One of the Boys

L awrence Watt-Evans

Heroes are by their nature different from the rest of humanity. When it is carried to extremes, this
can cause problems.

A figt like atriphammer, the newspapers caled it. He tensed the musclesin hisarm again in that specia
way, that way nobody else on Earth could do, and he let the tension go, driving his hand forward.

Themeta bracesthat covered hisfingers smashed into the con-crete with asound like a cherry bomb.
The blocks shattered, soraying dust and fragmentsin al directions, and hisfist went right through; hisarm
sank into thewal up to the elbow. Shards of concrete smacked againgt hisarmor, rattling and
ricocheting, and he didn’t so much asblink,

Behind hismirrored visor agrin spread across hisface. Punching through awall—now, that wasa
satisfying sensation. He pulled his arm out and chose another spot, about afoot to the left. He cocked his
fist and drew it back for another blow,

“Lagt chance, Morguson!” someone cdled from behind. “If we have to comein after you, you aren’t
gonnalikeit!”

He paused, fist ready. That was Red, offering the punk a chance to surrender. Y ou dways had to give
the guy achance to go quietly. Red was good about stuff like that—he never forgot the rules.

A spray of machine-gun fire came out through the hole he had just punched; bulletsrattled off hisarmor,
off hisvisor.

Hedidn't flinch; instead, aiming toward the source of the bullets, he punched through thewal again,
gpattering chips of concretein Morguson' sdirection.

“Ow! Okay, okay!” came the shriek from insde. “Okay, | give! I'm opening the door!”
Morguson'svoice. Thelittlewimp was giving up.

“Doit, then!” he bellowed. “And drop the gun!”

“Easy, Captain,” Red whispered.

Hefroze, thinking. Had he screwed up, said something wrong?

No, it was okay. Red thought he was |osing histemper and wanted to cam him down, that was all. That
wasfine. That wasal in the pattern.

Had he been losing histemper? Maybe he had. Or at any rate, maybe the adrendine rush from punching
through thewal was getting to him.

That assumed it was adrendine, and of course, nobody redly knew. Whatever it was, it certainly seemed
to have the same effect on him that adrenaline had on human beings.

Red wasn't mad at him. Red was helping him out.



That was good.

The door, that booby-trapped super-steel door that M orguson had been so proud of, swung open, and
Stan Morguson stepped out, hands on his head. He blinked at the bright sunlight, took a moment to
locate his opponents.

“Wall, at least it took three of you,” Morguson said & last.

The Captain took a breath, planning to say something about doing whatever was needed in the name of
justice, but he hesitated—wasit theright thing to say?

And before he could decide, Swift said, “Hey, it wasadow night, you know?’

Red laughed; the Captain hesitated again, then he, too, chuckled heavily. He supposed that the
incongruity of Swift’s casud remark, after alife-and-death struggle against abrutal killer, was humorous.
Or perhapsit wasjust ardlief of tensgon.

“All right, Morguson,” hesaid. “Let’'sgo.”
“I’ve got the law waiting down the block, Captain,” Swift said.
“And that reporter from Channel Nine, | see,” Red remarked. He winked at Swift.

The Captain turned, and spotted three police cars and the Channd 9 news van, al stopped in the street
just fifty yards away. Hetried to brush the powdered concrete off his armor as he walked toward the
clugtered vehicles.

Morguson didn't put up any resistance; he kept his hands on his head as he marched adong the sidewalk.
The Captain glanced at him. “Glad to see you know when to quit,” he said.

“Hey, I’'mnot stupid,” Morguson said. “I don’t want to messwith any super-aiens. Everyone knows
about you and the Church of Doom, and | heard what you did to the Dickerson monster. | saw on TV
what happened to that guy with the laser gun last week, t0o.”

“That was an accident,” the Captain protested.

Morguson shrugged. “Well, | don’t want any accidents happening to me, thanks. Better | should hope for
afriendly jury.”

Red smiled; he dwaysliked it when the bad guyswere sensble. Therewasn't any funin bringingina
raving loon. And the Captain was away's So serious about everything—maybe extraterrestria s didn’t
have any sense of humor?

But then, it was hard to think of aguy like the Captain asan dien. After al, he'd been raised on Earth
from infancy; hewasjust aregular guy.

The Captain saw Red’ s samile, but hewasn't exactly sure why it was there. Was Morguson’ sremark
funny? Or did Red find it satisfying, maybe, that their reputation was so formidable?

The Captain wasn't sure just which was the natura human reaction. His own response wouldn't have
beenagsmilea dl.

He couldn’t let Red know that, of course.



Then he was distracted by the reporter’ svoice.

“Thisis Deborah Hatch, on the scene asthree of our more famous citizens convince awanted crimind to
surrender to police. The three mystery men who call themsalves Captain Cosmos, the Red Rover, and
Mr. Swift have apprehended a suspect who may be the so’ Called Electrothief, the person responsible for
the recent rash of high-tech break-ins and killings plaguing the city.” She had been facing directly into the
camera; now she stepped aside and turned dightly, so that her viewers could see the four people
approaching, Stan Morguson with his hands up, Red Rover smiling, Mr. Swift grinning, Captain Cosmos
grutting proudly.

“Hey, baby,” Mr. Swift called to her.

The Captain threw him aquick frown. That was no way to tak to the press. Swift couldn’t serioudy be
meaking apass a areporter in front of the cameral That was something to be donein private. It didn’t fit
the heroic image.

“Down, boy,” Red muttered.
Swift grinned even more broadly, but he didn’t say anything more; instead he waved at the camera.

An officer came up, gun drawn, and took Morguson’ sarm. “He' sal yours, boys,” Red said, releasing
his hold. “His gun’s back in the house there. Pat him down, read him hisrights, and take him away!”

Other police arrived, and proceeded to do just that. Deborah Hatch was il talking into her microphone,
but nobody was redly listening. Mr. Swift was watching her closaly, though; the Captain noticed that.

A plainclothes officer was approaching; Captain Cosmos straightened up, trying to look his best. He il
had concrete dust on his deeves, he noticed; he brushed &t it.

“Y ou boys want to come on down to the station and give us some statements?’ the plainclothesman
asked.

The Captain puffed out his chest, but before he could say, “ Certainly, sir,” Red had replied, “Héll of a
way to spend a Friday night, but | guess we could stop by.”

“That'd be good of you, I'm sure,” the cop said sardonically. “I supposeyou'll give usthe usud grief
about not using your red names?’

Before any of the three could reply, another car pulled up, drawing everyone' s attention.
“Oh, Chrigt,” the plainclothesman muttered.

“What isit?’ Captain Cosmos asked, ingtantly aert.

“It’ sthe goddamn mayor.”

“Yup,” Red agreed, grinning, “It' sHizzoner hisslf.”

Ms. Hatch was shouting at her cameraman, who swung around just in timeto catch the Honorable Albert
Maxzilli dimbing out of hislimo.

His Honor waved to his congtituents, as embodied by the unshaven teenager in the baseball cap and blue
jeanswith the TV cameraon his shoulder. Mazilli took afew secondsto orient himsdf, then
waked—no, strode—over to thewaiting crimefighters.



The camerafollowed him every step, and Hatch held out her microphone, cdling, “Mr. Mayor, what
brings you here?’

Hewaved her away and marched directly up to the colorful threesome. Mr. Swift stood with hands on
hips, Red Rover leaned againgt alamppost; and Captain Cosmos stood straight, chest out, resisting the
temptation to salute.

The mayor thrust out a hand, and the Captain took it, carefully not squeezing asthey shook. Red and
Swift exchanged glances.

“I just wanted to meset you boysin person,” Mayor Mazilli announced, speaking toward the microphone.
“To thank you for your amazing triumphs over the menacesto our society, and for the efforts you' ve
made to stop crimein our city.”

“Our pleasure, Mr. Mayor,” the Captain replied. He threw aquick glance at Red, who smiled and
shrugged.

“And | know you're busy men,” Mazilli continued, “but | hope you' |l be ableto find timeto attend a
reception in your honor, and in honor of al the brave volunteers who have stepped forward to fight crime
in the streets and other dangers. I’ ve taken the liberty of arranging one, to be held at City Hall on
Tuesday evening.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out three square envelopes, handing oneto
esch—obvioudy formal invitations.

“Thank you, your Honor,” the Captain said, accepting his. “It redlly isn't necessary, and | can’t say how
much we appreciateit.”

“Thenyou'll come?’

The Captain hestated, glancing at his companions.

“We can't promise anything, Mr. Mayor,” Red said, “but we'll try.”
Mr. Swift nodded agreement.

Mazilli turned to face the camera, and said, “And of course, the presswill be welcome—I hopewe'll
see you there, Ms. Hatch.”

She amiled. Swift and Red exchanged glances.
“I think | can makeit, after dl,” Swift said.
Mazilli turned back to the crimefighters.

“There sonemorething,” he said. “When | heard you men were down here, after this... after thisalleged
crimina, | hurried down here because it was the only way | knew to reach you. Now, of course, you're
not the only, um... independent crimefightersin town—I believe there are a least two others...”

“The Night Man,” Captain Cosmos agreed.
“And the Amazon,” Swift added.
“Yes, wdll, | haven't been able to contact them, and I’ d like to see that they’ reinvited, aswell.”

“If we seethem, we'll tell them,” Red said.



“Wall, good, then, that’ sfine...” The mayor smiled, and shook the Captain’ s hand again, then turned
away and, with awave to the camera, headed back to his car.

“What wasdl that about?” Swift asked, as Mazilli stepped down off the curb.

“Election coming up,” Red replied. “1 guess Hizzoner has decided we' re hot stuff, wantsit to look like
we'reonhissde”

“Oh, but we can’'t take sides in partisan politicsl” the Captain said, shocked.

Startled, Swift turned to stare at him; Red snorted.

“Why the hell not?’ Swift demanded.

“Well, because... because we reasymbol, and... and... it just doesn't seem appropriate.”

Swift stared a him, and Red said, “I don’t recall giving up my condtitutiond rightsjust because | liketo
put on fancy clothes and punch out drug dedlers.”

The Captain blinked and considered.

It was true enough; there wasn't any real reason that superheroes couldn’t take sidesin palitics. He had
had some vague idea that they were supposed to be above dl that, and besides, if the truth be known, he
didn’t redly understand palitics.

But hewasn't going to argue.
“Y ou boys coming?’ the plainclothesman called, rescuing the Captain from having to say anything more.

Giving statementswas afamiliar routine—not particularly difficult or tiring, but not very interesting, either.
Captain Cosmos went through it automaticaly. Afterward, he waved to the squad room and marched
proudly out of the police station.

Hewas a good deal |ess proud when he reached the men’ sroom at the Station Square Mini-Mall; he
was almost furtive as he dipped insde and took the stal on the end. He stood on the toilet and pushed
up the celling pand, found his duffel bag, and hauled it down; he pulled out his shirt and jeans, then
carefully stripped off his gleaming brass-plated armor and tucked it away.

It waslate; for amoment he considered keeping on Captain Cosmos' s gleaming black boots, but then he
caught himsdf.

Unforgivable cardlessnessl He must never let his guard down; enemies could be lurking anywhere. Any
clueto histrue identity could be dangerous.

Though he was't exactly sure how. It was just part of the way this costumed hero stuff was done.
The boots went in the bag, and the sneakers from K-Mart went on hisfeet.

On the sairs at his building that dark-haired woman from A-21 leaned out and watched as he climbed to
his own gpartment. She did that alot; didn’t she have anything better to do than watch her neighbors?

Or was she only watching him?. Did she suspect that he had secrets?

He sighed as he unlocked his door.



He stepped into hisliving room, into the welcoming warmth and humidity, into the familiar smelsfrom his
kitchen, and he relaxed.

It was a dow weekend; he patrolled the city solo most of Saturday and didn’t see athing. The police
radio in hishelmet didn’t mention anything but speeders.

Wéll, that was no surprise. Y ou couldn’t expect to fight monsters or crazed cultists every day. Once or
twice ayear something like that would come aong and make the whole business worthwhile, but usualy,
he didn’t have anything to do that the ordinary police couldn’t have handled, if they’ d had thetime and
manpowe.

Sunday he and Mr. Swift met up for lunch at Erni€’s, and afterward went down to the Projects off 14th
and nailed acouple of smdl-time dedlers; the punksran at the sight of the Captain, and Swift wasthere
to trip them up. Red didn’t show.

“I think he' sgot adate,” Swift said.
The Captain nodded. Swift threw him aglance. “Y ou got any hot prospectsfor the evening?’
“No,” the Captain said.

“ Spending the evening rereading Dickens, or something?’ Swift smiled indulgently. “ C mon, Captain,
"fess up—you're the type who' d rather pick up abook than agirl. Or maybe you’ ve got awife and
kiddies waiting at home?*

“| don't talk about my private life, Mr. Swift,” the Captain said. “Y ou know that.”
At the palice station the booking sergeant remarked, “It took two of you to catch these guys?’
“Sow day,” the Captain said with ashrug. He threw alook at Swift, who smiled approvingly.

Monday he heard on the radio that some loon had holed up in his house with amachine gun, holding his
own daughter as a hostage; the Captain debated asking his supervisor for the afternoon off, but Red
Rover took care of it, getting into the house through a back window, getting the girl out, and then
disarming the perpetrator. Nobody was quite sure how he'd managed it.

“Took along lunch,” Red explained, when the Captain phoned him that evening and asked. They'd all
exchanged phone numbers.

“No, | mean... oh, never mind.”

“No, I'mkidding, Cap.” Red laughed. “But you know | don’'t explain how | do my stuff. Any more than
you do.”

“I don’'t have anything to explain,” the Captain protested. “| was born thisway.”

“Hey, | know, didn’t mean to razz you or anything,” Red answered, histone dmost gpologetic. “Bui |
don’'t explain, not evento you.”

“Okay,” the Captain said, accepting Red' sdecision.
“Y ou going to the Mayor’ s reception, Cap?’
“1think I will,” the Captain said dowly.



Tuesday he changed at Station Square again—it was about the best drop he' d ever found, and it was
more comfortable than changing in the car. He knew it would be safer to switch again, but just this once,
he thought he could risK it.

Thewalk to City Hall waslonger than he’ d thought, though, and he arrived late.

The guard at the door waved him through, and he found himsalf in abig room crowded with people, men
in expensive suits and women in fancy dresses. They stared at him as he entered, and he smiled at them
al, hisbest public smile. Only his mouth was visble below the visor; if hiseyesweren't smiling, no one
could tdl.

Hedidn’t have the faintest ideawho any of these people were.

Then he spotted Mr. Swift’s hdmet; its metalic blue sheen stood out from the innumerable heads of hair
in various shades of brown and gold and gray.

And Red' swraparound blade sunglasses were there, too, far across the room. A moment later the
Amazon’s bronze hdmet emerged from behind a pillar near the table of hors d' ceuvres.

Each of them had asmall crowd clustered about him or her, and with a start the Captain redized a crowd
was forming around him, too. Most of it was people who looked at him and then moved on without
getting in hisway, but not al of it. A young blond woman in adeek red gown set hersdf directly in his
path, and smiled up at him across her glass of champagne.

“I’ve dways wanted to meet you,” shesad.
Disconcerted by the unfamiliar surroundings, helet the naturd response dip out: “Why?’
Immediately, he caught himsdlf; he should have said something like, “1I' m flattered.”

It wastoo late, though. The woman cocked her head to one side, still smiling, and said, “ Because you're
amystery—you're big and strong and brave, so you should have aface like agod, but nobody’ s ever
seen your face”

“It'sjust aface,” hesaid. “Same asanybody else's”

“Oh, I'msureitisn’t likeanybody es2's,” she protested. “I’ll bet it'sawonderful face. Can't you raise
that visor and let me have a peek?’

“No, I'm afraid not.”
“How do we know you'reredlly Captain Cosmosat dl, then?’
That sumped him for amomen.

“Youdon't,” hesad at last. “ And showing you my face wouldn’t help any, since nobody’ s seen it
before”

“I bet | could tell.”
He didn’t bother to answer that.
“You're from outer pace, aren’'t you? That’ s how you can do al those amazing things?’

“I don't really know mysdlf,” the Captain admitted. “Wherever I'm from origindly, | came hereasa



baby, and | grew up right hereinthe U.SA.”

“An al-American boy, huh?| knew it. Some people say you wear that visor because you'reredly a
robot, or amongter, or something,” she persisted. “But I’'m sure you're not.”

“I'mnot,” hesaid shortly. It hadn’t occurred to him that anyone might think hewas hiding hisface
because there was something wrong with it. He didn't like the idea. Bad enough to be an dien without
looking dien.

“Now, that’swhat | said,” the woman purred. “| told them | thought you were ared man. I’'m sure
there’sahuman face under there, and I’d love to seeit. | bet you have the bluest eyes.”

“I'm sorry,” the Captain told her, “but | couldn’t possibly raise my visor in public.”

“It doesn't haveto be public,” she murmured. “1’d be glad to go someplace private with you.” Her
fingerswere stroking therim of her glass.

Behind hisvisor, the Captain frowned. Thiswoman’s curiosity seemed entirely unreasonable. Why was
sheinterested in seeing hisface, and being so persistent about it? Was she aspy for some underworld
organization, perhaps, trying to learn hisidentity so that they could track him down when he was off duty
and off hisguard?

“I just got here,” he said.

“Léater, then?”

“I don't think s0,” hereplied. “1 should go say hello to the mayor.” He gestured vaguely across the room.
She pouted, but let him go.

He made his way through the crowd, making polite noises to various strangers as he went. A murmur
drew his attention back toward the door for amoment; he turned to see the Night Man entering, his
disreputable hat jammed down even further than usudl.

Thewoman in the red dresswas gtill watching the Captain. She smiled and made alittle wave at him. He
waved back, unwillingly.

“Who' sthat in the hat?’ someone asked.

“*It'sdusk,” * someone else quoted from the newspaper write-up; the Captain frowned. ” "He's
punched in, and he’ slooking for someone to punch out.” ”

“Oh, it'sthe Night Man,” thefirgt person exclaimed in recognition.

The Captain was annoyed. That bit was practically the Night Man's dogan now. The darn newspapers
had never come up with anything that memorable about him, even though everyone knew he wastwice
the hero the Night Man was.

True, the Night Man probably had more citizen’ s arrests to his credit, but they were al smal fry. He
hadn’t captured any mongters. He hadn’t fought anything like the Church of Doom, or the cave-dwelling
mutants with their brain-deadening rays. He didn’t have any of the Captain’s superhuman talents and
abilities. The Captain snorted; he' d like to have seen that punk in the hat even bring in someone like the
Electrothief! He couldn’t punch through a concrete wall!

Then he caught himsdlf. Professiond jedl ousy was unbecoming in acrimefighter; after dl, they weredl on



thesameside.

Someone laughed, loudly and brightly; he turned to see Deborah Hatch near the podium, adrink in her
hand, talking to Mr. Swift. Her cameraman was nearby, watching disinterestedly. Red Rover and the
Amazon weretaking over by apillar.

The Captain supposed that Red and the Amazon were exchanging ideas on crimefighting, and Swift and
Ms. Hatch were probably talking about how the media could help in the war againgt crime. That was all
fine

But what was he supposed to do? He started to turn around, looking for someone to talk to, when aman
inablack suit strode out to the podium and tapped on the microphone.

The Captain listened intently as the man introduced the mayor, and then as the mayor made allittle speech
thanking the costumed crimefightersfor their efforts.

“We don’'t know who you are,” His Honor said, “but we're glad you' re here.”

The Captain smiled a that, smiled behind his mirrored visor, smiled his odd, stiff smile that he had taken
s0 long to learn as a child-He didn’t know who he was either, in away. His adoptive parents had told
him what they knew, about how he had been found in adumpster the night the UFO exploded over the
river, about how they’ d found out he wasn't really human—but nobody had told him any more than that,
because nobody knew.

But no—he did know who he was. He was Captain Cosmos, defender of the innocent. Where he came
from didn’t matter. He had struggled hard all hislife to learn to be ahuman being, and he had managed it,
and now he was aso something more than that. He was a hero.

“Hi, Captain,” awoman said. Hefelt atouch on hisarm and turned to find ayoung brunette smiling up at
him.

“Helo,” hesaid.

“My name s Jenny,” shetold him.

“Héllo, Jenny. Pleased to mest you.”

“Do you have any plansfor after the reception, Captain?’

“Well, actudly, | suppose!’ll take alook around for burglars,” he said.

She made a disappointed noise, but he didn’t really understand why. Wasn't he supposed to look for
burglars?

The mayor finished his speech, and any further conversation waslost in the applause.

Hedidn't stay long; he shook handswith afew officids, then said goodbye and Ieft. When he looked
back he saw other people leaving, aswell. Red and Swift and the Amazon were till insde, aswasthe
Channd 9 news crew, but the Night Man had vanished even before the mayor’ s speech ended.

On the way back to Station Square he sometimes glimpsed peoplein fancy clothes strolling
along—otherswho had been at the reception, of course. There was one woman in ablack coat who
seemed to be going the same direction he was for asurprisingly long way; she had ahigh collar up, and
seemed to turn away every time helooked in her direction, so he never got alook at her face.



He changed in the men’ sroom. When he was out of costume he felt both better and worse—better
because it was arelief to be out of costume, to be offstage, asit were, and worse, because now he was
nobody in particular, he wasn't Captain Cosmaos anymore, just an ordinary person.

And being an ordinary person was hard.

At his gpartment he heard someone come in the door behind him; he paused on the stairs to look, and
saw ayoung woman he didn’t recognize in the hall below.

She turned to the row of mailboxes and buzzers, and he went on upstairs. As he opened the door to his
own gpartment he could hear whoever it was down there, talking to the womanin A-21.

That was Tuesday night.

On Wednesday, when he got home from work, he found awoman sitting on the sairs. He hesitated,
unsure whether to squeeze past slently, or to say something.

“Héllo, Mr. Jenkins,” she said. There was something odd about the way she said it.

He blinked. “Hello,” he answered mildly. “How do you know my name?’

“Mrs. Almido told me,” she said, gesturing toward A-21.

Was that the woman's name?*“| didn’t know she knew it,” he remarked.

“Shegot it off the mailbox,” the woman on the Sairs explained. “What' sthe F stand for?’
“Frank,” he said, puzzled.

“Frank Jenkins,” she said, getting to her feet and dusting off her skirt. “1’m pleased to meet you.” She
held out ahand. “I'm Rosdlie Dutton.”

Jenkinstook her hand gently, being very careful not to squeeze. He noticed her coat lying on the steps, a
black coat that looked familiar.

And there was something about her face, too. He wasn't good with faces, not good at all.
“Have | seen you somewhere?’ he asked.

“You might have,” she admitted. “Listen, could we go up to your place?’

He hesitated. “Why?" he asked.

“Totak,” shesad. “Jugt to talk.”

Hefrowned, trying to figure out what she wanted. “I don’t think that’sagood idea,” he said.
“I think it is, Captain,” she said.

He stared at her.

“Y ou want meto talk to the reporters, instead?’ she demanded. Her voice was not very steady, he
noticed—but as usua, he didn’t know what to make of that.

Jenkins glanced quickly around the hallway. Nobody elsewasin sght, but there was no telling who might
be listening through the flimsy doors.



“All right,” hesaid. “Go onup.”
She amiled triumphantly—and nervoudy—and turned and ran up the Sairs.
He came up more dowly, trying to think what he should do.

Heredlly couldn’t settle on anything until he knew more, he decided as he stepped out onto the landing.
He reached past the waiting woman, key in hand, and opened the door of his apartment.

Thefamiliar warmth and smell of home rolled out, and he smiled; that took some of the stiffnessand
worry out of him, just feding that hot, damp air.

A new expression flickered across the woman’ sface, one he didn’t quite catch—he was never very
quick at these things. Then it was gone, and he waved her in.

Rosdlie Dutton was facing her moment of triumph, and somehow, it wasn't quite what she had expected.
She had findly tracked down her hero, the man she wanted—but there was something in his face that
made her uneasy. His features weren't asregular as she had expected; his hair wasn't the blond she had
imagined it would be, but an odd shade of light brown.

And when the door of his gpartment opened, the air that rolled out was thick with moisture, hot and
heavy, and it carried an odor of ammoniaand other things, asif ahundred different cleansers and
chemicas had been spilled in there somewhere.

She entered, dowly, looking around. He saw her throat work as she swallowed.
“You... you keep it pretty warm in here, don't you?’ she asked.
He shrugged. “1 guess,” hesaid. “1 don’t like the cold.”

“Oh.” Shelooked around, at the books, the big table, the hassocks, the single chair. She seemed far less
certain now than she had on the stairs. He wished he knew what she was thinking.

She had expected to find amodest and tasteful little abode, an all-American setting straight out of fifties
television; what e se would be appropriate for abig Boy Scout like Captain Cosmos?

Instead, she was in this sweltering, mal odorous, vaguely bohemian gpartment. There was no sofa, no end
tables, the furnishingsthat were there were mismatched and worn.

Her dream was not coming out right.

He closed the door and asked, “Now, what can | do for you, Ms. Dutton?’
Sheturned to stare at him.

“You're Captain Cosmos,” she said.

“What makes you think that?’ he asked, trying to sound noncommittal—though he wasn't sure why he
bothered; maybe in the comic books people could be fooled out of such discoveries, but he was pretty
sure hewas't going to be able to pull it off. Thiswoman, whoever she was, had found him oui.

“I followed you,” she said. “I’ ve been following you for weeks, whenever | could, learning your tricks,
and finding ways around them. When | followed you from the reception last night | finaly managed to see
you out of costume, and to stay with you dl the way here. | watched you go in that men’sroom at the
Mini’Mall, and | saw you come out, and | was sure it was you despite your tricks, because there wasn't



anyone el se around you could be, and there aren’t many men your size. | mean, | was sure, but | wanted
to be really sure, so | talked to Mrs. AlImido, and she told me about how you go out every night, you're
amost never home, you never talk to anybody, never have visitors here—she thinksyou're cruising gay
bars, you' re so big and handsome but she never sees you with any women, you don’t even talk to
women. | don't think so, though; | think you’ re out on patrol.”

“Andwhat if Mrs. Almido’sright?’ he asked mildly. “Or what if I'm aburglar, or aserid killer, and | go
out robbing or murdering people?’

“But you'renot,” she said, without conviction. She glanced involuntarily around &t the odd furnishings.
“Y ou’ re Captain Cosmos, the super-crimefighter.”

“And what if | am?What would you want with me?” Somehow, her uneasiness seemed to be making him
more sure of himsdf. After dl, he was on hisown home turf; he could smell that wonderful chloride tang
from the kitchen, the air was thick and moi <, the temperature was a comfortable 90 degrees or so.

She was perspiring, he noticed; her forehead was damp. She stepped closer to him, very close.

“Y ou saved me from amugger,” she said, her voice low. “ Three months ago, on the waterfront, after a
latemovie”

“Suppose | did,” hesaid. “What of it?’
“I never got to say thank you,” she said, abit desperately. She was amost touching him now.

When he didn’t react immediately, she turned and looked at the furniture again, and added, “ There' sno
couch.” She knew she sounded like an idiot, and she hoped that she wasn't offending him.

But then, she had come barging in here, invading his privacy— he had aright to be offended, didn’'t he?

Thiswasn't at dl the way she had envisoned it. She had seen him, after someinitia shyness, sweeping
her off her feet and carrying her into his bedroom.

Instead, she was standing here talking about couches, and that weird chemica smell was getting stronger
and stronger; her nose was beginning to sting. It was like one of those horrible dreams where everything
went wrong, where no one would listen to her, no matter what she said.

“No,” hesaid, “I don't likethem.” After a second’ s pause, he added, “ Have a seat anywhere, if you
like”

“What about you?’

“I'll gand.”

Desperate for aresponse, she reached out and stroked hisarm.
Hedidn't react.

“I’ve been trying to find you for months,” she said. “When 1 heard about the reception, | knew | had to
bethere”

That gtartled him. “I don’t remember seeing you there.”



“I just watched.” She pressed up againgt him. “1 saw those other women talk to you, and you seemed to
think they were pushy, or something, so1...” Her voicetrailed off as shelooked up a him. She frowned.

Maybe the whole dream was based on awrong assumption. Maybe the all-American hero wasn't quite
what people thought he was. She was swesting, and the stench was beginning to get to her; shedidn’t
think she could stand any more subtlety—and she wasn't redlly being subtle at al, in any case.

So she would have to be absolutely direct.
“Damnit, are you gay?’ she demanded. “Isthat it after al?’

“No,” he said. He had findly redlized what she wanted, though he till had no ideawhy; he certainly
hadn’t meant to |ead anyone on. He paused for amoment, debating, then decided on the truth. 1 don’t
want men, either,” hesaid.

She stared into hisface, hiseyes.

His eyes, she thought, were avery strange color, ashade of brown she had never seen in eyes before,
and there was something odd about the shape.

Or maybe there was something wrong with her eyes. They were beginning to sting from the fumes,
whatever they were.

At leadt, she thought it was the fumes, and not tears.

“I'msorry,” hesaid.

“Youdon't likewomen?’ she asked.

Heshrugged. “I likeyou dl fine” he said. “ As people. But that' sall.”

“Youdon't...” Shehestated. Thiswasdl wrong. She knew she should just turn and run out, but she had
come so far. “You don't, um, want...”

He shrugged. He wondered if he ought to blush, but that was something he had never learned to do.
“Wadl, not with anyone I’ ve ever met,” he said.

“Areyou...” She hestated. “I mean, isthere something physicaly wrong?’

He shook his head. “ There’ s something missing,” he said. “But it' s not anything Smple or obvious. | don't
know what it is. | don’'t know if it sinme, or inal of you, but whatever itis, it isn't there.”

Shepulled away. “Thisisn't at al how | pictured it,” she said, her voice unsteady, and he could see that
her eyes were now as moist as her forehead.

“I’'msorry,” hesaid.

The barrier was broken, and the words poured out in atorrent of confusion and misery. “It'sall so
weird, | mean, | wanted you so much and you aren’t interested, and you keep it so hot in here | can
hardly think, and ther€ sno placeto sit, and there' sthat smell, what isthat?’

“Wadll, part of itisjust theway | likemy air,” he explained. “1 supposeit’slike air freshener would be, for
you.”

“Part of it?" Shewiped at her nose, which was beginning to drip. Swest smeared her makeup.



“Wadll, there sthat,” he said, pointing to the tray dtting in the window to the kitchen.
She turned; her vision was beginning to blur, but she could see the tray and its contents.
“Oh, my God.” shesaid. “What isthat?’ Shetook a step closer.

“My dinner,” hesad.

She gagged, and turned to stare at him. Her face was pae.

“Ms. Dutton,” he said gently, “if | redly am Captain Cosmos, even given that | came from outer space,
have you ever wondered how | could be so strong? How | can seein the dark, and al the rest of it?”

“| thought... | thought it was fancy equipment, from your spaceship...”

He shook hishead. “I wasborn with it,” he said. “| see deep intheinfrared, | can bench-press about a
ton, and that’ s just standing herein my regular clothes”

Shedill sared.

For onething, if shedidn’t stare at him, she might seethat dinner again.

“I'm not human, Ms. Dutton.” It hurt to Sateit outright like that, but he knew he had to.
“Thenwhat are you?’ she demanded desperately.

“I don’'t know,” hereplied soberly. “Nobody does. | wasafoundling.”

“But you look human.” She could no longer see hisface clearly; her head was swvimming.
He shrugged.

“You act human,” sheingsted. “I mean, you speak English and everything.”

“I grew up here)” hesaid. “I've lived among humansdl my life, and I’ ve tried very hard to be one of
you.” Hesighed. “It' s been very hard, sometimes.”

She didn’'t understand. He was aman, wasn't he? She couldn’t think clearly. Shetried to fight back to
the dream, to the lovely vision of the great handsome hero carrying her off to hisbed. “Then can’t you...
| mean, if you grew up here, can’t you... don't women...”

“Something' smissing,” herepeated. “Maybeit'sasmell or something, | don’t know. It took me yearsto
figure out what | should eat, you know that.” My parentstried, they gave me everything they could think
of that might help, but | spent half my childhood throwing up. And asfor sex, | haven't even begun to
figureit out.” Hisvoice cracked dightly as he added, ”| don’t even know what the females of my species
look likel*

She stared, and took a step backward, amost stumbling over one of the hassocks. Those flat brown
eyeswere locked on her own. He flexed his muscles, not like aman might, but like an animd didodging
fleas, unthinkingly; and for the first time, she redlized that those muscles moved in ways aman’smuscles
did not.

Or wasthat just the distortion of her vision? Everything had become nightmarish; shefdt sick and
feverish.



He watched her. Thiswas more than he' d told anyone, ever—he hadn’t even talked to his parents about
sex. He d told the others, Red and Swift and the Amazon, that he was an dien, but he had never given
them any details. When the newspapers had reported he got his powers from outer space, he had never
deniedit.

But until now, he had never redly told anyone what that meant.

“We redifferent pecies,” he said relentlesdy. “Welook dike, but that’ s just a coincidence, or maybe
protective coloration, like those butterflies—monarchs and viceroys.”

“But thenwhy...” she asked. “I mean, why are you a crimefighter? Why do you care about the rest of
us, if we aren’t the same species?’

“I don't, redly,” he admitted. “But | want to be human. Or at least, | want to fit in. I’'m doing what a
human would do—aren’t I? 1sn’t that what you' re supposed to do, if you' ve got specia powers? Bea
hero?

She didn’t dare argue with him. She couldn’t keep her words straight, though. “I guess... but why do
youwant to, if...”

Hedid thething in histhroat that corresponded to asigh. “I may not be human,” he said, “but | get
londy. | want asocid life”

She blinked, trying to clear the haze. “ That’ sasocid life? Chasing crooks?’

“I’m one of the boys,” he said. “With Red Rover and Mr. Swift. And the cops, the Amazon, the Night
Man, the press people, even the mayor, they al talk to me, and | know what to say back.”

She was nearer the door, now, and the air seemed cleaner. She asked, “But couldn’t you, you know, get
to know your neighbors, go to parties, things like that? Y ou have to go out hunting drug pushers to meet

people?”’

He shook his head. It doesn’t work, having aregular socid life. It stoo complicated. | don't get the
jokes. | don't pick up thesignds. It'sdl gray and blurry and hard to follow, there’ s sex in everything,
and thefood | can't eat, and the body language | never learned to read. | tried. Believe me, | tried. But
my brain just isn't wired the same way yours are; al the ways you people just naturally communicate
without words, things you teke for granted, | don't have.”

“S0 you chase crooks?’ she croaked. It ill didn’t seem to make senseto her.

He shrugged. “Y ou dways know who the bad guys are,” he said. “Y ou know what the point of the
wholethingis”

Shedidn’t say anything. She wasn't sure she could il talk.

“So now you know,” hesaid at last. “Not just who | am, but what | am.”
She nodded.

“| don’'t want you to tel anyone,” he said.

Even across the species boundary, she thought the threat in hisface was clear. “I didn’t think you
would,” she said, her voice arasp.

“Or you' d have told them yoursdlf.”



“Sowill you stay quiet?”
She nodded.
He stared at her, hesitating. Then he plunged.

“You know,” hesaid, “1 can't read your face very well. | don’t understand how you think. I don’t know
if | cantrust you.”

“You cantrust me,” she protested, whispering. “I won't tell anyone.”

“I don't know that,” he said. “ So let metell you something, Ms. Rosdie Dutton. Y ou aren’t my kind.

Y ou could ruin everything. If you tell anybody any of thisstuff, | will hunt you down, and I will kill you.
With my bare hands.” He picked abook off the nearest shelf, athick hardcover, and crushed it between
his hands. Shredded paper fluttered to the floor.

She stared in horror at thisfina ghastly perversion of her dream.
“But you'reahero,” she whispered. “One of the good guys.”

“Yes” hesad. “That' stherolel picked. | likeit. And | want to stay one of the good guys. | don’t want
to be an adien mongter. Don’'t make me be an dien mongter.”

“Iwon'ttdl,” shesaid. “1 swear. | won't say anything. Ever.” The room was svimming; she couldn’t
breathe, her face was soaked with swest, her hands trembled in fear and confusion.

“Good,” he said. He glanced at the serving window. “Would you like to stay to dinner, then?’
She gasped, and fainted.
Hewatched her fall, frowning.

As he picked up her limp body, he wondered if he would ever reglly make good on the threst, and he
didn’t know. Hedidn’t think he would ever need to; he thought Rosalie Dutton would keep her mouth
shut, but hedidn’t redlly know.

He dung her over his shoulder. Fresh air, Earth air, would revive her, he wasfairly sure. Hewould leave
her somewhere safe, and with any luck, when she cameto, she would think it had al been adream, and
that would be the end of it.

Of coursg, if shedidn’t think that, she might talk. She might go to the newspapers.

If shetalked, everyone would say he was an alien monster. Maybe he should just kill her, wring her neck
and dump the body somewhere.

But if hekilled her, maybe that would mean heredly was an dien monger.
No, hethought, I’m not an alien mongter, | am not.
Hewas, he assured himsdf, one of the boys.

Hewasjust one of the boys.



