I think it might be best for everyone here if I talked to some of my contacts and looked into getting her transferred into the Academy. Her Tesla ratings are high enough that I'm sure..."


  "Cameron Dante McKay, look at me!" Moira snapped. Cameron's head jerked up for a moment, just long enough to make eye contact with Moira, and then he turned away. "Any other time, I'd put up with your Mad Scientist, Hurt Wolf routine, but not now. Not when we're talking about a child's life. If you want to send her away, you best have a damn good explanation."


  For a moment, Moira expected Cameron to walk away. The few times she'd raised her voice to him in the past, that's what he'd done. Walked away, spent a week playing hermit, but eventually he would come back and they'd reach some compromise. It was a surprise when she heard him quietly say:


  "She reminds me of Jennifer." He was quiet for a minute before continuing. "Her Tesla Index profile is almost an exact copy of Jennifer's. She's always hanging around me in the lab, like Jennifer. I can't..."


  He broke off. "I can't be around her."


  For a minute Moira was silent. She knew what she needed to say, for both Rachel and Cameron's sake. However, it didn't make saying it any easier. Moira steeled herself as she spoke, "Do you think Jennifer would want you to send her away?"


  Once again Cameron's eyes jerked up so that he was looking into Moira's own. This time he didn't immediately look away, which gave Moira time to fix him with a knowing stare. Cameron eventually broke away, drained his coffee cup, and stormed away.


  Moira sighed as she watched him vanish into the shadows of the ex-lair they now called home. She hated invoking Jennifer's name in such a way, if for no other reason than out of respect for the departed, but sometimes her appropriated "WWJenD" framework was the only thing that could penetrate Cameron's combination of grief, stubbornness, and maladjusted social skills. She just hoped it would work this time.


  * * * *


  [August 5, 2016 - Detroit, Michigan Sector]


  Moira made a point of keeping close to Rachel the next morning. Cameron wasn't sure if that was because of what he did...or maybe failed to do...to Rachel the day before or what he said the Moira the night before. Whatever it was, whenever he tried to talk to Rachel, somehow Moira was always around to hustle her away. Cameron grudgingly admitted it was a fair reaction, maybe Moira thought with enough time his mind would change. Whatever her plan was, he needed to talk to Rachel, and if that meant talking with Moira as well...so be it.


  Cameron shuffled toward the kitchen, in no real hurry to actually arrive. Just as he reached what he and Moira had designated years ago as the kitchen area, which was really just the area where he'd installed several kitchen appliances and counters back after their move from Chicago, Moira greeted him.


  "Hello, Cameron. Out for a stroll?" Her voice wasn't precisely warm and welcoming, but it wasn't angry. Rachel on the other hand didn't even speak, she refused to look up from the table at him. If Moira hadn't already been sitting next to Rachel at the table, he was pretty sure she would have sat down next to the girl at that moment to emphasize her protective stance. Since she *was* already sitting, Moira simply reached out and squeezed Rachel's shoulder.


  "Uh, actually, yes...and no," Cameron replied. "I actually wanted to talk to Rachel...if that's okay." He looked at Rachel, who in turn looked at Moira.


  "It's up to you, Rachel," Moira told the girl. She looked up at Cameron, who tried to smile reassuringly. "I don't think it could hurt, though." After a moment, Rachel slowly looked up at Cameron.


  "Rachel, I...." He stopped and pulled out an empty chair from the table, so he was sitting next to Rachel and across from Moira. "Rachel, I need to apologize to you. I...have been kind of rude to you lately, and there's no excuse for it." He paused for a minute, heaved a sigh, and continued, "You remind me of someone I used to...that I still care about, Rachel, and it's hard thinking about her now that she's gone."


  "You mean Jennifer?" Rachel asked.


  Cameron nodded. "But Moira told me something last night that made me realize that however you may remind me of Jennifer, you're not her...and if she caught me being rude to you because of that, she'd be mad at me."


  He looked over at Moira, who seemed to be paying attention, but kept a neutral expression. "So, I'm sorry if I've been rude to you."


  For a moment, the three fell into silence, which was only broken when Moira nudged Rachel's shoulder. "And what do you say to someone who apologizes, Rachel?"


  Rachel thought for a minute before answering, "It's okay." Rachel looked up at Cameron for a minute before adding, "I'm sorry you miss Jennifer. I miss my parents too." Cameron thought he saw tears welling up in Rachel's eyes, but she wiped them away before they managed to leak out.


  "When I was thinking about Jennifer last night," Cameron continued, pausing to figure how best to say what he needed to say next, "I got to thinking about you, and how if Jennifer were still around, I think...I know she'd like you, Rachel. She always thought it'd be nice to have a daughter." Something about the suggestion seemed to catch Rachel's attention, and she looked raptly at Cameron.


  "I was thinking," he continued, "you're not ever going to replace Jennifer for me, and I'm never going to replace your parents for you, but what if we worked on figuring out something new. I can kind of be like your dad, and you can kind of be like the daughter Jennifer wanted us to have. Do you think we could make that work?"


  Rachel nodded slowly. "Yes."


  Moira chimed in, smiling at Cameron, "That sounds rather nice, Cameron."


  "Thanks," he said just a bit too quickly, "but that's not quite all I wanted to ask Rachel." Cameron reached into his coat, fishing around one of the deep, inside pockets. "If Jennifer had a daughter," he said, "she would have wanted her to have something of hers, and since you're going to kind of be like that, I wanted you to have it."


  Cameron pulled the golden Enhancement Belt out of his coat, and offered it to Rachel. Rachel extended her hand, accepting the belt from him. As Cameron released it, the belt slowly shimmered in Rachel's hands. "I think it likes you," he said. Rachel smiled at the belt, almost giving off her own glow.


  Without any prompting, Rachel hopped out of her chair and wrapped the belt around her waist. The belt was several sizes too large for Rachel's frame, but she managed to angle it so it wouldn't fall down as she admired how it looked on her. "Does this mean I get to be...?" she trailed off, not knowing Jennifer's heroic name.


  "Lady Lawful," Moira told her.


  "Lady Lawful, the third, actually," Cameron interjected. "Jennifer's mother was the first Lady Lawful. Jennifer was Lady Lawful, the second."


  "Lady Lawful, the third," Rachel said to herself, rolling the name off her tongue. "Would it be okay if I left off that last part? It's easier to say that way."


  "I think that'll be okay, Rachel," Moira said. "Jennifer didn't use 'the second' very often either." Rachel turned around, trying to watch the belt spin as she did. "You know, Cameron, you may want to adjust that belt a little, before 'Lady Lawful' here trips over herself.


  "That's probably a good idea," Cameron agreed. "Want to go to my lab and fix it, Rachel?" He stood up from his chair. "And when we're done, if you want to hang around, we can work on some of those upgrades to Prototype you were helping me with yesterday."


  Rachel stood at attention and threw a salute to Cameron. After he waved her at ease, the two of them headed for his lab. Rachel lead the way, keeping at least one hand on her belt at all times. As they walked away, Cameron looked back at Moira and caught her beaming at him, smiling from ear-to-ear.


  He knew she was right making him ask how Jennifer would have handled Rachel, and while he wasn't absolutely sure this was what Jennifer would have done in his place, as he watched Rachel grin up at him, he decided it was what she would have wanted him to do.


  * * * *


  [May 10, 2026 - Detroit, Michigan Sector]


  "Rachel," Spaz 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."


  Rachel shook her head. "You're wrong, Spaz," she said. Without waiting for any approval, she grabbed the handle and let herself into the small observation room. Even before she saw Doctor McKay's shaking form, she heard him crying. He was still sitting in one of the first row chairs, right next to the window, but if he curled any far forward, Rachel worried he might pitch himself onto the floor.


  Rachel had played the roles both of Lady Lawful and of Doctor McKay's sidekick for almost five years. In that time she'd known Doctor McKay to mourn for Jennifer, and every once in a while he would shed a tear for her. She had never seen him bawling like he was now, shaking and snorting as if he were in physical pain. It was a sight that stunned her into stillness. After a moment, when she'd collected herself, it became a sight that drove her to walk across the room and lay a hand on his back.


  Doctor McKay looked up at Rachel when she made contact. "Rachel," he managed to say between snuffles, "I just need to be alone. I knew she went forward, but she never told us what she saw...I never...I didn't think I'd lose her ag...again." That was all he managed to say before breaking down in tears. Rachel didn't wait for any prompting before she hopped over the back of the seats and sat down next to Doctor McKay, wrapping an arm around him.


  She wasn't sure what she should say. She didn't want to offer any false platitudes like "It will all be okay." She knew as well as Doctor McKay that he was sending Jennifer back to a certain death. That was the hardest part, and she knew it. From the moment they detected Jennifer and her belt in Chicago [LL&DD #4 - Ed.], she knew Doctor McKay was trying to work some angle, any angle, to save her. Rachel's offer to go back in her place had been the only plan he dismissed without even considering.


  After hours of the most intense thinking she'd ever witnessed, Rachel had been present when Doctor McKay gave up hope. He hadn't broken down, like his current state, but she saw the look of hopelessness in his eyes when it came down to a choice between a few minutes with Jennifer and no time at all. Somehow he'd managed to get through their reunion, but whatever strength had fueled him during that meeting was now gone.


  When nothing came to Rachel after several minutes of trying to think of some comforting words, she leaned into Doctor McKay and squeezed him as tight as she safely could. "I know I can't replace Jennifer, Doctor McKay, but..." she stopped, trying to decide how to finish her statement, "but I wish I could."


  That much was true. She didn't know how to say in a way that didn't feel like an empty gesture...because she knew it was an empty gesture...but she knew that given the option of exchanging Jennifer's life with her own...it would only begin to repay Doctor McKay for everything he'd done for her and Ralph and Scarlet.


  Slowly, Doctor McKay's crying slowed. He sat back up, moving his arm closest to Rachel so that her hand ended up between his. Once he was up, she could see that despite his red eyes and tear-stained cheeks, he was smiling. "You know, even if we had let you take her place, she would have refused it." Doctor McKay sniffled. "She'd have said something like she had to go back, and you needed to stay here...probably to make sure I stayed out of trouble.


  "I know you meant it Rachel. It's hard losing Jennifer twice, but...I had my time with her." Doctor McKay took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He squeezed Rachel's hand, and she squeezed back. "Now it's time for something different. We can't replace the one's we lost..."


  "But we can be something new," Rachel finished. Rachel leaned over and rested her head on Doctor McKay's shoulder. For a while the two sat quietly. After a time, when Doctor McKay finished sniffling and she felt him squeeze her hand again, Rachel asked, "What was Jennifer like? I mean...I'd love to hear about her, the two of you."


  Doctor McKay nodded. "From the beginning?" he asked.


  "Please."


  "The first time I met Jennifer, I was still working here in Detroit. She'd followed me to an abandoned warehouse, where I'd laid a trap for her...."


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


  Next Issue:


  Okay, so now you've seen Moira, Rachel and the older Doctor Developer growing up and growing old, but what about the other half of this little post-nuclear family? In The Reverse Engineers #2, "Forbidden Foo," it's time for Spaz, Scarlet and Ralph to get some of the limelight!


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


  Author's Note:


  Augh. Too much angst! Sorry 'bout that folks. This piece is kind of a bridge, pulling together the Doctor Developer that was and the Doctor Developer that needed to be. Now that it's done, hopefully T.R.E. can begin its way down the road toward hedonistic techophoria as we see what became of Detroit under the guiding hand of Doctor Developer.


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


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


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


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


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


  #2 - Forbidden Foo


  Cover shows a clean-cut man in the grip of two Chinese men wearing martial arts robes. The view is over the shoulder of a figure in mandarin's robes, who is crooking an imperious taloned finger at the clean-cut man, who is cringing in terror. The mandarin is saying, "Send him to...DETROIT!"


  



  Spaz...Samuel Patrick Zimmerman, when his mother was irritated...had a lot of good memories of his family. There were memories of his mom and himself. Those were memories of them playing when he was younger, the two of them talking about his late father, and many more than he could count. There also the memories of him and Scarlet, Harold, and every once in a while Rachel. The time they'd gotten into trouble, discovered something new, and often somehow combined the two experiences into one.



  Then there were his memories of Doctor McKay.


  Spaz had grown up with Doctor McKay. Lived in the same compound as him. Learned almost everything he knew about science, magic, and being a good guy from him. In many ways, Doctor McKay was a surrogate father for him; he certainly thought of Doctor McKay in that way. However, the really good memories he had of Doctor McKay were few and far between. The ones he had, though...those were *memories*.


  His favorite memory of being with Doctor McKay was the first time he'd ever cast a spell...cast one successfully, anyway. There had been personal experiments, laboratory tricks, and even a failed attempt or two. However, that morning...it was a Saturday...had been the day when Spaz realized that he could follow in his father's footsteps, and more importantly, Doctor McKay would be there to help him.


  * * * *


  [October 4, 2008 - Detroit, MI]


  "Sam," a voice whispered.


  Spaz slowly opened his eyes. His room was still dark. There were no windows in his room, but if it were morning, light from the hallway would have illuminated his room more than it was currently. The voice whispered again, this time accompanied by a touch to his shoulder.


  "Sam," it called.


  Spaz replied groggily, "What?"


  "You want to go do a spell?" the voice asked. This caught Spaz's attention, and instantly the sleepiness flushed from his body, replaced by eager readiness. In the moments it took his to sit up and throw the covers off, he realized the person speaking to him was Doctor McKay, who was already dressed in his usual coat and tie outfit.


  Spaz was about to cheer when he heard a sharp hissing from Doctor McKay. "Don't!" he hissed, "You'll wake up your mother." Spaz nodded.


  "Go on, get dressed. I'm going to get things ready in the garage." With that, Doctor McKay exited the room, picked a direction, and disappeared past the doorframe.


  In a heart beat Spaz was out of bed, stripping out of his nightclothes and into daywear. He went with a long-sleeved shirt, thick pants, and whatever tennis shoes he could lay hands on first. Once dressed he took stock of his room, looking for his backpack, which was sitting at the foot of his bed.


  His backpack contained his wizardly tools; at least that's what Doctor McKay called them. They were: a laptop he and Doctor McKay built together, a pocket knife, an old Pascal programming book from his mother, a flashlight, spare Ever-Charged batteries Doctor McKay taught him to make from one of his father's older spells, and a handful of CD-ROM's filled with software and technical archives. It wasn't very wizardly in the way wizards from stories were...they tended to use potions and wands...but both Doctor McKay and his mother, Moira Zimmerman, agreed that it was a good start as far as wizards bags went.


  Spaz slipped the backpack around him, and put his arms through the straps. It was a bit heavy for his nine-year-old frame, but he soon found his balance. Once he was balanced, Spaz headed out of his room, toward the garage.


  He knew the way from his room to the garage by heart. He knew the way from just about anywhere in the compound to anywhere else in the compound by heart. There were hiding places in the mostly-underground building that he wasn't even sure his mother or Doctor McKay knew about.


  It had been his home for as long as he could remember.


  To get to the garage, Spaz knew you went down the hall from his room, past his mother's room, up the stairs to the family-room-slash-kitchen and across to the heavy metal door that opened into the stairway that led up to the garage. There was an elevator that could take you to any of the four floors in the compound...bottom floor, living quarters; next floor up, family-room-and-more; next floor up, the garage and Doctor McKay's laboratory; and the top floor, the hanger bay...but Spaz knew it made too much noise to use if he didn't want to wake up his mother.


  Up the stairs he went, trying not to make any more noise than a mouse might, or at least Prototype. Doctor McKay's robot didn't come downstairs very often, but it happened enough that both Spaz and his mother learned to sleep through the robot's clunking. Still there was no need to tempt fate, so until Spaz reached the kitchen he tread as lightly as he could. Once he was in the family-room-and-kitchen, it was a different story. Spaz put on as much speed as he could, running across the kitchen and then up into the garage.


  He was panting a bit when he reached the garage, unaccustomed to carrying his backpack as he ran up steps, but he still managed to let out a gasp when he saw Doctor McKay sitting in the driver's seat of his hot rod, Betty Rides. Spaz almost staggered as he reached the side of the car. Doctor McKay never drove the light blue convertible; in fact, the only time Spaz ever saw it as something more than a car shaped lump of tarp was when Doctor McKay was polishing it.


  "You're going to drive that?" Spaz asked.


  "Unless you want to?" Doctor McKay replied.


  Spaz's eyes goggled. "I can drive?" his voice was filled with disbelief and amazement.


  Doctor McKay thought for a moment, and not in the way Spaz knew his mother pretended to think sometimes when he knew her answer was a "no." Doctor McKay seemed to be considering it. "How about on the way back," he offered. Spaz was about to reply, but was interrupted as Doctor McKay continued. "You don't know where we're going, but if you ride and watch, you will know how to drive back."


  It made sense. "Okay," Spaz relented. The passenger door opened, and Spaz ran around to climb inside the car, sliding his backpack off and setting on the seat between him and Doctor McKay as he did. Once he was in and buckled, he looked over to Doctor McKay. "On the way home, right?"


  "On the way home," Doctor McKay agreed. He looked at Spaz, before adding, "But I have to work the pedals, okay?"


  That was good enough for him. Spaz nodded, offered thumbs up, and cheered, "Okay!"


  * * * *


  Their ultimate destination turned out to be an empty lot on the outskirts of town. As far as Spaz could remember, it was the farthest from home he had ever been. It was much farther than he ever walked with his mother or Doctor McKay.


  "What are we going to do?" Spaz asked as Doctor McKay cut the engine. He waited until Doctor McKay began to unbuckle before following suit. Only when Doctor McKay stepped out of the car did Spaz follow.


  "I need your help to cast a spell," Doctor McKay answered. "Don't forget your bag," Doctor McKay said before Spaz pushed his door shut.


  "Oh, right!" As Spaz was grabbing his backpack, Doctor McKay pulled a small, handheld computer from his pocket. He intently stared at the screen for a moment, using his finger to tap at various times. "What kind of spell?" Spaz asked. "I've been working on a couple of ideas. I've just about finished a program that'll let me levitate."


  "Actually," Doctor McKay said as he looked up from his computer, "I want to work on a force field around the city." Spaz walked around to back of the car, where Doctor McKay was waiting for him. The sun was just coming over the horizon, but it gave off enough light that they could both navigate.


  "A force field?" Spaz asked. He knew the idea behind force fields. Doctor McKay actually had one in his lab, and it was really fun to play with. When it was charged up, you could throw anything at the field, and it would bounce off as the field flared up. Spaz tried to imagine what a force field the size of the city would look like, as well as wondering how much you could throw against the field.


  Doctor McKay rubbed his chin. "Maybe not a force field, because we'll still be able to pass through it." Doctor McKay leaned against the trunk of Betty Rides, sliding himself back so he was sitting on the trunk lid. "Come on up. Give me your bag."


  Spaz slid his backpack off his shoulder and handed it up to Doctor McKay. Then he climbed up on the trunk, using the bumper and tailfin as a ladder.


  An hour passed as Spaz and Doctor McKay sat on Betty Rides' trunk and discussed the magic spell he wanted Spaz to cast. Their discussion moved from the spell towards the subject of circles. Doctor McKay talked about how it was possible to use math to create a perfect circle.


  As Spaz asked questions, the discussion moved toward demonstration, with Doctor McKay pulling Spaz's laptop from the backpack, and showing him how to write a program that drew circles.


  That was when Spaz's attention truly caught on to the idea. He took the laptop from Doctor McKay, studied the program, and rewrote his own. It was a bit buggy, but with suggestions from Doctor McKay, it soon worked just as well. From circles they went on to discuss spheres, and from mere discussions, they went on to program a few of their own.


  "That's how you're going to put up the force field," Doctor McKay explained.


  "By writing a program?" Spaz asked.


  "Remember that day in the lab when we wrote a program that made lightning shoot out of your laptop?" Doctor McKay asked. Spaz remembered it, mostly because he and Doctor McKay had gotten a particularly icy look from his mother when they almost started a fire. Spaz nodded. "I've got Prototype and Experiment following the path of a huge circle around the city, with some pontoons on Experiment for the water parts, making sure my calculations were right. Once they get here, we'll combine the lightning program with your sphere program and an invisibility spell of your dad's...."


  "One of dad's spells?" Spaz asked, his eyes brightening.


  Doctor McKay nodded as he pulled a piece of paper from his pocket, handing it to Spaz. "It's a spell of his that makes whatever it gets put on hard to look at...functional invisibility. We can write a program that will put a field up around the city, with this spell built-in, and no one will want to come here and bother us."


  Spaz stared at the spell in his hands. Part of his was listening to Doctor McKay, but the majority of his attention was on the paper that held one spell created by his father, William Zimmerman, a man he only knew from his mother's stories. As he absorbed all that he could from the paper, memorizing the words, the shape of the handwriting, and the feel of the paper...something clicked.


  "That would be better than a force field," Spaz said, mostly to himself. He grinned and looked up at Doctor McKay, who was smiling back him in a way that Spaz almost thought looked proud. "Because a force field would take a lot of energy to keep people out, but this," he held up the paper, "makes them go away under their own power."


  "Want to get started?" Doctor McKay asked, "I can show how we can speed up your sphere drawing program if you like." Spaz nodded, passing the laptop back to Doctor McKay.


  * * * *


  [May 23, 2026 - Detroit, Michigan Sector]


  Since erecting the first version of the Emo Field that surrounded Detroit, Spaz and Doctor McKay had done several upgrades. The first had been a basic power increase when several Anchors managed to enter the city. No one really expected any spell, upgraded or not, to keep Anchors away, but their presence had been enough to prompt some work on the field.


  Scarlet and Ralph had helped subsequent upgrades along. Scarlet's natural technopathic skills helped them make the code as efficient as possible, and both Ralph's photonic control and uncanny knack for procuring software from the Net allowed for upgrades that even seemed to deter some weaker Anchors at a distance.


  Since those upgrades, the field had been pushed back down on their to do list. Other projects seemed to percolate to the top, and since the field was working, there seemed no reason to mess with it. Until the day a group of villains calling themselves the Tinker Team, along with their pet mecha, Mechaclysm, came stomping into town.


  "How'd they get in?" Scarlet asked. She was already suiting up, letting the robotic arms build her matte gray hardsuit around her.


  "No idea how," Spaz replied. He was watching several feeds on floating displays, generated by his cloak, which floated in front of him. "Right now our concern is getting them out. Perimeter defenses are holding the Tinker Team at bay for now, but Mechaclysm is just brushing it off."


  Another window appeared next to Spaz's display. This one was framed around Doctor McKay's aging face. "Sam, have you seen what's going on?" he asked.


  "We're suiting up now, Doctor McKay," Spaz replied, answering to his real name, which Doctor McKay still used. "I think if we can take out the Tinker..."


  "Negative," Doctor McKay replied. "Rachel and the city's defenses will handle them, Mechaclysm is your team's priority." Doctor McKay looked away from the screen for a moment, and then his face was replaced by a photo presentation of Mechaclysm from the ground. "People have been snapping pictures of Mechaclysm since before they breached the perimeter. Watch how his coloration and texture changes over time."


  Spaz watched the photos of Mechaclysm, taken by Detroiters' phones and goggles, and noticed the shifting scheme just as Doctor McKay mentioned it. "He's absorbing mass as he attacks things," Spaz replied.


  "It's a Grey Kai-Goo attack!" Ralph cried out from across the room. He was tying a red bandana over his hair as he approached Spaz. "Their big monster isn't just going to tear through Tokyo, he's going to absorb his mess as he moves along. That's awesome."


  "It'd be awesome if it was Tokyo," Scarlet said, "but not so much since it's Detroit." She was suited up, wearing several hundred pounds of armor, but still moving as quiet as a cat, a talent she'd picked up from years of prosthetic usage. Her instincts to let the machine handle movement made her a top-notch armored hero, even though Scarlet had a fully functional spine now, and had for a few months....


  * * * *


  [December 24, 2025 - Detroit, Michigan Sector]


  "What did you end up getting Rachel?" Scarlet asked. She looked up from the box she was wrapping, glancing over the lenses of her glasses in a way that always made Spaz feel like he was talking too loud in a library, even if he wasn't talking.


  "There's a place in Milwaukee, one of those TwenCen cosplay places," Spaz explained, "I've got reservations for the four of us on New Year's Eve."


  "That's her present?" Scarlet asked, quirking her lip into doubting grin.


  Spaz nodded, "Yeah, I mean...it's not just reservations, it's a special request. Our server is going to dress up like one of the old Lady Lawfuls for her." Scarlet's quirk spread into a full smile. "Hey, shopping for her isn't easy...or cheap. What about you? What did you get her?"


  Scarlet held up a small box, roughly the size of one of Doctor McKay's old CD-ROM jewel cases. "I made her a new mask, complete with a built-in heads-up display, radio, and so on...all the best goodies for our Lady Lawful." Spaz nodded approvingly. "And for Ralph?"


  This time Spaz's grin came first. He reached into his cloak and pulled out a tiny crystal. "It's a embeddable combat engine," he explained, "All he's got to do is stare into this crystal for a minute, and it'll download the greatest sword fighting techniques into his mind."


  "Ralph...sorry...'Software Pirate,'" she air quoted the codename, "is going to love that...and so do I." She rummaged around her gifts for a moment, before pulling out a long, tube-shaped gift. "Because I got him a sword."


  Spaz let out a snort of laughter.


  "Now, most importantly," she asked, "What did you get me?" This time Spaz didn't answer. After a moment, Scarlet nervously continued, "I'm just kidding, Spaz, you don't have to tell me."


  "No, it's cool," he said, standing up from the floor. "It's probably better this way. Come here." He stepped toward his worktable as Scarlet stood up; her movement accompanied by the soft whine of her exoskeleton leg-frames lifting her up.


  "It's really okay, Spaz, I know we're supposed to wait until tomorrow."


  Spaz picked a small, heart-shaped box off his table. He stared at box for a minute before turning around. "I'm no good at long-winded speeches, okay, but this requires something better than 'here.'" He offered the box to Scarlet, who carefully accepted it. "I've been working on this for a while now, I didn't want to give it you until it was perfect, but...I don't know how...but if you don't want it, you can just choose 'No' when it asks."


  Scarlet pulled the ribbon from the box, and carefully opened the lid. When the top was cleared from the box, yellow, sparkling lights began to filter out of the box, forming a cloud around Scarlet. "Requesting connection," she read from her glasses, and then replied, "Okay." After another minute, Scarlet harrumphed, "You wrote an end-user license agreement, Spaz? What is this?"


  "It'll fix your back," Spaz blurted out. Before Scarlet could say anything, he continued, "It's a repair spell. It doesn't just patch over the break...it's not a super-tech fix...if you want this to, it'll rebuild and bridge the break in your spine...if you want it to do that.


  "That's why it took me so long," Spaz continued, desperate to explain himself. "I didn't want to give you a quick fix or a spell that some Anchor could screw up. The mites," he waved at the cloud, "are a spell, but what they do is real. They work on a principle of contagion, looking at the two ends of a break and mystically binding materials together to be seamless. In fact, as long as they're not being Anchored, the connection they make can't be severed."


  "Collapsinum for the nerves," Scarlet said to herself.


  "Mm-hmm," Spaz nodded. "Pretty much, although around an Anchor they'd be no tougher than your natural nerves, but...look...I know you've got no hang-ups using the exoskeletons...they're your thing, and...you know...if you prefer them, I under..."


  "Do you wish to continue?" Scarlet read aloud. For a tense moment, she waited, watching as Spaz's face went from apology to curious and then back. When she was sure she'd held the moment as long as she dared, Scarlet finally said, "Yes."


  Without any hesitation, the mites went to work.


  * * * *


  [May 23, 2026 - Detroit, Michigan Sector]


  "Brute force isn't working, and that's all we're good at!" Ralph called over the communication channel, a hint of black sarcasm in his voice.


  "I'll have you know, I'm also good at inertial force," Scarlet replied. Spaz saw a chunk of brick slam into Mechaclysm's leg, punctuating Scarlet's retort. Unfortunately, punctuating Ralph's previous statement, the chunk of brick began to melt into Mechaclysm's leg as the Kaiju absorbed the attack.


  Ever since breaching both the Emo Field and the outer defenses of Detroit, Mechaclysm had been growing with every step. Whatever ordinance was fired at the monster was absorbed. It didn't matter the material...metals, rocks, plastics, glass, and even fire...seemed to feed the Mechaclysm just as well.


  "We need to regroup," Spaz broadcast, "meet me on top of the First Detroit Bank...ASAP." Regrouping wasn't a plan, but it was as good as they had at the moment.


  "Any word from Rachel?" Ralph asked.


  "Concentrate on Mechaclysm," Doctor McKay's voice injected itself into their communication.


  "You heard the man," Spaz answered as he set down on the roof, his cloak fluttering down to a mere shuffling as the anti-grav spell dissipated around him. "We need to focus on the horror and now."


  Scarlet was the next to arrive on the roof, her hard suit landing in a tight roll that brought her up near Spaz. Ralph was there soon after, climbing over the ledge. "Where's my jetpack?" he grumbled.


  Spaz could almost hear the grin in Scarlet's reply, "You can have it back when you learn to take care of it like a big boy."


  Whatever reply Ralph might have made was lost when Mechaclysm let out a loud, screeching roar. It sounded like a thousand lions and twisted metal. It felt worse.


  "This isn't going well," Spaz grumbled. He waved a hand in front of his chest, bringing up an array of windows, each one showing some scanned aspect of Mechaclysm. Most of the scans were passive; they were aggregated from scanners and cameras placed around the streets, from Scarlet's armor, and the majority were from Spaz's own. A few were active, bits of burped information from probes that Mechaclysm absorbed.


  "Spaz," Doctor McKay's voice spoke, "Listen. This thing is a golem."


  That much Spaz already guessed. There was no discernable skeleton that would indicate a traditional robot. It was also lacking the typical radio or infrared noise Spaz had come to expect from nanomachine colonies. It was obviously some form of golem.


  "But it's not a normal one, it's a gestalt. There are several elementals powering the body, it's how it can absorb so many different materials."


  "How do you...?" Spaz sputtered.


  "Later. Anything thing else will tip my hand." And with that, Doctor Developer's transmission cutout.


  "'How do you' what?" Scarlet asked.


  "It's a gestalt golem," Spaz barked. "I'm querying my database for golem spells now, but we've got to brainstorm now. How do you stop a multi- element golem?" Ralph and Scarlet looked between each other, then back at Spaz. They both shrugged. "Yeah, me too."


  "Ooh, ooh, ooh!" Ralph gasped, hopping back-and-forth. "Jan-ken-pon! It's like that game. Rock beats scissors, scissors beats paper, and paper beats rock."


  Spaz nodded, tapping a finger on his forehead. "We need to upset the balance. Throw it out of whack enough that we can pick the pieces off individually." Mechaclysm chose that moment to devour a small building by absorbing it into his growing form.


  "And I'm guessing we don't want to let him overstuff on buildings," Scarlet said. Spaz shook his head, looking at a new window that was floating in front of him. Several spells scrolled through the screen, each one explaining how to summon a specific golem. "Fire!" Scarlet cried, pointing to a spell. "Do you still have that power amp spell?"


  Spaz nodded, "I do."


  "Cast it on Ralph," Scarlet explained, "If he can focus a strong enough light burst on that big guy," she pointed to Mechaclysm, "that might disrupt his fire or energy elementals enough give us an in."


  "And if it doesn't work?" Ralph asked.


  "Won't really matter," Spaz said, queuing up his spell.


  * * * *


  Doctor McKay watched Spaz, Scarlet and Ralph attack Mechaclysm on screen. Ralph's burst of light blanked out cameras for several surrounding blocks, making the screens glow white like fluorescent bulbs. After a moment, as the light faded, he could see Mechaclysm staggering. He wasn't the only one to notice it, as the three defenders launched into action to finish off the monster. Content that Mechaclysm was handled, Doctor McKay switched his feeds back to the area of the city where Rachel was fighting the other members of the Tinker Team as Lady Lawful.


  When the cameras found Lady Lawful, the scene was basically as Doctor McKay expected to find it. Several of the Tinker Team were lying unconscious on the ground. Large chunks of the surrounding property were damaged...a non-problem once Spaz had a chance to better understand how Mechaclysm worked. Along with what Doctor McKay expected to see was something that he dreaded seeing: Lady Lawful was being carried out of the city by a pair of drones, her belt draped over the shoulder of their controller.


  "Doctor McKay, Mechaclysm is down," Spaz reported over their communication's channel. "Ralph's going to finish chopping him up, but Scarlet and I are ready to help Lady Lawful...can you give us a fix on her location?"


  On the displays screens, both the drones carrying Lady Lawful and their master walked up to a gray-skinned woman wearing a yellow, checkered skirt. As soon as they were within a few feet of her, the ashen woman held out her hands, let them build up a charge, and then quickly drew them to her chest. In a flash not quite as brilliant as Ralph's, the two villains, Lady Lawful, and drones were gone.


  "Doctor McKay?" Spaz asked, "Are you there?"


  "I...ah...I am, Sam," he replied.


  "Can you give us a fix on Rachel?" Spaz repeated.


  "Ah, negative...she's been...they have her."


  "What? We can go after them, we just need...."


  "Negative, Sam," Doctor McKay snapped sharper than he intended. A deep breath later, he continued, "Help Ralph, then the three of you come to me. There are some things you need to know before we do anything."


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


  Next Issue:


  The Reverse Engineers #3 reveals how "We Built This City"...but will the Tinker Team tear it back down?


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


  Author's Notes:


  Um, ah. There are notes! Let me see. I know I had notes somewhere. Is that...that is a hole in my pocket. Oh, no. They're gone. Look, I'll find them, and have the notes ready for TRE #3.


  Editor's Notes:


  The cover is my contribution, it's Doctor Huang Sheng in the role of Dr. Klahn from the Kentucky Fried Movie.


  This may be part of the notes Andy couldn't find, but the hex code for the specific shade of light blue on Betty Rides is #deedee. :)


  A bit of trivia: Detroit's motto is "Speramus Meliora; Resurget Cineribus", which means "We Hope For Better Things; It Shall Rise From the Ashes." Neither Andy nor I knew this until I was poking around Wikipedia during the editing of this issue...but it's rather appropriate.


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


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


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


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


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