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  Dedication


  This is for Carmen, who made it all happen.


  Author's Note


  This story is largely told through the written journal of Nathan Andrew Charters. I have taken some liberties with the source material in the service of clarity and consistency, but I’ve endeavored to maintain Nate’s voice wherever possible, as this is, after all, his story.


  The sections presented from the points of view of other characters are an extrapolation based on interviews, court documents and transcriptions, and the public record, and should be considered a storytelling construction.


  -- Matthew Wayne Selznick


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – One


  About a year later, I was a celebrity.


  It was stupid.


  It was bad enough people would do a double take when they saw me in the grocery store, or passed me on the freeway. I was used to that. It’s how it’s been my whole life. When you look like me, it’s just what happens.


  A year after Declaration Day, I was lucky if I didn’t see myself as a badly airbrushed artist’s rendition on the cover of The Weekly World News in the checkout line.


  Me and Bat Boy, tabloid superstars. Except he’s not real.


  I don’t think.


  Hard to know for sure, these days.


  On Friday, April 11, 1986, a week before the first anniversary of Declaration Day, the lawyers decided it would be a good idea for me and my mother to be guests on The Azarrio Show.


  So there I was, Nathan Andrew Charters: household name, boy freak, full-on metahuman and fake Sovereign, roasting under the lights and sweating in a big sticky vinyl chair across the stage from the parents of my childhood rival, who were also trying to sue me and my mother into the poorhouse at best or help the feds throw us in jail at worst.


  It was stupid.


  My throat clenched as the host, Hank Azarrio, strode across the stage. “Okay, gang… we’re back from commercial in thirty seconds.” He oozed an oily, gunky stink of hairspray, sweat, makeup like swampy clay, and really terrible cologne. I was the only one in the room bothered by that, of course. Just one of my little gifts. “Everybody all set?”


  My mother’s “Yes” slipped out of pursed lips. She had righteous indignation to maintain.


  Marc Teslowski, doughy and pink, nodded his square head up and down and blinked his piggy eyes. His wife, Jeri, was either terrified or starstruck or maybe both. She smiled with her lips closed and bounced her clenched, knobby little fists in her lap.


  Our lawyers straightened their ties and stuck out their chins. The firm had sent Drake Ottman, a young dude with a soap-opera name, to sit in our corner. The name of Teslowski’s guy had slipped out of my head a second after I broke off our cold handshake.


  What did stick with me was how he’d tried to avoid my fingernails by curving his hand, even after I’d gone to the trouble of clipping and filing them down for the occasion. I scared some folks. This guy was part of that club.


  It bugged me, sometimes. Not so much, that day.


  The red light over the studio audience blinked. Azarrio ran his hand lightly across his salt-and-pepper-and-cement hair, licked his bushy gross mustache with a thick, pale tongue, and addressed the live camera.


  “We’re back on The Azarrio Show with four people at the center of a controversy directly connected to the story of the century: the remarkable phenomenon of the Sovereigns.”


  Azarrio indicated me with a wave of his hand that pushed his stench up my sinuses. I suppressed a gag. As much as I didn’t want to care, I tried to look cool when one of the cameras zoomed in on my face.


  “This young man, despite the fact that he probably needs no introduction, is Nathan Andrew Charters—your friends call you Nate, though, right?”


  All the makeup in the world couldn’t hide the acne-scar pockmarks cratering his cheeks. I wondered if that acne had made him a pariah when he was a kid the way my… nature… had made me. I felt the corners of my lips twitch up at the thought of a junior Azarrio having his backpack emptied into a trash can.


  “Nathan’s fine,” I said.


  Azarrio’s eyes narrowed slightly, but the grin beneath his bushy lip stayed steady.


  “Nate, here, is at the center of an ongoing legal battle that has captured the fascination of the entire world. How does it feel to get all that attention, Nate?”


  Asshole acted like I was six, not sixteen.


  Fine. I was getting really good with confrontation.


  Imagining my girlfriend, Lina, in the front row of the studio audience of housewives and unemployed middle-aged twits, I pushed down a little flurry of butterflies in my belly and kept my eyes on Azarrio and off the cameras.


  “Are you asking how it feels to know the same people who turned my dad into a crazy freak and then tried to kill him are trying to pin two murders on me and him and my mom?”


  Azarrio’s eyes glittered. It occurred to me that I was feeding him just what he wanted, but screw it. This whole thing was lame. In for a penny, or whatever.


  “I guess it’s gonna feel great, once those people end up in prison and PrenticeCambrian and the government cut us a big check and stuff.”


  Red light for me, green light for Azarrio. He addressed the camera.


  “Nate’s referring to allegations from PrenticeCambrian—which, by the way, the powers that be want me to mention, is the parent company of some of our affiliate-station sponsors—that his dad, the former scientist Andrew Charters, killed two PrenticeCambrian employees and that Nate himself assaulted a high-ranking executive of PrenticeCambrian subsidiary Tyndale Labs.”


  My mother’s scent drifted on the currents of the studio air-conditioning. It was barbed with tension.


  “Call them what they were.”


  She leaned forward in her chair. I imagined someone in the control room giving the word to put her on camera. “Assassins.”


  “Alleged assassins, as I’m sure PrenticeCambrian’s legal team would want us to note.” Azarrio wore a mask of concern and empathy that didn’t match his almost-predatory scent.


  I wondered if that was what this was for him—if he looked at his guests like prey to corner so he could extract reactions that would bring high ratings for his time slot.


  I hoped my mother kept it together, even if I felt my own irritation scratching like bugs multiplying under my skin.


  “Ask Marc Teslowski if there’s any question on that point.” She acted like he wasn’t eight feet away from her. Dude was suing us, too, after all. “It’s his son those assassins,” she hissed the word, drawing it out, “nearly gutted in my mother-in-law’s driveway.”


  I don’t think Azarrio liked my mother directing his show for him. Instead of turning his attention to Teslowski, he addressed the camera, smooth as sculpted shit.


  “Ms. Charters refers to young Byron Teslowski, the teenaged boy hospitalized after the incident at Kirby Lake left two dead under circumstances that are at the heart of the Charters’ legal battle with PrenticeCambrian, the government, and, in a related but separate case, the Teslowskis.”


  Now he faced Marc Teslowski, who held the arms of his chair in a white-knuckled grip. Teslowski didn’t look at me in the same way my mother didn’t look at him.


  So, I made sure to stare, hard, at him.


  “Marc and Jeri Teslowski,” Azarrio said, “you contend that your son Byron, who the Sovereign claim as one of their own under the controversial Sovereign Compromise, is being illegally held at the Donner Institute for Sovereign Studies near Missoula, Montana.”


  “That’s right.” Teslowski spoke through gritted teeth. “Everybody knows that.”


  “And you hold the Charters—including Nate’s father, Andrew Charters, a fugitive and suspect in the killings—responsible. How, exactly?”


  Teslowski turned to look at me at last. I let the shit-eating grin I’d been holding back push slowly at the corners of my mouth. I kept my eyes on his.


  “That punk helped my kid make a break for it—"


  Teslowski’s lawyer put his skittish hand on Teslowski’s shoulder. “We intend to show that Nathan Charters,” he made his voice project, “very likely with the cooperation of his father, and on behalf of the Sovereign, conspired to create an opportunity by which the Donner Institute for Sovereign Studies could apprehend Byron Teslowski.”


  Our boy Drake spoke up. He had a voice like that DJ on KLOS who plays whole albums on Sunday night: deep and slow. It didn’t fit his face. “As our suit brought against PrenticeCambrian and the United States will show, those accusations have no basis in fact.”


  I looked away from Teslowski to glance at the audience. They were getting into our little circus.


  Azarrio acknowledged both attorneys with a nod of his head and turned back to Teslowski. “Marc, you and Jeri also have a civil suit against the Donner Institute for Sovereign Studies to get your son back. Why isn’t this a case of criminal kidnapping?”


  Teslowski’s face darkened. “The goddamned Sovereign Compromise.” I imagined someone in the control room hitting the bleep button.


  Azarrio shook his head and looked as if he wanted to tut-tut into his microphone. His sympathy didn’t reach his eyes.


  “Mrs. Teslowski…Jeri…” She went as white as her husband was red. “How long has it been since you’ve seen your son?”


  She swallowed and looked at her hands. My smarmy grin felt a little tired. I didn’t have a problem with Byron’s mom. She still had to live with her husband.


  At least Byron got out.


  “It was…” She glanced past me, I guess to my mother. I didn’t see any blame in her face. Figured. The Teslowskis might be suing us, but it must be all Marc Teslowski’s idea.


  “It was May fourth, last year.”


  Azarrio seemed to actually soften for a second. “That’s a long time.”


  She nodded, birdlike.


  Azarrio turned to me. “What about you, Nate? Byron’s a friend of yours…the Donner Institute is assisting you and your mother in your legal battles…have you heard from Byron Teslowski? Maybe chat on the phone?”


  “Nope.”


  I think Azarrio expected me to say something else. When I just looked at him, he ad-libbed, “Do you think he’s being held against his will?”


  My mother said, “You don’t have to answer that—Drake, should he answer—"


  “Knowing how things were,” I said quickly before Drake could speak up, “I bet Byron’s fine.”


  Marc Teslowski grunted. Azarrio met my eyes like we were partners in his little show.


  “Why do you say that?”


  Byron Teslowski had made my life hell for years. He somehow made it okay to pick on the weird kid with the odd bone structure and giant eyes when no one would even think of making fun of Tom Harper in his wheelchair or Keri What’s-her-name with one leg all bent and shorter than the other one.


  We hit high school, and he filled out, and girls liked him, and he kicked ass at every sport he tried. All along, he kept pushing at me, making sure everybody kept thinking I was the weird kid. He ended up with a whole little gang of jocks and cheerleaders in orbit around his smirking face. I could count my friends on one hand and not need my thumb.


  Declaration Day changed everything. I learned some things about Byron. About his dad.


  Which is why I helped Byron a year before, but not in the way the Teslowskis thought. It’s also why I answered Hank Azarrio the way I did.


  “Because his dad’s a prick.”


  A groan of disapproval flowed off the audience. Azarrio, his back to them and fully aware the live camera was on me for the moment, actually gave me a wink. He was quick about it, and made sure he closed his left eye—the one the Teslowskis couldn’t see.


  Asshole.


  He turned his back on me and faced the audience while a different camera put him in frame.


  “Strong words from a young man in the eye of the storm.” His tone hit perfect notes of concerned disapproval. “When we come back, we’ll hear what our audience thinks. After this.”


  The lights turned red. We had two minutes. Teslowski made the most of it. He flew out of his chair and loomed over me.


  “You little shit. Who do you think you are?”


  His belly strained beneath his button-down shirt. It was kind of a stupid move, really, putting his gut right in front of a guy whose fingernails can slice through aluminum cans and “still cut tomatoes like this,” as they say on the knife commercial.


  I fought the urge to see how good a job I’d done blunting my nails. I stayed seated. Fucker wouldn’t dare try anything, not with the lawyers all there, not with the studio security guards moving in…not knowing what I could do.


  “Mister Teslowski, please sit down.” Azarrio probably wished Teslowski had waited to perform this little show when the cameras were live.


  My mother stood up. “You even think of touching my boy…”


  I looked over my shoulder, up at her. “Seriously?”


  I saw she was as irritated with me as she was with Teslowski. Great. What had I done, other than say what everyone on our side of the stage all thought?


  “Marc…” Jeri Teslowski’s protest, if you could call it that, was a little peep.


  Teslowski stayed where he was as the seconds ticked away. We looked at each other. The smell of his sweat was thick on my extra-human olfactory glands. He reeked of anger and…yep. There it was.


  Fear.


  It made my own crawling irritation and frustration with this whole stupid ordeal ratchet tighter. The dense muscles in my thighs bounced with the urge to leap. My peripheral vision blacked as my focus narrowed.


  This guy had no idea.


  Jeri Teslowski, too quiet for anyone but Marc and my own sensitive ears to hear, said, “Please stop,” in a whisper that was way more disgusted than I thought she had the guts for.


  Teslowski slumped in his chair, glaring at nothing, and acted like he hadn’t heard a thing.


  Azarrio moved up into the audience. He was unruffled and ready when the lights changed.


  “Welcome back to The Azarrio Show, where we’re with two families at the center of a number of legal battles sure to affect relations with the people calling themselves Sovereign for years to come,” he said into the camera. “Let’s see what the audience thinks of all this.”


  He found a bald man even softer and fatter than Teslowski. “Hello, sir. What’s your name?”


  “Frank.”


  “And what do you do, Frank?”


  “I’m a corrections officer.”


  “A public servant. Good for you.” Azarrio put a hand on Frank’s shoulder. “Do you have a thought you’d like to share, or a question for our guests?”


  Frank’s gaze swept past me in the want-to-look-don’t-want-to-stare way I’m very, very used to. “My question is for Mister Teslowski…”


  We’d been coached on this. Teslowski grumbled, “Hi, Frank.”


  Frank nodded. He had that weird air of bashful excitement I’d seen on so many television audience members; it was strange to watch it in person.


  “Hi. Um…why do the Sovereigns say your son agreed to stay at their…headquarters, or…”


  “Institute,” Azarrio said helpfully.


  “Yeah, their Institute? I mean, if they kidnapped him, what are their demands?”


  I almost laughed out loud, which made my mother nudge my chair: a subtle warning for me. How awesome. I couldn’t help but wonder if our lawyers had planted this guy.


  “Well…Frank…” I watched Teslowski lick his lips and flare his nostrils. “They’re not going to come right out and say they kidnapped him. Right?”


  Frank scratched the side of his head. “I don’t know… I mean, their whole thing is they don’t care about our laws, I thought.”


  Azarrio said, “Perhaps the Sovereign would be reluctant to admit to kidnapping, given the somewhat negative opinion of them held by the majority of Americans, according to one recent poll.” He looked at me. “No offense, Nate.”


  The camera was on me again, ready for a reaction shot. I tensed my legs to keep them from jumping. The butterflies came back.


  A memory from almost a year ago popped into my head. My friend Jason, standing up to Byron Teslowski, even though Jason was about a foot and a half shorter and fifty pounds lighter. That helped.


  “None taken. Everybody knows I’m not a Sovereign. Hank.”


  Azarrio had a twinkle in his eye that made me want to rip one out and feel it pop between my teeth.


  “That’s the assertion of your legal team—funded in part by the Donner Institute for Sovereign Studies itself, we must remember—but doesn’t PrenticeCambrian contest that?”


  This particular time, I didn’t mind my mother speaking up. “I don’t think there’s a single person in your audience who doesn’t know the basics of our legal fight.”


  Azarrio inclined his head briefly. “You claim there’s evidence PrenticeCambrian conducted human experiments that provided Andrew Charters—your husband—with Sovereign-like abilities…and that Nate inherited some of those abilities.”


  “Conducted, and continue to conduct.” My mother’s face twisted with disgust. “The assassins they sent after Nathan and Byron had been turned into…monsters.”


  “These…assassins, as you call them…were killed by Andrew Charters, according to the police report filed by an eyewitness—"


  My mother kept her tone firm, but civil, like when she tried explaining why I really, really needed to take the trash out for the good of all mankind. “That’s not correct, Mister Azarrio. Andrew killed one of them, in self-defense. The other one died when Lester Brenhurst,” she said the name carefully, as if it was a rotten piece of fruit with a pit that threatened to break a tooth if she bit down too hard, “tried to kill my husband.”


  “Allegedly,” Azarrio smiled. He took control of the exchange by turning back to the camera.


  “Immediately after the events in question, Andrew Charters disappeared. He remains at large, despite the fact that his testimony could resolve many of the questions at the crux of this drama of corporations, our government, the Sovereigns, and these two families.


  “Now, we extended an invitation to both PrenticeCambrian and the Donner Institute to be part of the show today, but their respective representatives declined.” Azarrio put his attention on us again. “It makes me wonder, though: have any of you met the leader of the Sovereign and, it’s said, the most powerful metahuman known…Dr. William Karl Donner himself?”


  As if. I shook my head. I heard my mother exhale with exasperation. To my left, the Teslowskis shook their heads as well.


  Azarrio moved to stand near Byron’s mom. “Jeri Teslowski, William Donner, quite possibly, has been in daily contact with your son for nearly a year, while you’ve literally counted the days since the last time you heard Byron’s voice. If you could say one thing to William Donner, what would it be?”


  I was developing a real healthy hatred of Hank Azarrio. Byron’s mom seemed like she wanted to fold in on herself. Her eyes were wide enough to fall out of her narrow face.


  “What…what would I say…?” She looked quickly at her glaring husband, then at her own lap. She shrugged her shoulders.


  A vein along Marc Teslowski’s jaw thumped. I found myself fixating on it. I wondered what it would be like to grab it and pull it right off his face like a magic trick with a ribbon…just pull and pull until he unraveled.


  My stomach grumbled. It had been too long since I’d fed my hyper metabolism.


  Teslowski stepped up for his wife. “I’ll tell you what I would say.” He looked from camera to camera until one moved closer. “Listen up.”


  He leaned forward, red-faced, and faced the camera.


  “You’re just…you’re just a suit, Donner. You’re a little, small man. I’ve seen the pictures. I could snap you in half.”


  Azarrio stage-chuckled. “Those are some harsh words, Mister Teslowski. No doubt under—"


  “I’m not done.” He jabbed a fat finger at the camera, at the demigod who, we could all pretty much assume, wasn’t watching.


  “You put aside that shit you do, Donner, and let’s see what happens. You be a man, and you give me back my son, and you answer to me.” He stabbed at the camera again. “Then. Then we’ll see, won’t we?”


  Teslowski sat back in his chair. I had to give it to him…even if he was an abusive, puffy asshole, if he had any anxiety about threatening a guy who could pretty much literally do anything he set his mind to, he sure didn’t let it show.


  Azarrio looked at the audience and shrugged before turning his attention back to Byron’s dad. “Mister Teslowski…are you saying you would challenge Doctor Donner to a…to a physical fight?”


  Teslowski’s lip curled. “What is it with this ‘doctor’ thing, anyway? Why does everyone refer to this guy like he deserves our respect? What’s he done to deserve that?”


  A few low voices in the audience seemed to agree.


  “I mean, do we give that kind of respect to the Ayatollah? To Qaddafi? To Idi Amin?” For a second I thought Teslowski was going to spit on the stage. He swallowed, sneering.


  “He’s a punk.”


  Azarrio didn’t let it go. “So, you really do want to fight him.”


  Teslowski’s fingers pressed the vinyl of his chair. “Jesus! Why don’t we all want to fight him? Why don’t we have all those freaks rounded up and locked away before they do something worse than Philadelphia, or whatever else they’ve got up their sleeves?”


  Outright cheers in the crowd at that. Who would have thought Marc Teslowski would be a voice of inspiration, even if it was for a bunch of idiots?


  “Hell,” Marc said, “there’s gotta be a few hundred of them at that camp of theirs. Once I get my kid back, why don’t we just firebomb the place? Let ‘em burn.”


  “Now, Mister Teslowski,” Azarrio said, “I know the tabloids, talk radio, blame the flooding in Pennsylvania on a Sovereign with elemental powers, but do you really believe that? People controlling the weather?”


  Teslowski looked at Azarrio for a beat, then he looked right at me. He spoke slowly.


  “They’re…not…people.”


  I admit it. Even though I’m not a Sovereign and really didn’t like being lumped in with them, the fucker got to me. I forgot we were in the studio. I forgot we were on television. I forgot about the cameras.


  It was just me and this prick.


  I was still more or less in my chair, but my ass was off the seat. I leaned forward, knees bent, balanced on the balls of my feet. My arms were out; my fingers curved. I could cross the stage and be on him with one easy leap.


  I pulled my lips back, revealing unusually long canines.


  I did something I’d only recently learned how to do on demand.


  I growled.


  I heard the ripple of gasps and exclamations from the audience as they freaked out. My sensorium—the combined input of my hearing and sense of smell—told me the big guys in black T-shirts were emerging from the wings, ready to step in if they needed to. If they did…well, dealing with me would be a lot harder than handling the usual paternity-case dads and jilted lovers.


  Marc Teslowski looked about as ready to go as I was. The fact that the guy was so full of frustration he was willing to physically attack a sixteen-year-old kid on national television pulled me out of my own semi-bestial state.


  After all, much as I didn’t want to, I could relate.


  I flopped back in my chair and shot the audience a nice, friendly, goofy-kid grin; no teeth. Gee whiz, guys, I’m just joshin’!


  The security bruisers faded back offstage.


  Azarrio’s chuckle was a lot less hearty than last time. “That was a pretty convincing display, Nate.” His hard eyes were just for me. “You’ve reminded us: while the reasons may be in dispute, you are not an ordinary teenager. Do you mind if I ask you a question?”


  I shrugged.


  “Do you feel human, Nathan?”


  My mother snapped, “That’s a ridiculous question. Do you feel Hispanic?”


  Azarrio didn’t hesitate. “One hundred percent.” He didn’t look away from me. “Let me be clear. I’m not judging. I sincerely want to know how you, personally, feel.”


  The cameras were close. I felt a sweat bloom and cascade down my spine.


  “I…I don’t know what that means.”


  I found out later we were in the shot together, and he looked a little bullying, until I said that.


  “To be human?”


  “Yeah.”


  I really, really wanted that moment to be over. Thankfully, I picked up a little buzz from the little thing in Azarrio’s ear. He turned, straightened up, and faced a different camera.


  “That may be the question we all have to answer, for ourselves, before this story is over,” he intoned. “We’ll be right back.”


  We were at commercial.


  My mother leaned close to me. “What was that?”


  My shirt was sticking to the chair. I leaned forward gingerly. “What?”


  “The growling.” She lowered her voice. “Provoking Teslowski. This isn’t going to help in court. Jesus Christ, Nathan.…”


  Apparently her voice carried farther than she expected. Marc Teslowski said, “Your snotty son doesn’t scare me, woman.”


  She sat up, stiff. “What did you say to me?”


  Teslowski gave me a dismissive nod. “The kid. He’s a punk. He’s what you raised. Your fault.”


  Jeri Teslowski, just over her husband’s shoulder, looked pitifully apologetic.


  My mother was good in a fight, I’ll give her that. She didn’t miss a beat.


  “My son is still at home,” she said. “Where’s your boy, Marc?”


  It was a pretty great shot. Even if it was barely true.


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Two


  I left the television studio feeling okay, all things considered. Since my mother barely spoke to me from when we left the studio lot until we were well down the 405 freeway, I could tell she had a different view.


  Just inside Long Beach, she said, “I don’t know if that did us any good or made things worse.”


  I took my third Tiger Milk bar out of the glove compartment. “I thought we did okay.” I unwrapped it. “I mean, I never want to do that again, but at least Byron’s dad ended up looking like a crazy man, all told.”


  “Marc Teslowski would have done that regardless,” my mother said. “We could have done without your theatrics, though.”


  “He…pushed me.” I tore off a mouthful of the bar and chewed it down. Fuel. “You heard what he said.”


  She nodded. “That was uncalled for. But…really, Nathan. Growling? When did you start that?”


  I smiled and chewed, remembering Lina and me making out a few days before. We still hadn’t gone all the way, but we pretty much did everything else. She was playing with me, and she surprised me by using her fingernails. The growl came when I did.


  We laughed about it, and I’d practiced it—without the extra…stimuli—a few times since then.


  I told my mother the G-rated, abridged version, of course.


  “Tried it out a few days ago. It just sort of…came to me.”


  “You can see why it’s better not to mess around like that, I trust.”


  “I was just giving him what he deserved.” I didn’t bother mentioning that I was only half-aware of what I was doing at the time. “I thought…I thought it was funny.”


  My mother sighed quickly. “No. It really wasn’t.” She focused on changing lanes of a couple of seconds. “Listen to me. They would like nothing more than to show that you, and so, even more so, your father, are somehow less than human. Capable of violence.” She glanced at me. “Give them any rope at all, they’ll make a noose. You get it?”


  Little speeches like that from my mother made me feel cornered. I stared out the window and focused on the last bite of my bar.


  “Nathan?”


  “Yeah. Sure.”


  “What is it.”


  I swallowed. “Nothing.”


  “Try again.”


  There was a time when her firm but sympathetic tone would have been enough to get me to spill it all. Since the battle of Kirby Lake, I was far less interested in sharing anything with the woman who had kept so much from me my whole life.


  On the other hand, I knew my grudge hurt her. Sometimes I felt like she deserved a little hurt.


  “Look, Mom. I’m tired of worrying how to act, trying to figure out how this side or that will take my every move. I’m…I’m not human, I’m not Sovereign; I can’t just pick one or the other or something in between to make things all pretty for the lawyers, or the reporters, or whoever. They just need to deal with me.”


  “You’re sixteen years old,” she said. “You don’t even know who ‘me’ is yet.”


  “That’s my freakin’ point!”


  We didn’t say anything as a couple of off-ramps slipped by.


  “Nathan, sometimes I don’t think you understand just how—"


  “Oh, come on, Mom! I get it! I know how important it is! I know what’s at stake! Jesus Christ! Maybe I’d be better off if I just disappeared! ‘Brave men run in my family,’ right, Mom?”


  I shook my head. The seatbelt felt like a clamp across my chest. The inside of the car was way too small.


  “What a load of shit.”


  “Nathan…”


  I remembered bawling like a baby in front of Lina when I read the stupid note my father had given Spencer Croy to deliver to me, a few days after the one and only time I’d seen Andrew Charters in my entire life.


  “Do you know where he got that little bit of wisdom, by the way?”


  A kid knows their own mother. Add my hypersenses, which make her scent and body language as clear as a road map, and my mother didn’t have a chance in hell of masking her emotions from me. I barked a bitter laugh.


  “You do,” I said. “You did.”


  She kept her eyes on the road and nodded, frowning.


  “Yeah? Tell me.”


  “Nathan.”


  “Paleface,” I said. “A freakin’ Bob Hope movie. Right?”


  She nodded. “That’s right.”


  “A joke,” I said. “The best that crazy fucker could manage was some joke from some movie he probably doesn’t even remember seeing.”


  She stared at the road. “I think he remembers.”


  I had a pretty much permanent mad-on where my mother was concerned, but just then, I felt like a heel. Her husband was out there somewhere, half-crazy three-quarters of the time and full-crazy the rest, and she’d lived with that for a decade and a half. Sometimes I forgot it had to be a drag for her.


  Huntington Beach came and went as we drove down the road.


  Finally my mother said, “Are you still getting the dreams?”


  “Not really. Lina, though…”


  “That’s…” Her sigh sounded exhausted. “That’s terrible. Tell her I’m sorry.”


  Sure. Hey, Lina, hon, my mom says sorry about all the leftover stress and stuff from that time you had a gun shoved in your face and watched your boyfriend’s dad tear a guy’s guts out with his toenails.


  “Yeah, I will.”


  “Is she seeing anyone?”


  My face got hot. “What? Besides me?”


  My mother chuckled. “No, Nathan. Someone to help with the nightmares. A therapist, or something.”


  “Oh. Right.” I took a deep breath and listened to my heart slowing down for a second or two. “No…she’s been painting. A lot.”


  We were getting close to our off-ramp.


  “Speaking of Lina,” I said. “Can you just drop me off at Carson’s, and she’ll take me home later? I told her I’d come by after the show.”


  She tensed immediately. “You spend a lot of time at Carson Meunetti’s.”


  “He’s a good guy.”


  “I know. I like him. But…”


  “Mom, I’ll be home later. It’s Friday. There’s practice, and a bunch of people will be there. Like every Friday.”


  She nodded. “I get it. I was just hoping, after this big thing we just did, maybe you and I could…celebrate. Go out to dinner.”


  I hated my mother in sheepish-guilty mode almost as much as I hated the reasons for her guilt. It was totally the opposite of the mother I’d known up until a year ago. I didn’t always like that I’d traded my old mom for the truth.


  In fact, I resented the hell out of it. It just made me want to get away from her that much faster.


  “I thought there wasn’t much to celebrate, remember?”


  She laughed, a concession. “Well, we got through it, didn’t we?”


  I sighed. I just wanted to be out of the car, away from her, and with Lina.


  “Can we do it tomorrow?”


  She sighed. “Fine. You’re not going to be any fun with your mother when you want to be with your friends, anyway. I guess I’ll settle for calling Denver Colorado and telling him all about it.”


  “Thanks.” Denver wasn’t among my favorite people; he’d helped keep my father’s secrets for years. But he and my mother went back a long way. “I bet he’ll want a blow-by-blow.”


  We passed the Abbeque Valley exits and headed south to San Clemente. I kept my face against the passenger-side window the rest of the way.


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Three


  My mother dropped me off in front of Carson’s house. I found myself waving automatically as the car drove away, then jerked my hand down, feeling like a stupid kid.


  Carson’s house was two stories stacked on top of a three-car garage that took up the entire ground level. I glanced up at the balcony, but no one was watching me. I felt even stupider for thinking anyone would give a shit if I waved goodbye to my mother.


  I’ve mentioned that my hearing is better than…well, anyone’s, probably, with the exception of my father’s. I could hear Car’s stereo blasting through the walls and closed windows despite the sound-deadening foam he’d set up on the walls of the living room. Lots of fuzzy guitars, a grinding bass…I didn’t recognize it.


  I walked to the front door and turned the knob. It was locked, which kind of surprised me. Why bother locking it when Carson and Lina, at least, judging by the cars in the long driveway, were home?


  I don’t think I’d ever come around when the door was locked. Feeling a little resentful that I had to do it at all, which was another stupid thing given that I didn’t actually live there, I knocked.


  Like they’d hear me, with the music so loud.


  I pounded, then I pounded harder, then I put the strength of my deceptively lean muscles behind the knock. The door rattled in the frame.


  Then I remembered the grungy little garden gnome in a planter next to the door. I tipped it over, grabbed the hidden key, and unlocked the door. I replaced the key with a quick glance at the street to make sure no neighbors had seen the deep dark secret hiding place.


  I opened the door and flinched. The music was loud. Very, very loud. It hurt. It made my sternum ache. It made me a little nauseous. I couldn’t get a deep-enough breath in.


  “Hey!”


  No good. Fingers in both ears, I made my way to the living room, cringing with every step.


  Lina and Carson were seated on the floor in front of the wall unit that held the stereo and TV, their backs to me. Lina had one of Car’s graph-lined composition books in her hand.


  Carson leaned forward and turned the stereo down by about half until it was just unbearable, not agonizing. He shrugged and said to Lina, “No vocals laid down yet,” in that voice people use when they want to be heard above the buzz of a crowded party. “But you get the idea!”


  The ends of her hair—only those tips were still the pale blonde from when I’d first met her—bounced on her shoulders as she nodded. “I like it!”


  I hovered at the edge of the room. For no reason in particular, I felt like I was intruding on something. Maybe I was.


  Lina and Car met when they were both in grade school, and I know things got pretty heavy for them a couple of years ago, when Car’s parents died right around the guy’s eighteenth birthday.


  It was never really talked about, and I never asked, but I was almost positive things got heavy between them, back then. At least for a little while.


  Lina and I were a little over a week away from our first anniversary, and sure, we’d been though some pretty damn heavy shit of our own…but I still felt like an outsider around them sometimes.


  “Nate! Hey, TV star!” She put one hand on Car’s shoulder to balance herself when she stood up, which didn’t thrill me. “C’mere!”


  Car stopped the tape at the same moment Lina hugged me. The sudden, blessed drop in the decibel level gave me a moment of swaying vertigo.


  Lina shifted her stance and held me tighter. “Easy there, tiger. You all right?”


  I squeezed her. She felt really great. “Just the…loud.” I caught Car’s eye over Lina’s shoulder. “Hey, Car.”


  “Hey, Nate! Nice job today.”


  “Thanks.” Lina and I downgraded our hug to holding hands. “It was…crazy.”


  Car said, “Did you—" at the same time Lina said, “What did you think of Car’s new song?”


  Car closed his mouth and grinned, eyes wide. Whatever he was going to ask me about the show was forgotten.


  “Oh…well…”


  “Oh, don’t sweat it, Nate.” Car waved a hand at me. “It’s not even done.”


  “It’s not that.” I matched his smile. Car’s enthusiasm about his own music was easy to catch and not at all egotistical. “It was…y’know…these ears!”


  Car winced. “Ah, yeah, right. Sorry, man. Here…” He twisted around and turned the stereo volume knob way to the left and pressed the play button on the tape deck. “Here, try this.”


  The sound poured out at a level I could handle. Turns out I thought it was all electric guitar and bass guitar because that’s all it was—no drums. The guitars sounded like a swarm of angry bees armed with chainsaws. The bass snapped, crackled, and chugged like a barbed-wire snake around the guitar.


  “I’ll have Alex play on the actual track, of course,” Car said. “I just wanted to lay this down to give him an idea of what I’m shooting for.” He stared into space for a couple of seconds, then raised his index finger.


  “There. It’s kinda Hüsker Dü…Have you listed to Candy Apple Grey yet?”


  Car had loaned me the record the week before.


  “No, not yet.”


  “That’s cool. Here…wait…right here…”


  I nodded and stuck my lower lip out in an expression of appreciation I wasn’t a hundred percent committed to. There was so much distortion on the guitar—or guitars—I could barely make out any notes. And if anyone could, it would be me, after all.


  “Yeah, totally.”


  Car sat on the floor playing invisible bass strings against his thigh while the demo played on for another minute or more until it ended in a waterfall of feedback.


  “You wanna read the lyrics…?” Car slid the composition book across the carpet to my feet. “Oh—shit, what time did you get here, Nate?”


  I didn’t wear a watch. “I…I’m not sure…”


  Lina moved back so she could see the clock on the kitchen stove. “You gotta go.”


  “Crap.” Car stood up in a fluid unfolding motion. “Gotta go pick up Tim. Won’t be long.” He walked past us to the counter that separated the living room from the kitchen and grabbed keys from an ugly bowl that looked like it might have been a school project. “Nate, you sticking around for practice?”


  “You bet.”


  “Awesome. Be back. You guys have fun.”


  He was headed out the door.


  “I’ll tell you about the show later!” I called to his back.


  “Later!”


  He pulled the door shut, leaving Lina and me alone in the house.


  “The show!” Lina bounced. “Screw the song—tell me all about the show!”


  I knew she was mostly joking, but I liked the sound of that.


  From The Journal Of Nate Charters – Four


  Lina’s bright eyes cheered me up. I took her hand and we sat on the long couch across from the fireplace in Carson’s living room.


  “You saw it,” I said. “What did you think?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Tch! I think Hank Azarrio must be an asshole.”


  “Yeah. He’s like a circus ringmaster.” I laughed and shook my head. “Dude can’t lose, when you think about it. No matter what happens, he can get some drama out of it.”


  “Seems like he managed to do that with you and Byron’s dad.”


  “It’s pretty easy to push Marc Teslowski’s buttons. My mother wasn’t happy with how I handled it.”


  Lina edged closer to me. Her fingers lazily traced random paths on my thigh through my dress pants. “You mean the growl.” Her eyes narrowed as she smirked.


  “Yeah.”


  “I bet they play that on the ‘best of’ episode.”


  I shrugged. “She wants me to be a good little boy. She’s freaked out that if people think I’m some kind of…you know…they’ll think even worse of my dad, and that’ll work against us in court.”


  Despite finally getting the spotlight on me and off of Car’s new song, rehashing the whole ordeal was a drag.


  This was one of the few times Lina and I were alone together in Carson’s house. I found myself thinking about when Car’s parents had died, about a year before


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Marc Teslowski – One


  A shitload of Friday afternoon traffic turned the drive home from the TV studio into a three-hour ordeal Marc was sure they could have avoided if the damn lawyer hadn’t wanted to debrief after the show. Shyster was right there for the whole damn thing. Debrief, why, exactly? Just another excuse to rack up some billable time.


  Marc listened to KABC for most of the drive until—like it damn near always did, eventually—the discussion on the talk radio station turned to the Sovereigns and Declaration Day and even some talk about Byron. After the taping, Marc was pretty well fed the hell up on that subject. He flipped back and forth between KMET and KLOS the rest of the way and let Van Halen, Led Zeppelin, and Zebra take his mind off things for a while.


  Marc opted to pass the El Toro Road exit—it would be a bitch in the middle of rush hour—and got off on Abbeque Valley Parkway. He saw Jeri’s face tighten as they passed the high school. He felt the same tension in his jaw and neck.


  Byron had ruled that school. Lorded over it. Any sport, you name it, if the school had a team, Byron tried out, and when Byron tried out, he got picked. And when he played, he was the best anyone had ever seen.


  Marc had loved imagining the other dads giving their kids shit, pushing them to be as good as Byron fucking Teslowski. He remembered hearing the other schools’ coaches digging into their players when no one—no one—could get anywhere near his kid.


  Byron Teslowski had been on his way to any athletic scholarship he wanted, and after that, Marc was certain his son would have had a great collegiate career and a record-breaking pro run.


  Football, baseball, basketball—it wouldn’t have mattered. He would have done everything Marc himself had worked to accomplish when he’d been his age, except Marc had never had his son’s agility, his strength, his speed, or his endurance.


  And then, as it turned out, if some people were to be believed, Byron cheated. He wasn’t a superstar athlete worthy of the drooling attention of the scouts.


  He was a fucking Sovereign.


  Or so said the Sovereigns themselves.


  That was like trusting the goddamn fox to guard the henhouse, that’s what that was. Fuck that.


  The lawyers, the Metahuman Affairs people, the turncoat normals from the Donner Institute for Sovereign Studies, they had their reports to point to: Byron Teslowski was a straight-up Standard Class Sovereign with highly developed adaptive capabilities—in layman’s terms, he changed according to what the situation required, which was why he showed off such a wide range of talent when it came to sports.


  Of course, the Sovereigns would make up shit like that, to justify taking him.


  They said his Sovereign ability was what saved him when he was injured in the fight at Charters’ place up at Kirby Lake, too. That a normal human would have died from shock and blood loss. Why wasn’t it good enough to say the kid was talented? That he was healthy, and strong?


  What the hell was wrong with admitting he had damn good genes that he inherited from his old man, and from Marc’s old man, all the way back? Was it so hard to believe?


  It was an insult. An affront. It pissed Marc Teslowski off to no end.


  They had his boy.


  Marc pulled the Dooley into the driveway. As soon as he put on the brake, Jeri got out and went for the mailbox. There wouldn’t be anything there except for bills and junk.


  Not what she was looking for.


  Marc went inside without bothering to wait for his wife. He wanted to get out of his uncomfortable dress clothes, get into jeans and a T-shirt, sit down in his chair, and have a goddamn beer while Jeri threw something together for dinner.


  The house was stuffy; close and silent.


  Marc tossed his slacks and shirt into a pile next to the bed, pulled on an old and worn pair of jeans, and found a nice loose tank top. So. Much. Better.


  On his way to the kitchen, he passed Jeri organizing the mail on the dining room table.


  “Nothing,” she mumbled.


  “Shocker.” Acid reflux tightened his chest. He clenched his teeth, sucked his lips tight against his gums, and focused on the fridge.


  Wherein, he discovered, there was no beer to be found.


  Jesus fuck.


  “Jeri.”


  He could feel her hovering behind him. She was probably waiting to pull the lasagna from the other night out. Microwave leftovers, and no beer.


  “Yes, Marc.”


  “When did you go to the store?”


  “I…I haven’t, yet.”


  “Don’t you go on Thursday?”


  “I—usually, sure, but I needed to find something for the show, and I knew we had enough to get by until Saturday if we needed to, so—"


  Staring at the beer-less inside of the fridge wasn’t helping with anything. Marc turned around and faced Jeri.


  "’Find something for the show.’" His lip curled. “Are you kidding me? So you’d, what, look nice and pretty for the cameras while you sat there and said absolutely not one thing?”


  “It wasn’t…”


  He didn’t want to hear it. “All I ask for—all I ever ask, Jeri—is that this goddamn shitty house is kept up and there’s food in the fucking pantry. Beer in the fridge!”


  His fingers curled into tight hooks. It would serve her right if he finally did just off and belt her one, but she was so damn frail, she’d probably snap in half. Not like his own mother, by God. She could take a punch, and more often than not give as good as she got from Marc’s pop.


  Marc rolled his eyes. “Who the hell do you think gave a shit if you had a new sweater, Jeri? Seriously”


  She looked at the linoleum of the kitchen floor. “It wasn’t for them,” she whispered.


  “That’s right, because how would those…” He thought of smart-mouthed Frank in the studio audience. "…lazy assholes know you went out of your way to look nice, for Christ’s sake? Who cares?”


  She looked up. He was mildly surprised to see her eyes were wet.


  “I wanted to look nice for Byron,” she said. “In case he was watching.”


  Marc opened his mouth. He closed it again.


  It had not occurred to him that the Sovereigns might let Byron watch The Azarrio Show. That Byron might have seen them there. Or would have wanted to.


  She studied him.


  “Didn’t that occur to you?” Her voice was steady but subdued, like she had to stoke up the energy to let a sentence fall out of her mouth. “Don’t you think Byron would watch?”


  Marc shrugged. “Who knows if they even let him watch TV? They probably have him all…isolated, or shut away. That’s what kidnappers do. It’s part of the damn brainwashing shit.”


  Jeri kept looking at him. Marc disliked the attitude he was reading from his wife.


  “Brainwashing him,” she said. “Is that what you think they’re doing?”


  Marc spoke as if his wife was a retarded person. “Can you think of another reason your own son wouldn’t write or call for a year, Jeri?”


  Another two breaths, in and out, until Jeri looked away and slipped past him. She opened the refrigerator and pulled out the lasagna.


  “Of course not, Marc.”


  She was not the woman he had married twenty years before. There was little left of the spitfire in the miniskirt he had chased all over the Santa Monica Pier that summer. Something had happened to her, something that made him almost sick to look at her.


  She had caved.


  Every now and then, though, he could still pick up the slightest hint of sarcasm, or even anger, in her mumbling whimpers. Every once in a while, she dared to stand up to him.


  Not often enough for Marc to respect her for it, though. She was too far gone. Too weak.


  “What was that?” Let her try to push him today, of all days. Let her try.


  She kept her back to him while she fussed with the plastic wrap on the casserole dish. “Nothing.”


  He realized he was a little disappointed she had rolled over so quickly. “Right.”


  He was still pissed off from the stupid show. Still worked up. He wanted to scrap, and Jeri was worthless as a sparring partner.


  He also needed a beer.


  “I’m gonna go have a few down the street,” he said. “I’ll eat when I get back.”


  He retrieved his wallet and keys from his discarded dress slacks. Jeri met him in the living room.


  “Can’t you just eat dinner? It’s been such a long day. What if Byron…”


  Marc grunted. “Byron, nothing.” He opened the front door. “Tell you what, Jeri. You sit by the phone.


  “Me, I’m gonna go get drunk.”
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