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HEROES
Introduction
JOHN VARLEY
I did give this essay a title, but if I did it would probably be "What Superheroes Mean to Me." And with
a title like that there's just no other place to start with than the Littleton Stamp Company of Littleton,
Colorado.
Which is exactly where we will start, except for a brief digression to mention my aunt, who was a
librarian in Portland, Oregon, and who for many years tore the foreign stamps off all the letters that
came into the library until one day, possibly alarmed at the way her desk drawers were bulging, she
dumped them all into boxes and shipped them off to me, in Texas.
I kind of liked them. And when the rest of my family heard this, a few other relatives promptly sent me
the stamps they had been hoarding for years because they were too pretty to throw away and besides,
maybe they're worth something. (I've since learned that every family sooner or later selects someone to
be known as "the stamp nerd," usually a thin, studious male with thick glasses. Except for the specs, I
fit the part. Thus are philatelists born.)
I bought a stamp album, learned to soak the stamps off the paper backing, and started pasting them into
their proper places.
Enter the Littleton Stamp Company. This firm advertised on matchbook covers and in comic books.
The gist of the ad was they would send you 500 (or 700, or maybe it was 1,000) stamps, all different,
FREE!!!!, if you just sent them a self-addressed, stamped envelope, (anslexusastmpsnaprval)
Eh? What was that? The print was so small and it went by so fast… it must have been the wind. Did
you hear anything? Never mind.
We will also include a selection of stamps for approval
Hah? Speak up, will you? Heck, I'm sure I did hear anything, and even if I did, I do know what "on
approval" means, and anyway, I'm sure not going to let it stand in the way of my 1,000 (I'm sure it was
a thousand) FREE!!! all different stamps from twenty-five (count 'em) countries.
So I fixed four-cent stamps to two envelopes—thereby cruelly dating myself to my readers in 1994—
posted the letter, and sat back to wait.
The results exceeded my wildest dreams. The Littleton Stamp Company paid off like a slot machine
from hell. There were at least 1,000 stamps on paper stuffed into a big bag (there were a lot of
duplicates, but who cared?). Looking through them, I soon concluded there were a lot of librarian aunts
out there, and not all of them had a designated stamp geek to send their hoarded treasures to.
Obviously, they were selling them to the Littleton Stamp Company. Which, in turn, was giving them
away in the mail…
Did I feel the first chill of doubt then? Hard to remember. Even at that tender age I think I'd concluded
that people seldom just gave things away. On the other hand, I knew a lot of people thought of these
little bits of paper as nothing more than trash. So maybe it was true.
For whatever reason, I put my doubts away and returned to the examination of the treasure trove. And
here I discovered something entirely unexpected. In addition to the wads and wads of stamps torn from
envelopes, there were these cunning little glassine envelopes. Inside the envelopes, which were

Introduction printed with legends like "10 Madagascar."
"15 Switzerland."
"4 Kenya," and "24 Germany," were by far the best stamps of all. These had never been used. They
were in sets. From Germany there were a dozen portraits of Hitler, each a different color. From Africa
there were sets of wild animals. There were sets from places called Norge, Espana, Helvetia, Suomi,
and Sverige, places I could find on any of my world maps.
These were wonderful stamps. They put the others to shame. I simply could believe my luck, that the
LSC had sent them to me, for FREE!!!!
Of course, there was the matter of the price printed in the corner of each little glassine envelope.
I wish I could remember all the pro and con arguments I used on myself during the next week. I would
put them down here—they would fill a whole book that would keep Talmudic scholars busy for
decades. I just wish I could remember. An exercise in sophistry of that magnitude is worth
remembering.
In the end, it came down to this: I was pretty sure that some money was expected of me for these
stamps, "on approval," whatever that meant. And: I was damn sure I was never sending them back.
Since I did have the money to pay for them, some other arrangement would have to be made. That
arrangement turned out to be that I would simply hold on to the stamps. For the verb "hold on to," you
may substitute "steal." I do mind.
I'd never stolen anything before, as far as I can remember. I was amazed at how little it seemed to affect
my life. Nobody pointed at me and shouted "Thief! Thief!" I did sleep badly. No little worm of
conscience ever gnawed at me. Hell, I had asked for the damn stamps.
So things were going well, and I was even considering sending off to another stamp company, this one
in Pennsylvania, for their Giant Grab Bag of Five thousand stamps for only 490. I hardly ever thought
of the Littleton Stamp Company. What were they going to do? Send a bunch of thugs around to my
house to break my legs if I did pay up? Ha ha.
That's when the siege began. The first shot was a "simple brown envelope in the mailbox. I was only a
little curious about it, wondering if it might contain more free stamps, ha ha. It did. It was crammed
with fliers and catalogs telling me how I might purchase even more wonderful stamps than the ones I
already had, some of them for prices that made me sweat just to look at them. And, oh, by the way, we
still have received payment for the stamps on approval we recently sent you. We're happy that you
liked them, of course, but you are now thirty days overdue. We're sure this is just an oversight. Ha ha.
(I have tried and tried and tried, and I cannot remember the amount the LSC was dunning me for.
Considering the fact that it was the central number of my life for almost a year, I find this odd. I must
have simply blanked it out, like one forgets the events surrounding a horrific traffic accident. A guess?
I'd say it was around twenty dollars. Pocket change today, of course. Then? Do you remember when
Coke vending machines went from 50 to 60? It was right about that time. We went to the movies for a
quarter. Do ask me what a loaf of bread cost because it was another ten years before I'd ever buy a loaf
of bread. Cokes and Saturday matinees were about the extent of my economic knowledge. But let's say
it was twenty dollars. Do you have any idea of how much twenty dollars was in those pre-inflation
days? Well, it was a fortune, that's what it was. You could feed a family of five for years on that kind of
money. I do have the exact figures, but think of fifty or sixty thousand in 1993 dollars. You do believe
me? Just try to find a 60 Coke today. Go ahead! Try!)
Please remit twenty dollars. The words burned themselves into my brain (though not, apparently, the
numbers). What to do? What were my options?

First, I could ask my parents for it.
Oh, sure. That ought to be real easy. You remember that family of five we could have fed for years?
That was my family of five we were talking about. There was no way I was going to be responsible for
having my mother and my sisters eat dog food for three years. The idea did exactly appeal to me, either,
for that matter. (Though maybe I ought to get used to it, a part of me was saying—a very pessimistic
part that, I'm sorry to say, is with me to this day—because it will be good preparation for prison food.)
It was while trying to imagine ways of breaking this to my parents that I came up with my second
course of action, because it would be the first question they would ask me after they'd grasped the
enormity of the situation: Why do you just give them back?
Because it's too late
By then I'd learned a little about stamp collecting. I'd learned some of the terminology collectors used. I
now understood the meaning of words like uncirculated, original gum, mint, light cancellation. For
those of you lucky enough never to have been involved with this terrible hobby there is a simple rule
you should be aware of: In philately, the closer a stamp is to the state it was in on the day of its
creation, the more it is worth. It should show no wear and tear. It should not have a postmark. And it
must have the same awfuttasting, sticky, easily-breakable glue on the back as it had when it rolled off
the press.
Like most young collectors, I'd been using a drop of glue on the backs of most of my stamps. Later, I
learned of the stamp hinge, but I never liked them much as they never kept the stamps in place in the
album. With the stolen approvals, things were dead easy. Just lick them and paste them in, like you
would on an envelope.
Thereby rendering them worthless. (Sorry, all you librarian aunts. With very rare exceptions, any
canceled stamp torn from an envelope is of no value.)
My third option was really a lot of assorted options. Option 3A: Run away to sunny California and live
at Disneyland. Option 3B: Run away to New York City. 3C: Run away and join the circus. You get the
picture. While I spent a lot of time considering these options, I knew deep down I was not the runningaway type. Not that I would like to get out and see the world. I just had barely enough sense to realize I
had not the foggiest idea what I'd do once I got out there.
Killing oneself was always an option. It certainly eliminated all one's problems. Let's put that one on
hold, until we see what prison's like.
This brought me to the fifth option, the one that had served me so badly up to that point. Sit still and do
nothing and maybe the dreaded LSC would forget about me and go away.
They did, of course. About once a month I'd find a message from them. These messages got nastier and
more threatening. They appealed to my sense of fair play. I remember one phrase as if it were
yesterday: "… so just send us the twenty dollars and we'll call it 'square'!" Call it square? Call it square,
you miserable bastards? After you've made my life a living hell? After you misled me with offers of
thousands of free stamps, after you cleverly tucked your little time bomb in with the stamps, knowing
full well, counting on the fact, I should doubt, that a lot of dumb guys like me would get ourselves in
hock up to our eyeballs… you want to call it square"?
I had been reduced to a shattered bunch of nerves, a hollow-eyed wraith whose dreams were now
always haunted by the Littleton juggernaut, and I did think things could get any worse, when things got
worse. The next communication from the Littleton Terror Company had this information: Unless
payment is received in forty-eight hours, your account will be turned over to a Collection Agency.

Well, option number four suddenly started to look much better.
My visualization of a collection agency was necessarily a bit vague, but no matter how I imagined it
there were always policemen in the picture, or shadowy guys in trenchcoats or other dark clothing
pounding on the door and shouting "Come outta there, Varley! We know you got the stamps!" Oddly
enough, they did carry guns. I was a lot more afraid of knives, so they carried knives. Even the cops.
And after breaking down the door they always dragged me from the house— trying to make myself
small and harmless, trying to act as if this was no big deal, as if this sort of thing happened every day
and it would soon be straightened out, which was tough to pull off, since I was usually naked or in my
underwear when I envisioned this scene, and a large crowd had always gathered.
By then I realized that even killing myself would do no good. The Collection Agency would come
around anyway, and they probably would believe it when told I had recently done away with myself,
and would then visit all sorts of atrocities upon my innocent family. So out of a sense of duty, to alert
them to what was about to happen, I did what I should have done when the first dunning letter
appeared. I turned the whole thing over to my mom.
And Mom took care of it.
I do know what she did. To this day I have never asked her, and she has probably forgotten by now. I
doubt it was a very traumatic event for her. I am now older than my mother >was then, and confronted
by a similar problem I would probably write an angry letter or make an angry phone call (the LSC
really was misleading children with its ads, though they did nothing illegal), and if that did do it, I'd
pay the stinking twenty dollars. A double sawbuck certainly would have put a big hole in our monthly
grocery budget back then, but that business about feeding a family for years was maybe a bit of an
exaggeration. I've tried to remember if we ate a lot of macaroni and cheese after I told my mother. It
seems that we did, but we did before I told her, too.
The point is, she took care of it. Bingo, and the problem that had been tormenting me for the better part
of a year just melted away as if it had never existed. You want to talk about superheroes, you need go
no farther than that, in my opinion.
But we will, of course, go farther than that. This book is not primarily concerned with the day-to-day
acts of heroism performed by ordinary people (though there are some stories here concerned with that
very thing), but about the outlandish acts performed by certain obsessive/compulsive borderline
personalities who like to dress up in tight, primary-colored spandex suits, most of them endowed with
powers far beyond those of mortal men, and physiques far beyond that of Arnold Schwarzenegger, who
like to leap from the pages of comic books and into our hearts, righting wrongs along the way, and who
have come to be known by the generic term "super-heroes."
So just what are superheroes? Why are we so fascinated by them? What part of the human psyche do
they come from?
Should we look for the roots of the superhero in history, in literature? Was Jesus a superhero? What
about Paul Bunyan? Crusader Rabbit?
All very good questions. I do have the answers to any of them. And the reason is an admission I am
forced to make here, since my experience with the stamp company made me a firm believer in truth in
advertising: I do know much about superheroes.
I stopped being a comic-book fan about the time of my traumatic mail order experience. Somehow,
picking up and reading a comic just did have the pizzazz it used to hold for me. Part of me really did
enjoy reading them anymore, probably the same part that had recently graduated to reading books with
no pictures at all in them, something a lot of my friends thought very weird indeed. The other part was

much like what a heroin addict thinks. I was much better off if I did let myself get tempted again. From
time to time I would pick one up, and my pulse would immediately begin to race as I read the ads
within…
(I can't tell you how sorely I was tempted to buy the Pen-Size, Clips-on-your-pocket SECRET SPY
SCOPE, or even better, the X-RAY SPECS (only one dollar) which showed a leering guy looking at the
bones of his own hand… but behind the hand was a pretty girl and we all knew what he was really
looking at, and we all wanted a look at it, too… or How To Build A Body Of Steel, or The Unbeatable
Self-Defense Secrets of KETSUGOl Or—and here my heart still skips a beat—the seven-foot-long
Space Rocket, for only $6.98. This later evolved into the seven-foot-long Polaris Nuclear Sub (they
were obviously stamped from the same mold), and I have a copy of that advertisement before me now,
the ad for the sub, and I want it now almost as much as I wanted it back then.
(I lusted after that Space Rocket for many years. It was said to be made of 200-lb.-test fibreboard, with
easy assembly instructions. The picture showed lots of happy kids playing all over the damn thing. It
had an electrically lit instrument panel and a money-back guarantee: "If you do think it is the greatest
ever—the best toy you ever had—just send it back for full purchase price refund." How could I go
wrong? But then the cold hand of the Littleton Stamp Company would touch me, and I just knew it was
what it seemed. I mean, six dollars and ninety-eight cents? Come on. It seemed insanely cheap. So just
what was fibreboard, anyway? Maybe corrugated cardboard? That's what I concluded, but the notion
that I may have missed out on the greatest toy deal of the century simply because I was mail order gunshy still nags at me. Did anybody out there ever order the Space Ship or the Polaris Sub? What were
they like? Did you have lots of fun?)
This is why I missed the great comic revolution of my generation: the quick rise and ascendancy of
Marvel Comics, which in a few years had the old juggernaut of DC on the ropes. My friend Calvin,
who probably still reads a lot of comics, told me the reason was that Marvel comic heroes were more
vulnerable. More human. Subject to unreasonable rages, like the Hulk, or having the same problems I,
as a teenager, was then experiencing, such as dating problems and, possibly, super-acne, like SpiderMan. There were antihero superheroes, supermen with feet of clay, protagonists who not only did have
the Gotham City or Metropolis police forces at their beck and call, but who were being actively
pursued for imagined or trumped-up crimes.
Well, the police do get on well with the Guardian Angels; why should they like a wise-ass like
Superman who goes around making them look bad by showing what a poor job they do? It all made
sense, the Marvel universe… but what was the point? Was the whole idea of superheroes that they were
above all that?
Apparently not. Marvettype stories are still around and, from what I hear, even DC does stories like
that now. Heck, a while back they even killed off Superman—in seven or eight high-priced issues,
certain to be followed by ten or twelve more issues concerning his resurrection. It makes one wish for
the good old days of green kryptonite. Or at least it made me wish it, but I know I have no real right to,
because to this day I've never read a Marvel comic. Maybe if I did, I'd see why they're so much better.
See, what you have here in your editor is a comics conservative. While I'm certainly no expert on either
Batman or Superman, I know all the history: Ma and Pa Kent, Smallville, Robin, Lois and Lana,
Krypto the superdog, the Joker, the Fortress of Solitude, and so on and so on. And I know a little about
the classic Marvel characters. Unless you do have a television set, you pick up some of this through
some mental osmosis. I never watched The Incredible Hulk on the tube, but I've seen pictures of Bixby
and Ferrigno.
But I must admit to you that I know virtually nothing about any comic character of the last fifteen or
twenty years. I do have any figures, but just from casual observation it seems these have been the very

years when comics have had their most phenomenal growth, and the time when they have achieved a
degree of respectability. Hundreds of people get together on weekends to buy, sell, and trade comics at
astronomical prices.
Sorry, folks. I missed all that. I own one comic book, which I paid two dollars for.
So where do I get off editing a book about superheroes? you are probably asking yourself along about
now.
It's a fair question, one that deserves an answer. And just to show you what a generous guy I am, I have
two answers for you.
The first concerns a story idea I got one fine day a few years ago. It was quite a simple idea, and went
something like this: What if KatEl of Krypton, escaping his home planet's destruction, had landed in
the late Soviet Union instead of Smallville, U.S.A.? Maybe he brought Truth and Justice along with
him, in his little Kryptonian brain, but how about "The American Way"? I thought there might be a
funny story in there, so I wrote it.
That story is collected here, which is only logical when you understand that my co-editor, Ricia
Mainhardt, upon reading the story, thought it would be a good idea to put together an anthology with a
whole bunch of these alternate superhero stories. It sounded like fun to me, too, so we sent out queries
and the stories started pouring in. The best of them are in this book.
Well, sure. (A third answer to the question occurs to me now: It's my book. I've got a right to do the
introduction. However, I won't use that one.) Sure, but you've admitted you're no authority on the
subject, I hear you complaining. Why not let an expert take over? This sounds like a job for…
somebody else.
Nothing could be further from the truth. There are no experts on the superheroes to be found in this
book. These are the guys who did make the cut into the big leagues. None of them has ever had a comic
of his own, much less a television show or a feature movie. These are the superheroes that take Marvel
Comics one step further. They're not just more human. Most of them are too human. Take Captain
Swastika, for instance. There's a tragic story. These are guys whose superpowers can be more a
nuisance than an asset, guys like Sound Effect Man, a second-banana superhero if ever there was one.
You'll meet these people, and more like them, in the pages of this book.
You know what? Maybe there is something to this Marvel business. Because I like these superheroes
more than I ever liked that muscle-bound jerk, Superman, or that gloomy, brooding, boring Batman.
So here it is, on approval. Constructed of the finest, sturdy paperboard, seats one, good for hours and
hours of adventure, some assembly required. Use it for ten full days and if you do think it's the greatest
anti-superhero book ever… well, maybe you'll ask your mom before you buy another one like it.

A Clean Sweep
LAURELL K. HAMILTON
It's been said that familiarity breeds contempt. How long can even the extraordinary retain its novelty
in an everyday world?
Captain Housework materialized on the doorstep of #11 Pear Tree Lane. His emergency beeper had
awakened him, code red. Was it his nemesis Dr. Grime, or the infamous Dust Bunny Gang, or perhaps
Pond Scum, the destroyer of bathrooms?

He had to levitate to reach the doorbell. As crimefighters go, Captain Housework was on the short side.
His white coveralls, silver cape, and mask—formed of a billed cap with eye holes—were gleamingly
clean. He stood on the top step shining as if carved from ivory and silver.
He looked perfect, crisp, and clean. And he liked it that way.
The door opened, and a woman dressed in a bathrobe stared down at him. "Oh, it's you. Please come
in." She held the door for him, waving him in eagerly.
He stared up at her, a grim smile on his face. "And what dastardly villain is plaguing your home, dear
lady?''
She blinked at him. "Dastardly villain?" She gave a small laugh. "Oh, no, it's nothing like that. My
husband made the call. Did he say we had a supervillain in the house?"
Captain Housework drew himself up to his full three feet and said, "It was a code red, Madam. That
means a supervillain has been spotted."
The woman laughed again. "Oh, dear, no. I've got a party of twelve people coming at six o'clock and
my maid cancelled."
"You called the superhero hotline because your maid cancelled." His voice had a harsh edge to it that
the woman did seem to notice.
"Well, my friend Betty had you over when her kids threw that wild patty. You did miracles with her
house."
"I remember the incident. I made it clear that it was an exception to the rules that I aided her."
"But you've just got to help me, Captain Housework." The woman went to her knees, gripping his
arms. "Please, it's too late to turn to anyone else." Tears glittered in her eyes.
Captain Housework crossed his arms across his thin chest, his mouth set in a firm line. "Madam, I am a
superhero, not a maid. I do not think you realize how terrible my foes can be. Have you ever had a
wave of black mildew engulf your husband and eat him to the bone before your eyes?"
She blinked at him. "Well, no, but surely that does happen all that often. In the meantime, could you
help me, just this once?"
It was true that his archenemies had been lying low for a while. Work had been slow. He stared into her
tear-stained face and nodded. "All right, but only this once."
She hugged him, crumpling the bill of his mask. He pushed away from her, straightening his costume.
"That will not be necessary. I will get to work at once, if that is all right with you?"
"Oh, that's wonderful. I'll just go get dressed." She raced up the stairs, trailing some floral perfume
behind her.
Captain Housework sniffed. He preferred the cleaner scents of household air fresheners. Pine was his
favorite.
He sighed and walked into the living room. For a moment his heart beat faster; surely such destruction
could only be the work of the Dust Bunny Gang. Sofa cushions were scattered across the floor. A vase
had fallen on its side, spilling water.
Dying flowers made a sodden mess on the gray carpet. The fireplace was choked with ash and the
partially burned carcass of a doll. Toys covered nearly every inch of the floor.
Children. The only natural disaster that could rival Dr. Grime. Perhaps children were as deadly, but

they were just as messy.
This was the fifth time in a month that he had been called in and found no archvillain but only bad
housework. His name was being traded around like that of a good maid. He, Captain Housework, had
been reduced to drudgery.
He, who had fought the great dust invasion of '53, would have no problem with this mundane mess. His
superhuman speed would make short work of it all. But that was the point. People did not call The
Purple Avenger to change a tire. They called him to save their lives.
Once they had called Captain Housework for the same thing. Dr. Grime had nearly engulfed St. Louis
in a giant rain of grease. All cars, trains, and planes had come to a slippery halt. Pedestrians caught in
the first greasy rain had melted into puddles of sizzling goo. They had called for Captain Housework
then, and been glad to have him. But that had been ten years ago.
Dr. Grime had retired. The Dust Bunny Gang had split up over contractual differences. There just were
that many supervillains who specialized in true dirty work.
It was really the mundane cleaning that bothered him. It was the repeat business. People had been
calling him back again and again to clean up after them. He'd get a house spotless, perfect, and they'd
mess it up again.
It was a never-ending drudgery. Even with superpowers over dust and dirt, he was tired of it. They were
taking advantage of him. But without any supervillains to fight, a superhero had to fill some need. It
was in his contract that he had to be useful to mankind, just as a supervillain had to harm mankind. If
all the villains needing his special powers to thwart them had retired, he had to answer the call of need.
Captain Housework sighed and waved a white-gloved hand. The sofa cushions danced back in place,
fluffing themselves before snuggling down. "I am a glorified maid," he said softly to the empty room.
The kitchen was the worst. Dishes were stacked nearly to the top of the windows, thick with grease and
moldy food. He conjured a super-scouring wind and cleaned them with the force of a hurricane without
cracking a dish.
When every room was spotless, he appeared before the woman who had summoned him. "The house is
clean, Madam."
"Oh, gee, thanks." She held out money.
Captain Housework stared at the offending hand. "I am a superhero, not a servant. I do need your
money." His voice was very tight, each word bitten off.
"No offense, I'm just grateful."
"Be grateful and do call me again."
"But I want you to come back after the party and clean up," she said.
"You what?"
"The maid can't come tonight at all. I thought you'd clean up after the party. The superhero hotline said
you would."
"They said I would?"
She nodded. ' The operator on the hotline said you would be happy to be of service. She said something
about super-heroes needing to be of service to mankind."
Captain Housework stared at the woman for a few heartbeats. He saw it all then, his future stretching

out before him. An eternity of cleaning up after parties, repairing the damage of crayon-wielding tots
and unhousebroken dogs. He saw it all in the blink of his sparkling eyes. It was intolerable, a hell on
earth, but the woman was right. A superhero had to serve mankind. If all he was good for was maid
service, then so be it.
The woman had been putting on red nail polish. She reached back to tighten the lid, but was unwilling
to grip it with her wet nails. The bottle went spinning. Bright red liquid poured out onto the white
carpet, trickled down the newly polished vanity.
"Oops," the woman said. "You'll get that, won't you? I've got to finish getting ready; the guests will be
here any minute." She stood, waving her nails to dry them. She left him staring at the spreading red
stain on the carpet he had just shampooed.
His tiny hands balled into fists. He stood trembling with rage, unable to utter a word. An eternity of this
—it was intolerable! But what else could he do? Talk Dr. Grime out of retirement? No, the villain had
made millions off his memoirs. Memoirs of the Down and Dirty had been a best-seller.
Captain Housework stared at the slowly hardening stain, and a great calmness washed over him. He
had an idea.
The police found fourteen skeletons at #11 Pear Tree Lane. The bones were neatly arranged, sparkling
with polish, lacquered to a perfect finish. The house had never been so clean.

Time for a Hero
BRIAN M. THOMSEN
Is informed consent a prerequisite for an action to be considered heroic?
The man on the table began to stir.
Good. He's coming around. He's our only hope!
The two doctors in attendance immediately positioned themselves on each side of him, as he blinked
his eyes, and began to regain consciousness.
"Thank God you're alright," offered the older doctor. "We did know what to do. Why, if you had come
around, we would have had to…"
"Of course he came around," the younger doctor interrupted. "He's never failed us before."
"Where am I?" said the patient, trying to shake off the last strains of grogginess. "What happened?''
"You're in a special mobile military hospital. I'm Dr. Kir-schenbaum," said the older doctor. "The
marines brought you here right after you passed out. I've been watching you for the past two hours
hoping you'd come around. It's not as if we could treat you or anything, given your advanced
physiology and all."
"…But we knew you'd come around," continued the other. "I'm Dr. Parker, and we knew that it would
take more than a direct hit on the forehead from a bazooka shell to stop you."
"Huh?" said the patient, not quite sure if he was really coming around or just trapped in some bizarre
waking dream.
"The bazooka shell," repeated Parker. "Do you remember?"
"No. I do remember anything. This all must be some dream. Getting hit in the head would kill an

ordinary man… probably blow him to bits. No, I'm just not awake yet. This is all just a dream," he
added, the pounding in his head becoming more and more noticeable. "I'm going to just close my eyes,
go back to sleep, and wake up later when I'm not so delirious."
"You can't do that," insisted Dr. Kirschenbaum. "We need you. Surely you must remember the crisis…
your mission… what you have to do…"
"What do I have to do?" he asked, hoping that this dream would soon be over.
"Save the world, of course," answered Parker.
"Save the world?" he repeated.
"Of course," Kirschenbaum insisted. "You must remember. So many lives are at stake."
"I do even remember my name," the patient realized, now painfully awake and aware of his own
befuddlement.
The two doctors were shocked.
"He does remember his name," Parker said to Kirschenbaum.
"He does remember his mission," Kirschenbaum said to Parker; then, after a brief inspiration added,
"You do suppose he has amnesia, do you?"
"It could be," Parker said. "A hard blow to the head of a normal man could lead to amnesia. A blow
such as one from a bazooka shell to a head such as his… who could tell?''
"Wait a second," the patient insisted, interrupting their consultation. "Why do you say 'a normal man'?"
"I'm sorry," apologized Parker. "Maybe I should have said a mortal man, or an Earthman, or…"
"Well, what am I then?" the patient insisted, anger replacing his confusion.
"He really does know who he is," Kirschenbaum said to no one in particular, perhaps to himself,
perhaps to his patient.
"Who am I?" he demanded, the threat of violence barely masked in his voice.
"Why, you're Meteor Man," Kirschenbaum answered, "and time is running out, and you have to save
the world."
For the next few minutes, Doctors Parker and Kirschenbaum carefully reassured the patient known as
Meteor Man of his real identity.
They told him the now-famous origin story that had been immortalized in comic books, cartoons, and
Sunday features, of how a meteor fell from the sky, and after seven days of cooling cracked open,
giving birth to a super-infant, hatched like a chick from an egg. Raised in secret by a retired five-star
general and his wife, the super-infant matured and eventually became Meteor Man, strength of a
thousand, indestructible, and savior of the planet.
"Surely you must remember the time you averted disaster by extending the course of the Missouri
River to put out the raging fires in southern Oregon?'' insisted Dr. Parker.
"Or the time you outwitted the deadly brain-stealing ETs from Alpha Centauri?" added Kirschenbaum.
"Or when you single-handedly shielded all of Las Vegas from an atomic bomb blast when you
smothered the explosion with your own body," continued Parker, adding, "and lived."
"And lived?" repeated the patient known as Meteor Man, in disbelief.
"Of course," added Dr. Kirschenbaum; then, chuckling, he said, "And who'd have thought a little thing

like a bazooka shell would cause amnesia?"
"I do believe any of this!" said the patient.
"But you have to," said Kirschenbaum calmly. "You've never failed us before, and you are our only
hope."
A strange sense of weltbeing seemed to wash over the confused patient. Our only hope. It sounded so
familiar… but who could believe these fantastic tales of his exploits? And no one in the real world
would ever be called Meteor Man.
Either he was now in the hands of delusionary madmen, the victim of some bizarre practical joke, or he
himself had gone crazy… or, there was one other alternative, most bizarre of all—maybe they were
right. He was their only hope. The whole phrase felt right… but it could be.
Trying to maintain a certain nonthreatening calm, the patient responded to his doctors.
"Look," he offered, "I'd like to help, and I'd do anything I could to save the world, but I'm just one
man."
"More than a man," interrupted Parker.
"Whatever," he responded, quickly tiring of the annoying little doctor's interruptions and clarifications.
"But what is the crisis, and what can I do about it?"
"We've just received an update from our men on the front," answered Kirschenbaum, now all
businesslike and efficient. "The terrorist forces guarding the plant have been subdued by a black-beret
insurgency team, casualties listed at seventy-five percent."
"An acceptable number, given the situation," said the annoying Dr. Parker, adding, "so you have
nothing to worry about from those migraine-inducing bazookas for the time being."
"We've since discovered that they've planted an Alunarium bomb, which when detonated will create an
implosion that will generate a black hole instigating China Syndrome at an almost instantaneous rate
which will tear the Earth asunder from core to crust."
"And what can I do about it?" asked, the patient known as Meteor Man.
"It's really quite simple," replied Kirschenbaum, producing a mechanical box not unlike an oldfashioned Geiger counter. "All you have to do is carry this magnetic wave transmitter into the plant.
The waves will erase the programming of the Alunarium bomb, making detonation impossible."
"What's the catch?" asked Meteor Man, knowing that one had to exist.
"There is any catch, at least not for you," answered Parker.
Kirschenbaum explained, "The terrorists flooded the plant area with the coolant from the atomic core.
The intense levels of radioactivity would kill any of us, but you're immune."
Parker added, "I remember your comment to the press when you smothered the atomic bomb. You said,
'I feel like I've been out in the sun a bit too long." Is that a scream! A lethal dose of radiation to us gives
you a mild case of sunstroke. Walking into the contaminated plant should be a piece of cake."
"You expect me to believe I'm impervious to radiation," said the patient.
"Of course," said the annoying Parker. "You're Meteor >Man."
Parker gestured towards the patient's chest.
The patient looked down, and for the first time noticed the large M insignia that covered most of his
chest. He seemed to be wearing some sort of garish costume made out of a span-dex-like material that

hugged the contours of his muscularly masculine physique with a sheen of gold and silver.
His first thought was that he looked like something out of a comic book, but then he caught himself
before he said anything, realizing that this would have been just the sort of reaction Parker and
Kirschenbaum would have wanted.
"I suppose this is my costume?" he commented.
"Known by one and all," replied Parker. "The savior of mankind, and our only hope in our darkest and
direst times of need."
"But dressing in a costume," he added, "does necessarily mean I am some sort of superhero who can fly
through the air, leap tall bridges, see through walls…"
"You can't do any of those things," Kirschenbaum interrupted. "Your body is impervious to damage
from bullets, radiation waves, laser beams…"
"But not direct hits on the forehead by bazooka shells," he added.
"Apparently," Kirschenbaum conceded, "your recuperative stamina is one hundred times that of a
mortal man. Your strength is that of a thousand, your intellect is off the IQ chart…"
"I do feel like a genius."
"It's probably a by-product of the amnesia," offered the annoying Parker. "I would worry about that."
"I somehow figured you would," he replied curtly.
Kirschenbaum looked at his watch and became more concerned.
"Meteor Man," he said gravely, "we are running out of time. I know you are confused, and it all sounds
far-fetched, but you are our only hope, and time is running out. What do I have to do to convince you
that you are who we say you are?"
Meteor Man was touched by his earnestness and concern. If time was running out, and he was their
only hope, then he would have to do something… but what if they were wrong? He did feel like some
sort of meteor-spawn from outer space.
"Dr. Kirschenbaum," he offered, "I really would like to help you, but it all sounds so bizarre. No sane
person would believe that he was some sort of superhero."
"Of course not," interrupted the annoying Dr. Parker. "You're one of a kind. That is why you are our
only hope."
Both the patient and Kirschenbaum ignored Parker's latest cliche outburst.
Kirschenbaum considered the situation for a moment, and proposed a solution, saying, "If I can prove
to you that you are indeed Meteor Man, our invincible hero, then would you save the day?"
"Sure," said the patient, really wanting to help, and also to regain his identity.
Kirschenbaum raised his hand to his face and lightly brushed his moustache, seeming to be in some sort
of intense thought. The glow of inspiration illuminated his face, as if he had just arrived at a solution.
Dropping his hand from his face to his chest, he reached into his lab coat, pulled out a .44 Magnum,
and quickly fired off five shots point-blank into the chest of the patient he called Meteor Man.
Meteor Man had almost no time to react, taking a quick deep breath as he felt the dull impact of the
shells against his chest, not even noticing that instinctively his hand had tried to move to block the
bullets' impact.
He felt no pain, no harm.

He was speechless. The bullets had impacted, but had not penetrated.
Looking down at his hand, he felt a peculiar sensation of warmth.
There in the palm of his hand were the five shells, tips slightly flattened and worse for wear from their
impact with his chest.
"You see?" said Kirschenbaum. "Bullets bounce off you, and though you do consciously remember
how to use your powers, your body and your subconscious do, as evidenced by 'your catching the shells
at super-speed."
Meteor Man just stared at the stiltwarm shells in his hand.
"Come here," said Kirschenbaum, continuing his quest to prove to his patient that he was indeed
invulnerable. "Please put your hand down here on the table."
Meteor Man dully complied.
Dr. Kirschenbaum then took out a surgical saw, turned it on, and proceeded to file down the high-speed
blade on each of the fingers of the patient's right hand. In no time at all, the steel blade was reduced to a
pile of metal shavings, while Meteor Man's fingers and skin remained unharmed.
Meteor Man's eyes moved back and forth from his unscathed right hand to the sheltladen palm of his
left hand.
Dr. Kirschenbaum guided him over to a telemonitor and said, "Observe."
The monitor clicked on.
The Update News Channel was tuned in. A stern-faced anchorman was in the middle of a story:
***
"… there is still no word on the condition of Meteor Man, who was apparently dazed when he was hit
in the head by a bazooka shell. The thought-to-be-invulnerable hero has faced many greater adversaries
before (visual montage of stock news footage of his earlier exploits), including the now-famous stifling
of an atomic bomb that threatened to level Las Vegas. America wishes Meteor Man a speedy
recovery…"
Kirschenbaum hit the control and froze the screen on a head shot of Meteor Man accepting the Medal
of Freedom from President Levin.
Meteor Man looked from the monitor's image to the mirror across the room.
The face was the same.
He was Meteor Man.
It was the only possible answer… and he was their only possible hope.
He slowly turned back to Dr. Kirschenbaum and said softly, "What do I have to do?"
Kirschenbaum put his arm around the costumed hero's shoulder and said, "Your memory should return
in a short time. We can go over videotapes of your past exploits later to try to jog it back into place. For
now, we must avert our immediate crisis."
"The bomb in the plant," he stated.
"Yes. All you have to do is bring this transmitter into the plant itself. That's all. A helicopter is waiting
to escort you to the plant. You will be lowered down to the ground by a tow-line so as not to risk
damaging the transmitter. All you have to do is disengage yourself from the line, walk into the plant,

through the contaminated puddles, and set it down here." Kirschenbaum pointed to a room on a
blueprint that had conveniently appeared on the teleprompter.
"You see," he added, "it's no more than a hundred paces from your drop-off point."
"And that's it?" asked Meteor Man.
"That's it," said Dr. Kirschenbaum. "Then all you have to do is walk on out, come back here, and we
can work on filling in the gaps in your memory."
"Once again, the Earth will be saved, by mankind's only hope," said the annoying Parker.
"Right," said the tolerant Meteor Man.
"This is the transmitter. It is always on, so you do have to do anything to it," instructed Kirschenbaum,
putting the device into his patient's hands and escorting him to the door, saying, "Your helicopter
awaits."
As they were leaving the room, Meteor Man noticed a black beret on a chair by the door. He paused for
a moment, picked it up, and was about to put it on and see how it looked in the mirror, when
Kirschenbaum gently snatched it out of his hands.
"I do think that would be a good idea. Some of the members of the team that subdued the terrorists may
be around, and they might consider it a bit callous considering their lost buddies, who were not, how
shall we say, invulnerable."
"I understand," said Meteor Man, who left the room and continued down the corridor to the awaiting
helicopter.
***
Kirschenbaum looked at the beret in his hand.
"That was a close call," said psychopharmacologist Parker. "Seeing himself in the beret might have
brought back a few too many conflicting memories. After all, no matter how many doses of
pharmacologicals we inject, it's still impossible to effect a complete past erasure and restructuring."
"Yes," said psychologist Kirschenbaum.
"At least his task is simple enough. He probably won't even notice any adverse effects until he makes it
back here. By then the crisis will have been averted, and he'll be in isolation."
"Where we will let him die in peace," muttered Kirschenbaum.
"Yes, far from the questioning eyes of John Q. Public," continued Parker. "I really have to hand it to
you setting up this program. If anyone had told me that we would be able to make your average,
everyday soldier believe that he was invulnerable, I would never have believed it. The faked computerenhanced newscast, the Kevlar body suit, breakaway saw blade. One question: how did he manage to
catch the bullets?"
"The bullets were electronically programmed to stop on impact, and activate a miniaturized
electromagnet that was tuned to the frequency of a metallic salve that I had coated his left palm with."
"Ingenious," exclaimed Parker. "Where did you ever get your idea for PROJECT SUPERHERO?"
"Where else?" said Kirschenbaum. "The comic books."
"Well, it certainly works," said Parker, patting the older doctor on the back. "In less than two hours we
can turn an ordinary soldier with human flaws and instincts for self-preservation into a confident and
carefree hero with no other concerns except the completion of his mission. One man dies so that many

can be saved. No matter how you look at it, that's a more than acceptable casualty rate. Lt. O'Connor,
aka Meteor Man I, will get a hero's funeral, and the day will be saved."
"A hero's funeral," mused the increasingly more depressed Dr. Kirschenbaum. ' 'I remember reading
about the Soviet firemen who rushed into Chernobyl to contain the fire to keep the plant from
exploding, knowing that in doing so they were signing their own death warrants. I also remember
stories of soldiers earning medals that were awarded posthumously by jumping on top of hand
grenades…"
"That's where you got your idea for Meteor Man smothering the atomic bomb that would have leveled
Las Vegas," Parker added gleefully.
"I guess," responded Kirschenbaum, "but you've missed the point. In the past there was a time for
heroes, when extraordinary men responded to extraordinary circumstances. No one could predict it, yet
somehow, because of the appearance of a few good men, we always managed to survive. It was a time
of heroes, and one always showed up on time."
"Now all we have to do is invent our own," added Parker, "and we never have to worry about one
showing up too late. We turned Lt. O'Conner into Meteor Man in under two hours, and averted the
crisis with three hours to spare. What more could we want?"
"What more could Lt. O'Conner want?" Kirschenbaum responded sardonically. "Maybe just a real
chance to be a hero, no deceptions, no false bravado. Maybe all he wanted was the chance to give up
his life for the common good. Maybe it was his time to be a hero."
"I'd rather not take that risk," said Parker.
"I suppose you would," replied Kirschenbaum, turning off the monitor till the next crisis, until the time
arrived when Meteor Man II would make his entrance.

Peer Review
MICHAEL A. STACKPOLE
The law can be extremely complicated with twists and turns. How do the laws of man apply to beings
who are only marginally human?
Dan Rather smiled for a second before composing his face into the solemn mask he affected when
imparting distressful news to the people of America. "The tumultuous kidnap and assault case
involving Maria Hopkins, a desperately ill young woman, her little brother Nathan, and the masked
vigilante Revenant took a couple of odd twists today. After the American Justice Commission—a group
of superheroes united to uphold the laws of the United States—announced they would hold a hearing
on Revenant's actions, news organizations filed suit in Federal court to force the AJC to open their
hearing to the public. Lawyers for the networks pointed out that the Federal and States' Attorneys in
both Vermont and New Hampshire had refrained from filing charges against Revenant pending the
outcome of the AJC hearing.
"The Advocate, charter member of the AJC and its legal advisor, noted that as a legally constituted and
privately held Delaware corporation it was not required to open its meetings. Federal Appeals Court
judge Elizabeth Kerin agreed with her argument and refused to issue an order opening the meeting.
All indications from the High Court are that it will refuse to hear arguments in the case."
Dan let a hint of surprise lighten his expression. "In the most bizarre turnaround in the case, Revenant

—who was believed to be in hiding outside the United States—has agreed to attend the AJC hearing,
despite his not being a member of the organization. His agreement was deemed unlikely in light of the
AJC's involvement with the case and its active opposition to his actions. Nemesis, founder of the AJC
and its current president, gave Revenant a personal guarantee of safety and said the hearing would be
fair. Revenant, a shadowy figure who has the distinction of being the only superhero ever to make it to
the FBI's Ten Most Wanted list, cited that guarantee as the primary reason for his decision.
"Quis custodiet ipsos custodes, the Romans used to ask: who will guard the guardians? Now we'll have
to ask: who will guard the guardians while they are guarding themselves?"
***
The desiccating desert heat surrendered reluctantly as Revenant descended the ramp leading into the
American Justice Commission headquarters. Built beneath the Arizona Center— the hole for it having
been carved out of the caliche by Nemesis and Glacier—the marble-lined walls made him more
mindful of a mausoleum than a place meant to be the center for the fight by good against evil. Having
holographic images of fallen AJC members built into the walls did not help improve the impression.
The floor leveled out into a small lobby, but the information and ticket booth off to the left was dark,
and the tour schedule had a big ' 'canceled'' sign taped over it. Continuing on ahead, Revenant passed
between two twenty-foot-high statues of Justice done in bronze and into a narrow corridor with a
ceiling that sloped up toward the surface again. At the end of it he entered a huge chamber with red
rock flooring and copper trim everywhere.
Seven members of the AJC waited to render judgement on his actions. Seated behind a high bench,
Nemesis occupied the primary position. On his right sat Aranatrix, Hummingbird and Hammersnake,
on his left Glacier, Caracal and Thylacine. All of them wore their costumes, and none had deigned to let
him see their bare faces.
As he had no intention of doing that either, he did not take their remaining masked as an insult. His
midnight-blue hood hid his face completely except for his eyes, and his cape shrouded the rest of him.
As he walked to the defense table to the left of the central aisle, he refrained from throwing his cloak
open quickly—he knew Glacier, Hammersnake and Colonel Constitution would love nothing more
than an excuse to pound on him. Reaching the table, he gently flipped the cape back behind his
shoulders, then carefully drew and laid his dart gun and shock-rod on the table.
He remained standing, taking his cue from The Advocate and Colonel Constitution at the prosecution
table. He bowed his head to Nemesis. "I'm sorry to keep you waiting, but parking is at a premium
around here." He glanced over at the superhero wearing red, white and blue. "I hope you validate
stubs."
Colonel Constitution snarled immediately. "I'll validate your stubby little…"
"Enough." Nemesis rose from his chair, muscles bulging. Though born on a planet in a far distant
galaxy and sent to Earth as a child, he did not seem alien to Revenant. His uniform had green sleeves
and leggings, with white stripes at the shoulders and waist. The blue of the torso matched the hue of
Nemesis's domino mask and was not that much lighter than the color of Revenant's uniform. Unlike the
Nightmare Detective, Nemesis did not wear gloves or a cape, and his long, blond hair touched his
broad shoulders.
' 'I wish to thank you, Revenant, for taking part in this hearing. It is less to ascertain innocence or guilt
than it is for us to decide if we will establish a policy concerning you. Your participation in the Hopkins
abduction has been the subject of debate here." From the way Nemesis looked around and various
members nodded, Revenant guessed the debate had been acrimonious. ' 'It is my hope that we can

resolve this situation. Agreed?"
Revenant nodded. "Agreed, though, for the record, I would like to point out that I do not recognize
your authority over me, nor do I consider myself bound by any verdict that might be reached here."
A suppressed growl from Colonel Constitution echoed through the cavernous hall. The Advocate, in her
trademark double-breasted black suit, black fedora, black mask and black gloves, held Constitution in
check, but did not spare Revenant an evil glare. Nemesis nodded affirmatively, then seated himself
again. "That is understood."
The AJC leader looked at The Advocate. "Please proceed."
"If it would please the… ah, you, my esteemed colleagues, let me remind you of the situation two
weeks ago that led to the catalog of crimes pending indictment on Revenant. Fearing for the safety of
her six-year-old son Nathan, Jeanette Hopkins—in defiance of a custodial order to the contrary—
sought refuge near Groveton Springs, New Hampshire. She said her husband and her daughter were
members of a satanic cult who wanted to sacrifice Nathan in a foul ceremony. Reverend Bert
Sunnington took her in and housed her at his Blessed Haven estate near Groveton Springs, then
retained legal counsel for her and immediately appealed the Vermont court's divorce and custody
decrees. Her ex-husband Martin was enjoined not to do anything to interfere with her temporary
custody of Nathan and, in response to a request by the judge who made that ruling, Colonel
Constitution led Strike Team Alpha up to New Hampshire to see that the child stayed with his mother.
"That restraining order in place, Revenant entered into a criminal conspiracy with Martin Hopkins to
violate that order and commit numerous felonies."
***
Martin Hopkins never would have described himself as a brave man. A brave man, he told himself,
would be able to fight his own battles. He could not, and he acknowledged that fact right along with his
failure in any of a number of other areas of his life. Even this appeal might fail, but he was desperate to
do anything that might save Maria. Desperate enough to overcome his fear of anything that even
remotely looked outside the law and especially anything that had to do with Revenant.
Martin Hopkins in no way looked the part of a hero and certainly did feel it, even though a friend he
told about the meeting said he had to have balls the size of planets to actually want to meet with
Revenant. Short and stout, with a pencitthin moustache and a double chin that rested on the top of his
barrel chest, Martin crept into the warehouse Revenant had designated for their meeting as if he were
the lead in a very, very bad spy movie. The belt barely kept an old trench coat closed, and the requisite
fedora had given way to a Yankees baseball cap.
Revenant cleared his throat and Martin spun, clutching at his chest as he saw the shadowed outline of a
man. "You wanted to see meT'
"Whoa, jeez, do do that." Martin caught his breath, then doffed his cap and wiped his forehead with his
sleeve. "I'm sorry, sir, I mean…" Frustration and fatigue wove their way through the man's voice,
bringing it to the edge of cracking. "Look, I do have any money. It's all tied up in the operation."
Revenant slipped from the shadows that had hidden him. "You are getting ahead of yourself. You are
Martin Hopkins, forty-one, divorced, two children. Maria is nineteen and Nathan is six. You are the
manager of Northwoods Lumber." Revenant's voice, calm and even, drained away some of the panic
causing Martin's heart to jackhammer in his chest. "Your ex-wife has your son in a religious commune
in New Hampshire."
Martin's brown eyes grew wide. "Good, that's good, that you know that stuff I mean. That's good."

