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I remember clearly looking down the great hall and thinking to myself what a waste of Aryan blood; one hundred men—one hundred of the best soldiers in the Reich who had volunteered to die for the Fatherland. Each was strapped to a gurney, elevated forty-five degrees. At the end of the hall was Messer’s Device. It crouched like some great, hulking beast, barely containing the energies within its carefully-crafted skin.

Messer gave his usual speech—that the men had been selected for their bravery and their loyalty to Germany for a special treatment that would make them into the supermen they were destined to become. His speech was always the same. I had heard it so many times I could have repeated it word for word; so many times he had sent a group of good soldiers like these to their death.

God in Heaven, how could we have known this time he would have been right?

-Dr. Felix Dietrich, 1942

February, 1942

Aufstein, Germany

The way the castle lights dimmed and flickered worried Jim Scott. The American soldier watched the two-hundred-year-old castle through his field glasses, as he sprawled across a high rock ledge that overlooked the castle. Scott could have been a poster child for the Aryan ideal, had he not been a loyal son of America—six foot four, built like a farmhand, with a strong jaw and a shock of dirty blond hair that had grown out considerably since the arrival of his team in Germany. Officially, their team’s code name was Project Circus, but everybody from General Eisenhower on down just called them The Freakshow.

“Goddamn Krauts don’t know a goddamn thing about wiring,” grumbled Johnny Stills next to him. He fumbled for his canteen, which Scott knew was full of cheap Swiss vodka. Stills was small, almost rat-like in his appearance and intensity. He was dark-eyed and furtive in his movements.

A few battery-powered lights flickered to life below. “Now’s our chance,” said Scott. “While they’re restoring power.”

Stills nodded, wiping his mouth with the back of a grimy hand. “Move out,” he whisper-shouted behind him. Two more dogfaces emerged from the low evergreens. William Hester and Ray Downs. Hester was twenty-four, making him the oldest of the group, and wore glasses, earning him the nickname Professor. Downs was the youngest, barely eighteen. His overlarge ears made him seem even younger. If it hadn’t been for his parahuman ability, Scott would have refused to take him on a mission. It was like having your younger brother along on a date. The four men had infiltrated Germany nearly three weeks earlier with help from the French Resistance and had been making their careful way to Aufstein, where Allied Command said the Nazis were working on some secret weapon.

“Did you guys hear that?” Downs tapped his ear as he attached a rope around a sturdy rock outcropping.

“What do you think, moron?” Stills sneered at him, making no effort to connect his own rope.

“Stow that noise, Corporal,” said Scott. “We’re going to have a hard enough time of this without you announcing our presence to the entire Third Reich. What’d you hear, Sounder?”

Downs shrugged. “Dunno, Sergeant. Sounded like they turned on a big dynamo.”

“Couldn’t have been,” said Hester. “A dynamo makes power, not drains it. Why’d they lose their lights?”

Stills muttered something under his breath that sounded something like “whyncha go ask ‘em, shithead?”

Scott ignored his headstrong second-in-command. In spite of Stills’ abrasive personality, he was a brilliant tactician and made excellent use of his particular skills. “You guys ready for descent?”

Hester and Downs answered in the affirmative. Downs even sounded eager. They hadn’t seen any real action since France, and that seemed like an eternity ago, and more than once, Downs had complained about all the damn sneaking around. “It ain’t fair. I want to kill me some krauts,” he’d say, fingering his knife.

Scott turned to Stills. “Corporal, secure our landing site. And do it quietly.”

Stills drew his bowie knife and saluted. “Yes sir,” he said, and vanished off the rock with a soft puff of inrushing air.

Stills was what Allied Command called an exceptional talent. They all were. Scott had been the first, found by a displaced French researcher named Georges Devereaux. Scott was strong enough to toss a jeep across a parking lot and tough enough to take a fifty-caliber bullet in the chest without even blinking, much less bleeding. He could also fly for almost a mile at a time, something that was more than a leap but less than actual flight. Devereaux had found Scott, thanks to his odd ability to see parahuman abilities in others, and brought him to see some men in the Army. They liked what they saw and immediately enrolled him in Basic. Then they went back to Devereaux and asked if he could find a few more like Scott, whom they code-named Strongman.

John Henry Stills was next. He was a teleport, able to move anywhere he could see without traversing the space between points. He simply vanished from one spot and instantly reappeared in his destination. He was a master knife-wielder, having been working in his father’s slaughterhouse. Scott had seen him slice a kraut to bloody ribbons in seconds, flashing all around him faster than could be seen. The army code-named him Flicker, which he hated. But they let him get away with his antics because he was a parahuman, and there were only four in all the American forces, plus the wild card of Georges Devereaux.

William Hester could imbue objects he could hold in his hand with kinetic energy and then release them with enough force to rupture tank armor. In spite of his tremendous combat ability, Hester was mostly an intellectual. The soft-spoken, bespectacled man was more likely to be found with his nose buried in a book during down time, instead of chasing women or gambling like normal soldiers. On paper, he was called Meteor, but to everyone else he was just Professor.

Raymond Downs had lied about his age to get into the army. He wanted desperately to be a soldier and to fight the Axis, joining when he was only fifteen. Four months later his mother had come to pick him up from Fort Bening just before he was scheduled to ship out. Downs had nearly died from the sheer embarrassment of it. Two months later he was back when his family doctor couldn’t explain why Downs could hear things that were too quiet, too far, and too high-pitched for anyone else. The Army doctors determined his abilities far surpassed normal, and he received a special dispensation to join and a codename, Sounder.

When the Army brass had showed their abilities to Albert Einstein, he said, “that’s exceptional.” The Army being what it was, the four men were referred to as “exceptional talents” from then on. They had been trained for every possible situation the G-men could devise. Eventually Roosevelt had ordered them deployed and they parachuted into France with a few thousand other dogfaces.

They’d had some success aiding the French Resistance by using their special abilities to complete missions that would have otherwise required ten times as many men. Their standard mode of operation was for Sounder to provide the intelligence via sound cues, then Flicker would secure the site, and finally Strongman and Meteor would go to work. Emplaced machinegun nests were no challenge to the four of them, and they could take out a convoy in a matter of seconds. This particular mission was going to require some different tactics. Their objective was gathering information about the project the Nazis had set up in Aufstein Castle.

Scott hadn’t been told, officially, what Army Intelligence thought was going on in the castle. Unofficially, he’d been told that the krauts were trying to make their own exceptional talents. Allied Command was very interested in their experiments. Project Circus was to gather as much information about the process as they could, and then permanently disrupt operations. Scott was all in favor of the mission. The idea of an army filled with soldiers like himself marching across the face of Europe gave him nightmares.

He checked his watch. Two minutes had passed since Stills had vanished and he hadn’t reappeared. If the area hadn’t been secured, he would have popped back to report. He nodded at Hester and Downs, who began quietly rappelling down the rock face. Scott watched their progress, checking the castle for any sign they’d been seen. The castle was still mostly dark. Whatever the krauts had set off was drawing plenty of power. Hester and Downs got down to the ground and took up covering positions with their rifles. There was no sign of Stills, but Scott knew he’d be around somewhere. He took one last glance at the castle, then stepped off the side of the rock, letting himself fall.

Flying took a certain amount of suspension of disbelief. Scott always visualized himself parachuting when he fell. He’d actually been tested from heights of over two hundred feet and always landed safely. Well, not always. He could still twist an ankle or something else painful and inconveniencing. At least he didn’t have to worry about being shot on the way down, as had happened to so many of the other soldiers. He always tried imagining he was an airplane when he launched himself into the air. After about a mile, his brain couldn’t seem to handle the impossibility of his motion, and he fell, which was just as unnerving as flying. The doctors thought that they could hypnotize him so he’d be able to fly for longer periods of time, but Scott wasn’t about to let them do that.

He reached the ground and unlimbered his own rifle. He heard a soft popping sound and a sudden breeze on his cheek announced Stills had teleported back to them. The smaller man’s knife was bloodstained and his grin was shocking and bright in the dark.

“Two sentries in this section,” he said. “Both accounted for.” He wiped his knife on an evergreen and tucked it back in his sheath.

By now, Scott was familiar with Stills’ bloodthirsty tendencies, and tried not to let it bother him. “How many other sentries on patrol?”

“I counted six. Three pairs of two.”

“Sounder?”

The youngest soldier closed his eyes, concentrating on the sounds nobody else could hear. “Confirmed,” he said in a moment. He chuckled quietly. “Two of ‘em are drunk.”

“Okay, here’s the plan . . .” Scott began, but before he could continue a loud explosion ripped upward from the middle of the castle, sending cobbles and tiles flying.

“Shit,” whispered Stills. “Think that’s good for us or bad for us?”

An alarm began to wail, sounding very much like the air raid sirens in London. The four men instinctively looked to the skies, half afraid they would see a flight of B-17s on approach.

“Hey, look!” Hester pointed toward the castle. People were fleeing from the main entrance. Some of them were clearly soldiers, but others were in civilian garb or wearing white lab coats. They fought with each other as they grabbed motorcycles, trucks, or whatever vehicles were available. Engines sputtered to life and headlights illuminated the large cloud of dust that was raised from the explosion.

Within moments, the surge of people leaving the castle subsided. “Krauts might have done our job for us.” Scott motioned to the others. “Let’s move in. Stay sharp.”

A ruddy glow in the smoke over the castle roof was a mute testament to a fire still burning inside. The Americans approached cautiously, rifles at the ready. The darkness seemed thick and oppressive as they reached the road, a muddy mess from the quick evacuation of the German vehicles.

The main gate into the castle hung open.

Advancing in pairs, they leapfrogged each other all the way to the castle wall. The stone was conducting a slight amount of heat. Scott figured that the interior must be like a blast furnace if the walls were already warm.

“Sounder, you hear anything inside?”

The young man removed his helmet, clapped a hand over one ear, and pressed the other against the wall, eyes shut, listening intently. “Big fire, glass breaking from the heat, something making a shrieking sound, maybe a steam valve? Shit, footsteps!” He pushed himself back from the wall and fumbled for his helmet.

Stills drew his knife. Scott pulled his pistol from his holster; it would be more useful in close quarters than his M-1. They waited on either side of the doorway. A figure staggered out. Stills’ knife descended sharply and stopped short when Scott blocked his strike with the barrel of his pistol.

“What the hell, Sergeant?” Stills looked shocked.

“Look at him, Stills. He’s no threat.”

It was true. The man was badly burned. His clothes were mostly burned away except for the metal parts, which had cooked into the ruin of his skin. He tripped and fell, landing face down in the mud.

Scott had seen men burned by flamethrowers before, but this was worse than anything he’d ever witnessed. Bile rose in the back of his throat. Behind him, Downs vomited against the side of the castle. The man’s limbs trembled as if he was cold, but it was surely from the massive nerve damage he’d sustained. Choking back the bad taste in his mouth, Scott reached out a boot and flipped the man over. Carbonized flesh flaked off him in layers. The man’s face was gone, charred bone peeking through the cooked muscle. Incredibly, he was still breathing and whispering something through his burned lips and tongue.

“Hester,” ordered Scott through clenched teeth. Hester was the only one who spoke German. The Professor spat to one side and kneeled down next to the man, disgust leaching from his pores.

“He keeps saying übermensch, over and over,” said Hester after a moment, getting back to his feet.

“What’s that mean?” Downs wiped his mouth. His face had gone as pale as the moon.

“Super man,” Hester answered. Mercifully, the man stopped moving as his injuries overcame him.

Scott felt all the strength drain out of his legs. “Holy Christ. What if they did it?”

Stills’ lip curled in disdain. He was undoubtedly still upset about Scott stopping him, since he believed the only good kraut was a dead kraut, no matter the circumstances. “Did what?”

“Made someone like us,” said Hester.

“Bullshit! How could you make a parahuman?” Stills shoved his knife back into its sheath.

“Nobody knows how we got our powers,” said Scott. “I didn’t really know about mine until I hit eighteen. You found out about yours by accident, Stills, and Downs didn’t get his until after Basic Training. The Nazis have scientists; maybe they figured something out.”

The four men were silent for a moment as each considered the possibility of a Nazi parahuman.

“Okay, let’s move in,” said Scott finally.

“What, in there?” Stills was adamant. “No way.”

“That’s an order, Corporal. Salvage any documents you can find.”

Rifles drawn, they moved into the castle.

The entryway was filled with smoke. A smoldering Nazi flag hung in the middle of the hall. Somewhere ahead, they could all hear the sounds of a fire.

“How come it ain’t burning out here?” Downs asked.

“Stone don’t burn, kid,” said Stills.

They passed through another doorway into a courtyard. There was the remains of a building in the middle of the courtyard where the explosion must have occurred. Some of the cobblestones around the ruin glowed white hot. The force of the explosion seemed to have blown out most of the fire, leaving behind only the charred inflammables in its wake.

“It does if it gets hot enough.” Hester coughed through the acrid fumes in the air. “I never heard of anything making this kind of heat except a volcano.”

Shattered Klieg lights and warped scaffolding surrounded the courtyard. Scott looked around intently. Up on the castle wall was a steel and glass booth that was in just the spot he would have picked for an observation gallery. The glass was melted and blackened.

“Stills, can you get up there to check that out?”

“Affirmative.” Stills winked out of the courtyard and appeared up on the wall. Rifle out, he kicked open the door and peered inside. In a moment, he called out from the doorway. “Sergeant, you better get up here!”

Scott took as deep a breath as he could in the smoky air and concentrated. His feet left the ground and he flew up to the top of the wall. A reek of charred flesh emerged from the booth. Scott swallowed hard, then stepped into the enclosure.

Everything in the room from window height and up had been charred black. Ash eddied in the air currents. Two people had been seated in chairs, presumably to watch the events unfolding in the courtyard below. Their legs and lower bodies were relatively unharmed, but from the waist up, they were essentially unrecognizable lumps of charcoal.

“What is this?” Scott asked, disturbed at the strangeness the scene entailed.

“Some kinda observation tower. I figure there might be some notes or something here, but I didn’t want to touch nothin’ without your approval first.” Stills glanced at the two smoking corpses. “Shitty way to go. Must have been one hell of a burst to cook ‘em like that!”

Scott clicked on his electric torch and began searching for anything he could take with him back to Allied Command. A shelf of notebooks might have been promising, but they had been turned into lattices of ash that disintegrated when he touched them. He began rooting through drawers in a low file cabinet. Nothing. No notes, no binders, nothing to show but death.

“Sergeant!” Downs’ voice was urgent from down in the courtyard.

Scott leaned out of the observation booth door. “What, Sounder?”

“Heartbeat, sir, and it isn’t one of ours.”

A sudden rush of air and ash behind Scott informed him that Stills had just teleported out. Sure enough, he appeared an instant later next to Downs, already drawing his knife.

Scott vaulted the edge of the wall and dropped the twenty feet to the courtyard. For a trained paratrooper, even one who could fly, it was like any other landing. Hester had his pistol out and was slowly circling, like a hawk preparing to strike. His left hand clutched a fist-sized chunk of rock that vibrated with barelycontained kinetic energy.

“Where is it, Ray?” Scott grasped his own pistol at the ready.

Downs turned around slowly, using his ears like a radar set. “Through there.” He pointed to the stone building in the center of the courtyard. It was long, stretching nearly two-thirds of the length of the courtyard itself. A large portion of the roof had been immolated in the explosion. “Sounds like he’s inside a metal box by the echo of it.”

“Maybe he can tell us what happened,” said Hester in a hoarse, choking voice.

“Move in,” said Scott. “And watch yourselves. It’s still damn hot in here.”

The four men advanced to the building. The entry doors had been blown off their hinges and lay smoldering on the courtyard cobbles. Two by two, they entered the building.

Inside was a long, low-ceilinged hall. Strange metal implements lined each wall at regular intervals, twisted into unrecognizable shapes by the heat. Small metal boxes were bolted down by each sculpture. Scott approached one cautiously and flipped open the catch with the tip of his rifle. Inside it was a smoke-stained German army uniform. He looked back down the hall, trying to picture it before the accident.

“Beds. These were beds.” Hester stepped up next to him. “That’s why the footlockers are here.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Was it a hospital?”

Hester looked grim. “Not a chance. This looks like a lab of some sort. These poor guys were subjects.” They glanced down and saw charred bone fragments amid the ash remains of flesh and bedding.

“Sarge, in there.” Downs motioned to a bank of heavy clothing lockers against one wall. He and Stills stepped up to them. The young man closed his eyes, listening intently next to each door. He stopped at the third locker, opened his eyes, and nodded. Stills took up a position on one side of the door, Downs the other. Scott and Hester raised their weapons, preparing for the worst. Stills nodded and raised his fingers in a silent count. One . . . two . . . three!

Downs yanked open the door and a man pitched forward onto the charred floor. He coughed and choked, rolling onto his side. A rope of mucus and blood trailed from his mouth. His skin had an odd, waxy sheen to it. With horror, Scott realized his eyes had been burned out; their remains leaked down his cheeks.

In his hands, he was clutching a notebook.

“This him?” Scott asked. Downs nodded, eyes wide. “Professor, check him out and confiscate that book. Downs, Stills, check the rest of the lockers, including the footlockers.”

Hester dropped to his knees and started to pull the notebook away from the man. The man started and closed a desperate hand around Hester’s wrist, babbling something in German. Hester kept his cool and asked the man a question. The man stuttered as if he was drugged.

“Give him some morhpine,” said Scott. “Maybe it’ll help us get some answers from him.”

As the drug kicked in, the man became somewhat more lucid. He spoke rapid-fire German, as if he was trying to get all of his thoughts out before he perished from whatever it was that was eating him up inside. Hester took frantic notes in the man’s notebook. Most of the man’s speech was so jumbled and incoherent that he couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

Stills and Downs returned from their search to report. “One hundred footlockers. One was empty, and there was no sign of a body beside it.” Stills glanced around the room.

The man on the floor began to laugh. Not just laughing, thought Scott with horror, but cackling like an insane witch in a motion picture. His whooping laugh degenerated into a thick, bubbly cough that spurted bloody mucus from his mouth and nostrils. Hester recoiled from the grotesque droplets.

“Yah . . . yah . . . one lived!” The man spoke in heavily-accented English.

“You speak English?” Scott stepped forward.

“Ya . . . a little.” The man’s laughter fell into a hacking cough.

“What do you mean, one lived?” Stills eyes narrowed.

“The experiment . . . it was . . . success! Thousands die so that one may live. Heil Hitler! We have created . . . your superman!”

“What the hell does he mean by that?” Downs shouted.

“I think that’s obvious, kid,” said Hester.

“No! He’s . . . he’s sick or something. Look at him. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.” Downs’ face grew dark beneath the soot stains.

“At ease, Private,” growled Scott.

“We’re supposed to be the only ones. They told us we were the only ones!” Downs raised his rifle as if it were a club.

“Stills,” said Scott. The teleport popped from his spot to reappear directly behind Downs. He yanked the rifle from the boy’s hands. When Downs spun around in fury, Stills cuffed him hard across the face, sending him sprawling. “Stills, stand down,” Scott bawled in his best drill-sergeant’s voice.

Downs didn’t rise from where he had landed in a heap. His voice was racked by sobs. “We’re supposed to be the only ones,” he repeated as he gasped for air.

Scott stalked over to the boy. “We don’t have time for this. On your feet, soldier! Atten-SHUN!”

Months of conditioned reflexes kicked in and Downs jumped up, ramrod straight, tears tracking clean streaks down his sooty face. “Sorry, sir.” He gulped and wiped his nose, and then paused, listening. “Does anyone else hear that?”

The other three soldiers looked around warily, weapons raised. “Hear what?” Scott snapped at him.

“That sort of humming, whistling sound. Kind of like before a steam valve busts.”

Another cackling laugh emerged from the forgotten man on the floor. His flesh seemed to be moving from waxy to almost liquid, like it wasn’t sticking to his bones anymore. “Ya . . . Messer’s Device . . . it will pulse again . . . all will perish.”

Hester started as if he’d been goosed. “Device?”

“What’s pulse?” Downs looked frightened.

“It’s bad, whatever it is.” said Scott. “Stills, take that journal. If anything happens, you get clear with it.”

“But Sergeant—”

“That’s an order, Corporal. Move out, boys, asses and elbows!”

The four men ran for it, back down the hall and through the entryway. They cleared the castle wall and were pelting across the mud for the evergreen forest across the road when a light as bright as day erupted from the castle behind them.

Scott had a sensation of being as transparent as glass, followed by a twisting, wrenching pain. His mind whirled madly as it tried to reconcile the fact that he had just been teleported. Acute vertigo hit him like a right hook and he fell hard onto a rocky surface, retching from the dizziness and the awful sensation.

That’s when he heard the screaming. He tried to focus his spinning eyes. A fiery orange and red blur resolved itself into the largest explosion he had ever seen. The castle had been flung apart by the force of it, and the evergreens had been knocked flat, burning so fast they exploded as the water within their trunks flashed into steam. He realized he was up on the high mountain that overlooked the castle, or what was left of it. He shivered violently, although from the cold or the altitude or the sudden shift in location he couldn’t tell.

The screaming continued and Scott saw Stills writhing on the ground in agony. His left arm was missing halfway through his bicep, as neat as if someone had lopped it off with a band saw. Blood poured out of the stump.

Scott forced himself up to his knees, fumbling for his pack and for the morphine. The world spun around him as he found the emergency kit. He flopped down next to Stills, whose screams had softened to animalistic moans. He ripped off the sleeve of his fatigues and fashioned a tourniquet around Stills’ arm. Even in the darkness, with the angry glow of the fire below, the man had gone deathly pale.

Stills had lost so much blood; Scott was afraid that the morphine would kill him, but he wasn’t a medic and wouldn’t trust himself to alter a dose. In a few minutes the narcotic took hold of Stills and his whimpering subsided.

Scott hunkered down next to him to wait until morning. Neither of them was in any shape to travel, and if Stills was going to die, it would happen in the next few hours. There was no sign of Hester or Downs. Scott was certain they had died down below in front of the castle. The heat from the explosion had been so strong that where there had been mud was now cracked earth with a glossy sheen over it. The forest had been leveled, and what hadn’t been blown to splinters was burning away.

He had a fair idea of what happened. When the device pulsed, it had blown up, like an overheated boiler. In the fraction of a second after the burst, Stills had reached out to Scott, who happened to be right next to him, and teleported them both up the mountainside.

Stills was able to move more mass than himself, since he could teleport with a full pack, but he’d never attempted to move another whole person. His body must have rebelled at the attempt and left part of itself behind. Scott felt fortunate to be all in one piece and to not have any parts of the local landscape impaled through him. Teleporting to an unseen location was one of Stills’ great fears; he was afraid of materializing in the same space occupied by another object. Army doctors had no idea what would happen if he did.

Scott knew that no matter what else happened, he had to get that notebook back to the Allies. He had to tell them what they’d learned at Aufstein, that the Nazis were trying to create their own parahumans.

And he had to tell them that they’d succeeded.
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February, 1946

New York City, New York

I am an old man. But once, I was much younger, and held the heart of a goddess.

I’m sure many men throughout the ages have doubtless thought of their women as goddesses, but to this day I still believe mine really was.

She called herself Lady Athena. She was one of the first heroes, part of the fledgling American Justice team that so enchanted the nation after World War II. Most of them were veterans of the war, but not her. Her background was as mysterious as her powers. How well I remember the newsreel footage of her and her companions as they flew unaided above the streets of New York to demonstrate their abilities for an adoring populace.

I was just a guard at the First Federal Bank and Trust over on Bleecker Street back then. It was my first job since I’d left home. Too young to serve in the army before the war ended, I’d found myself in competition against thousands of veterans for positions. Fortunately for me, not many wanted to be bank guards. It wasn’t a very prestigious or glamorous occupation, but I earned enough to rent the room in a house run by a woman named Mrs. Tidwell, and provided for the occasional movie or trip out to Coney Island to watch the submarine races. It was a simple life and it suited me well after a childhood in rural Pennsylvania amid the Amish and Mennonites.

I nearly lost my life the day I met Lady Athena, and all because our bank manager, Mr. Maxwell G. Jackson the Third—he insisted on including his lineage every chance he got—had this newfangled idea about leaving bank guards unarmed to seem more friendly to bank customers. It was no wonder he couldn’t keep men on his payroll. All the uniform did was make us easily-identifiable targets. Bank robberies were no more common back then than they are today, but that day was the exception I will never forget.

There were six of them. They acted like many veterans I’d seen: cool under pressure but on a hair trigger, ready to unleash violence without any provocation. They wore maintenance coveralls and knit caps against the cold of the Fall, and ran inside the bank brandishing service pistols. One had a submachine gun that he must have brought back from the front lines. I had no idea what to do. My training had consisted mainly of a tour of the bank so I’d know where to direct customers. The robbers ordered the patrons and tellers to lie down on the tiled floor. I wavered, uncertain what to do. I knew I had to protect the bank, but I had nothing more than a ring of keys on my belt. I’m not sure what I was thinking when I unclipped them. I was no fighter, no soldier like these men clearly had been.

“Well, look at this,” grunted one of the men. “Looks like we got ourselves a hero, boys. What’re you going to do, hero? Going to make us stop? Get down on the floor, hero.”

“Do something, Stanley,” Mr. Jackson hissed at me under his breath. “Or you’re fired. You’re a guard, for God’s sake!”

I didn’t know what to do, but I knew I wasn’t about to take a bullet for a man who thought so little of me that he wouldn’t allow me the necessary tools to perform the job for which he’d hired me. 

Helplessly, I sank to the floor. My ears burned with shame and impotence. The robber laughed at me and turned his back just as a gust of freezing wind blew through the lobby and sent deposit slips and receipts flying like snow.

“What the heck?” yelled one of the robbers as a cloaked and helmeted figure drifted in from the street.

She seemed far more imposing than her stature implied. She might have been five and a half feet tall—only an inch shorter than me—but with her velvety maroon cloak billowing around her in wind that seemed to swirl at her whim, she seemed the largest person I’d ever seen. Her bronze helmet with its plume of crimson feathers kept her face shadowed except for her eyes, which flashed bright like sodium arc lights. Curly black hair spilled out from under the helmet to flap in the breeze. Under her cloak she wore a bronze breastplate over a red tunic and skirt, with lace-up sandals. The part of my mind that was only human noticed that she had great legs. She held a spear in one hand and had a small round shield buckled to the other. 

I knew Lady Athena only by reputation and from the newsreels I’d seen at Saturday matinees, but here she was right in front of me. She tilted her head down towards me slightly, and I swear she winked at me from under her helmet before she turned her attention to the robbers. Those worthies all stood with their guns dangling loosely from their sides and their mouths hanging open in shock.

“You boys had better give me those before you hurt somebody with them,” she said in a soft voice redolent with power. “Give up now and I’ll go easy on you.”

Two of the robbers shook their heads and slid their guns across the floor. “I didn’t sign on for fightin’ no superheroes,” grumbled one of them as he knelt and put his hands on his head.

Three of the others wavered uncertainly. But the fourth, the fellow with the submachine gun, wasn’t having any of it. “You picked the wrong day to come to this bank, little lady,” he hollered, and raised his weapon.

“So did you,” she whispered.

The robber unloaded his clip at her. The terrific racket made all of us clap our hands over our ears. She casually raised her shield, as if she had all the time in the world, and deflected every single bullet. I saw the sparks on her shield from each impact. Somehow, she directed every slug up to a point in the ceiling over the robber. His eyes grew wide as she stood before him, unharmed, and pointed over his head. Like a fool, he tilted his head back to look. A piece of masonry cracked loose and fell right onto his upturned face.

The other three robbers surrendered without a fight.

Later, I watched as the police bundled the six robbers—one nursing a broken nose and wounded ego—into the paddy wagon. Mr. Jackson fawned over Lady Athena and tried to get her to come back to the bank again for a photo opportunity. She politely turned aside his attentions and suggested he might want to review his security procedures and arm his guards. Then she smiled at me and turned to go. I knew in that moment I had to speak to her, to make her more real in my mind somehow. I slipped my hat off my head, held it in my hands before me, and twirled it nervously.

“Ma’am . . .” I felt my tongue swell in my mouth from nerves.

“Yes? Are you all right?” she asked in her soft contralto. Her eyes no longer glowed with that unnatural light and instead sparkled with amusement.

“Yes,” I replied. “I . . . I wanted to know if you’re okay. That guy shot at you.” The words came in a rush, and I winced at how much I sounded like a moonstruck teenager.

“I’m fine, Stan,” she said. “Thank you for your concern, though.”

“How do you know my name?”

“I overheard your bank manager use it,” she replied. “He’s not a bad man, your boss. Give him a chance.”

“Thanks.” I wondered where I’d find the spine to say what I really felt. She brushed past me. In her wake, I could smell the scent of fresh-cut roses. “Uh . . . Lady Athena?”

She paused, turned slightly, and looked back at me. “Yes?”

“Would you . . . do you . . . like movies?” I felt like a kamikaze pilot who’d committed to his final, fatal approach into a ship, unable to change his mind.

She smiled. “Yes I do, Stan.”

And just like that, the pilot found a control surface that let him pull out of his crash dive. “Maybe would you like to go to a matinée? This weekend? W-with me?”

“I would enjoy that.” She went on to say she’d meet me outside a theater on the West Side. Then she left the bank. I watched as her cape swirled around her ankles and she flew straight up into the air, which left more than a few jaws hanging loosely in surprise from those on the ground.

Mr. Jackson was saying something to me, but all I could hear was the sound of her voice replaying in my mind.

* * *
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Saturday found me seated on a bench outside the theater, dressed warmly against the first freeze of the season. I had my hat pulled down over my ears and the collar of my overcoat turned up. I’d been so nervous all morning I’d had to change my shirt twice because it would get soaked under the arms. I had debated myself around and around whether to buy her flowers or anything, but in the end I’d talked myself out of it. Flowers would seem too forward, I figured, especially since she didn’t really know me and I knew nothing about her except what I’d seen in the papers.

“Hello, Stan. I hope I’m not late,” came a friendly voice. I stood by reflex and turned to see her standing there.

She hadn’t worn her costume. Somehow I knew she wouldn’t, but I hadn’t ever pictured what she might look like out of it. She was likewise bundled against the cold, in a scarlet wool coat with a white scarf wrapped around her neck. She wore a matching white hat, one of those French ones that always looked lopsided to me. Unlike most women, she wore her dark hair down, with only a few pins in strategic locations. Without her helmet, she looked beautiful. Her skin was tanned and exotic, her eyes large and dark, teeth white, lips ruby red. In spite of the cold weather, she had a fresh rose pinned to the lapel of her coat. I had never considered myself to be especially good-looking, but here she was, this smooth-skinned angel, smiling radiantly and honestly at me . . . at me! . . . warming me like a bonfire.

“N-no,” I stuttered.

She placed a friendly hand on my arm. “Stan, relax. I don’t bite. Being a superhero is just what I do. I’m just like any other girl.”

“Not like any other girl,” I countered. “What should I call you? Lady Athena?”

“Athena is fine.” She shivered. “Let’s go inside. What’s playing?”

I had already bought our tickets, so we went inside. The young fellow in his sparkling usher’s uniform tore them and handed back the stubs as he cheerfully wished us to enjoy the show. During the twenty minutes before the lights darkened, Athena and I talked. She didn’t tell me too much about herself, and apologized for it. “I still have an identity to maintain,” she explained. She did tell me that she’d lived in New York all her life, but her family had emigrated from Greece. She loved flowers and grew them when she wasn’t doing her work with American Justice. She asked me about myself, my job, my family, where I grew up. And she seemed so honestly interested that I grew very comfortable speaking to this beautiful woman.

There was a newsreel with some headlines about Korea, then a Bugs Bunny cartoon that made us both laugh. The movie was a musical with Gene Kelly with a lot of singing and dancing and I’ll admit I thought it was kind of boring. Athena seemed to really like it, though, and once clutched my hand during one of the big dance numbers, her eyes shining as she watched people cavorting across the screen. She didn’t let go right away, so neither did I.

By the time the matinée let out for the day, a light snow was falling. It spiraled down on the capricious currents between the buildings. Athena flung her arms out, spun around like one of the dancers in the movie, and laughed at the weather like a child. “I love the snow,” she confided to me. “It always feels so magical.”

I shivered. “It always makes me feel cold,” I said. “There’s a diner over there. How about a cup of coffee and a slice of pie?”

She grinned, her cheeks red from the wind. “Sure. I love pie.”

I smiled back with a confidence I didn’t know I had. “Everybody loves pie.”

* * *
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Our first date turned into a second. Then a third. Suddenly, without even planning it, I’d acquired a girl, and Athena had acquired me as well. She had that disarming honesty about her feelings which made it easy to swallow the fact that she was a superhero and I was, in her words, “refreshingly mundane.” We went to more movies, and to the theater. We went to a fight and saw Rocky Marciano knock out Joe Louis. When summer came, we went to baseball games. 

Many of our dates ended with us sneaking back into Mrs. Tidwell’s house or, less frequently, in one of the finer hotels downtown when I could afford it. Athena was wealthy but didn’t embarrass me by offering to pay for many things. 

The overnight stays in the hotels were always memorable. We’d share champagne and strawberries, and later make love on the softest beds ever. I never told her I had only ever been with one other woman, and she never asked. She seemed experienced, and taught me a great many things about both of us. Sometimes, when we finished, we’d lie naked beside one another, the scent of rose petals filling the room, as the smoke from our cigarettes curled up to mingle overhead much like we had previously.

“Stanley.” She rolled up onto one elbow and looked down at me one summer afternoon. Her black curls, damp with sweat, hung around her face like the ribbons on gift wrapping. She only called me Stanley when she wanted to discuss serious topics. I forced myself to look away from her flawless skin, bosoms curving forward to perfectly-formed nipples like candy kisses. “I think it’s time I brought you home.”

“Home? You mean to where you live?” Even after months of dating, I still had no idea where Athena lived or worked. She had perfectly valid reasons for not telling me. If I knew that much about her, I was a liability that an enemy could exploit. There weren’t many super-villains back in those days, but the few who plagued American Justice wouldn’t hesitate to use me as leverage against her, and she didn’t want to risk me. It took me some time to come to grips with that secrecy, but she was so honest about everything else with me that I had no real reason to complain.

“Not so much where I live,” she replied. “My flat isn’t anything special. I’ll take you there sometime. But I want you to meet my family, and they to meet you.”

I wondered if she’d been reading my mind. I didn’t know if she counted that among her myriad powers and abilities. Unlike the rest of the American Justice heroes, her powers weren’t clearly defined. As near as I or anyone else could tell, she could do just about anything she thought to try. I’d seen her fly, listen to a conversation across a park, or locate one of my missing cuff links by the way sound echoed off it. The fact was I’d been going down to Schlener’s on 28th Street pretty often and looking really hard at this one ring, trying to decide if I dared buy it for her. I’d even thought about bringing her home to Pennsylvania to meet my parents and sister.

“Sure, I’d be honored to meet them,” I said. “When?”

She rolled out of bed, comfortable with her nakedness. She steadfastly refused to cover herself with a blanket or sheet. “Now. Today.”

I stabbed out my cigarette in the bedside ashtray. “Today’s good.” I thought again of that ring in Schlener’s. “I’ll just go hop in the shower so I’ll make a good impression.” I tried to maintain the same casualness and lack of modesty she so naturally exhibited and strolled into the bathroom. A few minutes later, she knocked on the door. 

“You are so wonderful, Stan,” she said as she slipped into the shower with me. “I was so lucky to meet you that day in the bank.”

“Not as lucky as I was,” I countered. She laughed and threw her arms around me. We made love again under the spray, and shouted with laughter when it would suddenly get ice cold from someone turning on a tap elsewhere in the hotel.

* * *
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Athena’s “family” turned out to be the rest of American Justice. They waited for the two of us in their penthouse suite in one of the prestigious downtown office buildings. I had never met any of them before in person, and never even seen any of them except in the papers before that day.

I think I’d have rather met her parents. I imagined they were wealthy, beautiful people to have raised such a lovely, cultured person as Athena. The American Justice heroes were much scarier to me. Here was Dr. Danger, the world’s greatest archer, who sat with Colt, the woman who could outrun an express train. Flashpoint, the Negro war veteran, glared at me with open distrust and hatred. Kid Crash, the all-American teen-ager with the freckles and the ability to blow up things he touched, looked lost amid the adults. The White Knight seemed mundane without the glowing suit of armor he normally wore in public. Only John Q. Public, the man of a thousand faces, seemed genuinely pleased to meet me. He shook my hand and introduced himself, wearing the square-jawed face most people expected to see on him.

Wherever Lady Athena went among her companions, she was like a cool breeze on a summer’s day. She spoke in low, soothing tones to introduce me, and their prejudices melted away. Dr. Danger and Colt insisted I call them by their given names of Adrian and Judy. Athena whispered to me they were secret lovers. I looked at the two of them and wondered how anybody couldn’t see their attraction to one another. Kid Crash wanted to talk baseball with me. Even Flashpoint, the angriest man I have ever met in my life, softened up enough to crack a genuine smile.

Being around people of such power and reputation was heady and exciting, like hanging around with university professors or Hollywood actors or sportsmen. We ate hors d’oeuvres and drank cocktails (except Kid Crash, who was only allowed ginger ale). We talked about politics and crime and the state of the world and I felt like I had been accepted. Athena hung on my arm much of the afternoon, comfortable to display her affection for me to her compatriots and fellow men-at-arms.

It must have been hours later when our discussion about dinner was interrupted by a pair of New York City policemen, sent by the mayor to request American Justice’s help with what they called “a situation.”

Athena spoke with them briefly to get the details, and then asked the rest of the team to suit up. She kissed me softly, and said I could wait in their headquarters while they dealt with the incident.

The White Knight wrapped himself in a suit of armor made from glowing light. Despite the heat of the evening, Flashpoint shrugged into an overcoat and fedora and strapped spring-loaded holsters over his wrists for his matched pistols. Colt put on her own red fighting togs that showed off her shapely legs while her lover Dr. Danger slung his bow and quiver of custom arrows across his back and tied a scarf with eye holes over his face. John Q. Public always wore an off-the-rack suit so he could disappear into a crowd at a moment’s notice. Athena slipped her helmet into place. Her cloak fluttered around her in the breeze from the open terrace.

The others headed for the express elevator to the ground floor. Athena hung back briefly to deliver me a passionate kiss. I knew at that moment I’d head to Schlener’s the next day, to buy that ring I’d been thinking about so much. I was certain I wanted to spend the rest of my life with this woman, this heroic goddess who had stolen my heart.
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