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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The boy walked through the front door of the See-Saw diner, pulled up the edge of his threadbare gray t-shirt and wiped the sweat from his sunburned face. He paused, looking around the seating area, which was empty except for Melody and me sitting in a booth in the corner. Satisfied that we were nothing to contend with, he sat down at the counter by the cash register. Shrugging off his dirty orange backpack, he set it on the stool next to him.

      The diner owner’s daughter, Amanda, slid a menu down the counter toward the boy. “Let me know when you’re ready to order.”

      He pushed the menu away. “Can I have a water and a coffee?”

      Amanda nodded, putting the menu back by the register. “Do you want the coffee iced? It’s a scorcher out there.”

      “No thanks.”

      Filling a large glass with ice water out of a pitcher with one hand and pouring the cup of coffee with the other, Amanda spoke to the boy over her shoulder. “You been backpacking up the mountain?”

      He stared at the back of her head, making no effort to reply. She set the beverages down in front of him. “Coffee’s on the house. I’m going to have to toss the rest of the pot at the end of my shift anyways. You’re the only one drinking it.” She smiled and then went back to the other end of the counter where she’d been refilling salt shakers.

      Holding the water glass with both hands, he put it to his mouth and drank greedily. After he’d finished the water he got up, leaving his coffee and backpack behind, and went into the men’s restroom.

      He splashed water on his face and dried it with a paper towel, studying his reflection in the mirror. Pushing his greasy, sun-streaked blond hair back from his hairline, he scratched at the edge of his forehead with his fingernail. The skin peeled back a few centimeters all the way down to the bone. A tiny bit of thick, gelatinous blood rose to the surface.

      “Damn,” he said, letting his hair fall back across his forehead, hiding the defect. He turned and pulled his shirt up his back. The space between his shoulder blades was rubbed raw, and the skin above the waistband of his shorts looked dead and gray.

      The boy returned to the dining area and put his backpack on the counter, unzipping it. Still standing, he downed the coffee.

      “Thanks for coming in,” Amanda said, smiling at him again.

      This time he smiled back. He sauntered down to the end of the counter and walked around behind it. Leaning in close to her, he grasped her wrist.

      “I’m going to need you to empty the register for me.”

      Amanda tried to yank her hand away. “What?”

      He grabbed a pair of scissors from a tray of empty bud vases on the wait station next to him and stuck the sharp points against her neck. “You heard me.”

      “Please,” Amanda said, her voice wavering, “I’ll give you whatever you want.”

      The boy pushed her roughly down the length of the counter to where the cash register sat. He turned toward my sister and me. “Don’t you two get any stupid ideas.” He nodded at us, all the while still holding the scissors to Amanda’s throat. “Bring me your cell phones.”

      Melody marched up to him and slammed her disposable cell phone down on the counter, cracking the battery. “There, assface.”

      “Shut it, blondie. What about her, the red head?”

      “She doesn’t have a phone. We share one.”

      “Fine. Go sit back down and keep your mouths shut.”

      He turned back to Amanda. “What the hell are you waiting for?” He pushed the points into her neck, drawing a small bead of blood. “Open the damn thing!”

      Amanda fumbled with the buttons, causing the register to beep. “Sorry! I’m trying. Can you just take the scissors away, please?”

      The boy withdrew them from her throat and aimed the points at her chest. “That better?”

      The register sprang open.

      He nodded at his backpack. “Put the money in there.”

      She held up a twenty, a five, a small stack of ones and a roll of nickels. “This is it. Business isn’t very good in the summer.”

      “The hell it isn’t. A resort town like this?” He applied pressure to the scissors. “Take me to the safe.”

      Amanda tried to yank her wrist from him again. “I’m not lying! There isn’t any more!”

      “I guess I’ll just have to take it out of your hide, then.” He grinned and licked his lips. “You two,” he shouted at us, “get up, now.”

      I walked over behind the counter, Melody following. “It’s gonna be okay, Amanda.”

      The boy jabbed the scissors at me. “Go. In the back!”

      

      I opened my eyes.

      Melody exited the women’s bathroom and slid into the booth across from me. “I made the call,” she whispered.

      “Already?” I whispered back. “What if it takes the boy longer to show up than you think?”

      She raised one eyebrow at me. “Three words: Peters family picnic.”

      I’d been working hard on controlling my glimpses, my completely accurate mini-visions of the future, and was finally able to get them to work in tandem with my longer, more detailed visions ... but the time between when my glimpse ended and the event occurred? I was averaging five minutes. Sometimes things still happened immediately afterward.

      I’d been confident I was having a five minute day back in May when I’d told Melody to wait to call the ambulance until after I’d finished glimpsing Mrs. Peters. She’d gotten her foot stuck in a hole during one of those races where you hold an egg in a spoon and try not to drop it.

      Oops. The event had commenced the moment I’d come out of the glimpse.

      What I hadn’t been shown was that Mrs. Peters didn’t just break her ankle. She’d stepped in a snake den. It was too risky with all of her family members and the other spectators around for me to do my Retroact thing and rewind time to before the accident occurred. So, my hope had been to cut down on her suffering while waiting for the paramedics to arrive.

      The timing is a delicate balance that I’m not sure I’m ever going to get right. When the police and ambulances show up too early, people get suspicious. When they show up too late ... well, we all had to stand there and watch Mrs. Peters flail on the ground with a broken ankle while being bitten by a snake. The ambulance did show up about three minutes before it normally would have and Mrs. Peters turned out to be okay – the snake wasn’t poisonous. But yeah, not my best day as a Retroact.

      “Point taken.”

      Melody leaned to the side, trying to unstick her sweaty bare leg from the cracked vinyl of the bench. “Ick. Summer sucks.” She looked toward the door. “Hmm. I don’t see him. Yet.”

      I’d had the original vision of this event that morning while I was shaving my legs in preparation for this evening’s festivities. I’d already picked out what I was going to wear and when I saw that I was wearing the same outfit in the vision, I knew it was happening today. As a bonus, Melody and I had gotten to sit in the See-Saw drinking chocolate shakes all afternoon.

      “I forgot to ask you how Avery was doing, Zellie?” Amanda said from across the room as she hoisted a tray full of salt shakers onto the counter.

      We were in the same grade. That is, we had been in the same grade until my parents withdrew me from school last winter to keep me away from my boyfriend Avery. That plan had so not worked and they’d made me re-enroll at Rosedell High School for my senior year. Mom knew the head of the school board and she’d convinced him to let me take a placement exam, which I totally aced, instead of having me repeat my junior year.

      “He’s good. Today’s his birthday, actually. How’s Jackson?” Jackson was Amanda’s boyfriend and he and Avery played varsity soccer together. Otherwise, Amanda would have shown zero interest in me.

      While being a diner owner’s daughter was considered uncool by most kids in town, being a pastor’s daughter ranked even lower. Whatevs. She was a nice enough person and didn’t deserve to be robbed at scissor-point and then raped by some skeevy backpacker kid.

      “Jackson’s good too. We’re going swimming at the lake later. You guys doing anything for Avery’s b-day? You can come along, if you want.”

      “Thanks. That sounds fun.” It actually did. “We’re having a family dinner at Avery’s house, but maybe after that?”

      “Oh, yeah. We won’t even be there until nine or so.” She lowered her voice. “Much safer to get a buzz on in the parking lot after dark.”

      “You gonna get your buzz on, Zel?” Melody asked with a wry smirk.

      Amanda glared at my sister, shrugged at me, and went back to her task.

      “Oh, you know me,” I muttered. “I love the beer and the weed.”

      “Ha. Well, you were a high school dropout and kind of a slut,” she said, teasing.

      “Please.” I took a sip of my shake. “You can’t be considered a slut when you’re only sleeping with one guy. Avery’s my soul-mate, there’s never going to be anyone else. That’s, like, the opposite of the definition of a slut. I’m the anti-slut.”

      Melody giggled and then her face went serious. “So, what’s it like?”

      “What’s what like?” I knew what she was asking, but was clueless as to how to describe what sex felt like or the emotions that went along with it.

      “It.” She took a long pull from her shake. “Don’t withhold info, Zel. I’m fifteen.”

      “You’ve been fifteen for, like, three weeks. You haven’t even kissed anyone yet, have you?”

      “So? I will someday, probably soon.” She pushed her shake away from her and took a drink of water. “I’m a Lookout. I help you keep people from dying – have been since I was thirteen. I’m not the same kind of fifteen-year-old that you were.”

      That was true. Melody was never going to be innocent and sweet and get flustered when a guy tucked her hair behind her ear. But I was already giving her the play-by-play of half the things that happened in my brain. She was going to have to discover sex for herself.

      “Why don’t you work on getting an awesome boyfriend first and then we’ll talk.”

      “I knew you’d say some big-sisterly crap like that. I’ll just ask Claire.” She sighed and checked the front door of the diner again. “I’m not going to have to raise you and Avery’s kids like Aunt Hazel did for Grandma, am I? I would suck at that.”

      I choked on my milkshake. “One: Avery and I haven’t even talked about having children since his death vision occurred and we realized it was Mom who was pregnant and not me. Two: if we do ever have kids in, like, fifteen years or something, they’ll know what I am, what he is, and what they could be. I would never keep all of this a secret like Mom and Grandma did. Three: you’ve held Wyatt maybe four times since he was born and changed exactly zero diapers. And he’s your brother. I get it. You’re not maternal.”

      She nodded in agreement. “So you guys are being safe, then?”

      “I thought we weren’t talking about this?”

      “Just answer the question, you owe me that much.”

      “Fine. Condoms and I’m on the pill. You have a less than one percent chance of becoming an aunt.”

      Melody tensed up.

      “I know math isn’t your best subject, but even you have to know that less than one percent–”

      “Here comes the boy. Get your head in the game.”

      I glanced at the clock on the wall above the pie case. Two and a half minutes, not bad. Peters family picnic my butt.

      We sat in the booth as the events I’d glimpsed took place exactly the way I’d seen.

      When he went into the bathroom, I leaned across the table. “Why do you think his skin is peeling off?”

      Melody shrugged. “He is sunburned pretty bad. You and Mom always peel when you get burnt.”

      “Yeah, but not down to the bone. And it didn’t make him bleed hardly at all. There’s something freaky going on here.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course there is.” She looked down at her phone. “The cops should be here in three minutes. Their response time out this way is running about nine minutes lately. Kinda sucky if you ask me. This town needs more cops. You won’t have to hold Amanda and Mr. Scumbag in the rewind long, though.”

      The boy exited the bathroom and walked over to the counter.

      “Get ready,” I whispered. “Wipe your prints from the phone.”

      “It’s handled.”

      “Don’t you two get any stupid ideas.” He nodded at us, all the while still holding the scissors to Amanda’s throat. “Bring me your cell phones.”

      Melody quickly slipped the phone out of its protective jacket and held it between her thumb and middle finger, halfway down each digit. She marched up to him and slammed the phone on the counter using the heel of her palm, cracking the battery.

      “There, assface.”

      I pretended to be super interested in the Formica tabletop in front of me. Melody sat back down. We were silent as he threatened Amanda into opening the cash register, preparing to do our jobs.

      “You two,” he shouted at us, “get up, now.”

      I walked over behind the counter, Melody following. I was ready to take this frickin’ idiot down.

      “It’s gonna be okay, Amanda.”

      The boy jabbed the scissors at me. “Go. In the back!”

      I turned toward them as Melody stepped out of the way, my hand extended in front of me. For a split second Amanda gawked at me and then I began to rewind her and the backpacker. I stopped them and held their position when they were at the register, Amanda with her hand in the drawer.

      Two things happened next. Outside of the diner, a police car came to a screeching stop. Inside the diner, staring out at me through the window to the kitchen was the busboy. His name was Daniel Kim. He was in Melody’s grade.

      “Uh, Melody?” I said.

      “I’m on it!” She burst through the door to the kitchen. “Come with me,” she said to him. He seemed totally confused, but let her drag him toward the rear of the diner. “You and the cook were supposed to be outside waiting for a delivery!”

      I backed into the kitchen, keeping my eyes on the door and lowered my hand as two cops walked through.

      “This is it,” Amanda said. “Business isn’t very good in the summer.”

      I crouched down next to the wall, peeking through the crack between the door and the jamb to make sure the boy was arrested. I had an excellent one-inch perspective of the crime scene.

      “Hold it right there, son. Drop your weapon,” one of the cops said with his gun drawn, the tip of it poking into my field of vision.

      I heard the scissors fall to the floor.

      “You okay, Amanda? You’re not here by yourself, are you?” the other cop asked, walking around to her, blocking my view.

      “No ... I thought Zellie and Melody Wells were here before ... but, uh, they must have ... left? Ramon and Daniel are out back waiting for the produce delivery.”

      Good. She remembered but was unsure of herself. My job was done. I crawled to the back door. Checking behind me to make sure no one was watching, I stood and slipped through the exit.

      Melody shoved a lit cigarette at me.

      “What the hell?” I asked, making no attempt to take it from her.

      “Just hold it. It’s the best alibi I could come up with on the fly.”

      I took the stupid thing, holding it out from me.

      “So,” Daniel said, taking a deep drag from his cigarette, “what’re you gonna do to me?”

      “I don’t know. This is kind of Melody’s thing.” What were we going to do with him? Right about now would have been a swell time to have some of Christopher’s mind control powers. So much easier! “Hey, where’s the cook?”

      Melody shook her head in disgust. “Ramon’s in the cooler doing ‘inventory,’” she said while making a drinking gesture, “and has been the entire time. He sent Daniel out here to check in the produce delivery, but the driver hasn’t shown up yet.”

      The officer who’d asked Amanda how she was doing came out the door. Melody and Daniel both took a drag from their cigarettes. Okaaaaay, Mel? I held mine a little closer to my side.

      “Hi. I’m Officer Crawford.” He gave us a disapproving look, his gaze landing on the cigarette in Melody’s hand. “Did you kids notice anything unusual happening in the diner?”

      Melody snorted dramatically. “Like anything unusual or interesting ever happens here.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “So there wasn’t anyone in the dining area when you girls were in there?”

      “Besides Amanda?” Melody said, sounding incredulous. “Nope.”

      The officer shook his head and took a couple of cards from the notebook he was carrying, handing one to each of us. “There was an attempted robbery inside the diner while you all were out here. If anything suspicious comes to mind, you let me know.”

      Melody nodded. “Will do.” She dropped her cigarette to the pavement and ground it out with her flip flop. I copied her action. Daniel took another cigarette out of the front pocket of his work shirt and lit it off of the one he’d just been smoking.

      Officer Crawford opened the door to the kitchen. “You know, those things will kill you. You should stop now while you’re young, or it won’t be so easy in the future.”

      I glanced inside just as Amanda was coming through the swinging door from the front. The boy, now in handcuffs, was staring right at me. I held his gaze. He mouthed something at me and then swayed into the counter like he was lightheaded.

      “We only smoke because we’re bored,” Melody said.

      Officer Crawford rolled his eyes and went inside.

      “C’mon, let’s go.” Melody grabbed my arm.

      “What about him?” I asked, pointing at Daniel.

      “I’ll deal with him later. We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “I promise I won’t say anything. Really.” He nodded toward the highway. “Here’s the produce delivery.”

      Melody led me around the side of the building to the front of the diner. As we passed the front door, the cops were bringing the backpacker out. Melody and I stopped to let them go by, and I locked eyes with him again.

      This time I understood what he was mouthing at me.

      “Zellie. Help me.”
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      Ben pulled the car up in front of the mint green bungalow, scraping the front tire against the curb. Whoops! Maybe no one noticed.

      Christopher sighed and shook his head. “You are the shittiest driver the state of California has ever issued a license to, and that’s saying something.”

      Frank chuckled from the backseat.

      “Dude, I learned how to drive in Oregon, the streets are much wider there.” Ben leaned forward, looking past his grouchy passenger. “Is this the right house?”

      Christopher opened the manila file folder in his lap and checked the profile page. “Yes. Antoine Barlow. Age fourteen. 22525 East Twelfth Street, Long Beach.” He read on, “Mother, Willamina, Father, Antoine Sr., both deceased. Mother killed herself after the father drowned like she’d seen in her vision. Mother was a seer, not a Retro. Antoine Jr. lives here with his paternal grandmother. No contact with his mother’s side of the family.” He flipped to the next page and sighed again. “The last note was made more than six years ago when he was eight. Say it with me now⁠—”

      “Suspected homosexual. May have latent powers,” all three men said in unison.

      The second page of the male profiles all said the same thing. Ben grinned. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “You realize you sound like a pedophile, right?” Christopher closed the file and tossed it on top of the others in the back seat next to Frank.

      Ben snorted. “I’m not the one who was a man of the cloth. Feeling guilty about anything?” Christopher rolled his eyes in that haughty way he always did. “Besides, I was talking about my ability to absorb powers, not my superior gaydar. C’mon, let’s go see if Antoine’s home.” He got out of the car, cramming the keys into the pocket of his skinny jeans.

      “Those stupid pants make you look like you have elephantiasis of the hip when you put the keys in your pocket,” Christopher said, holding out his hand.

      Ben handed the keys over. He swore to God if Christopher didn’t get laid by an actual living, breathing man soon, he was going to die of bitchery. “But you have to agree, they make my ass look fabulous.”

      Christopher stopped, glanced at Ben’s rear end and nodded.

      “Ha! Made you look,” Ben said, teasing. He bound up the front steps of the house and rang the doorbell. Christopher and Frank flanked him on either side.

      A plump, gray-haired woman of about sixty, wearing a rose-colored velour track suit opened the front door, but left the screen door closed. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ben said, plastering on his best grandma-pleasing smile. “We were wondering if we could speak with Antoine.”

      She narrowed her eyes at them. “What about?”

      Christopher spoke up. “My associates and I,” he waved a hand at Ben and Frank, “are starting an enrichment program at Antoine’s school in the fall and we’re trying to enlist student leaders to help us with outreach.”

      Ben always let Christopher take the reins if the person that answered the door didn’t immediately respond to his winning smile. The guy had masqueraded as an assistant pastor for several years he could be convincing and charismatic when he needed to.

      “You want Antoine to be a student leader?” she laughed. “You sure you got the right house?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Christopher nodded. “The school has given us access to the student files (nope, never happened) and Antoine makes excellent grades (he was totally guessing). Are you unsure about him because he’s shy?”

      She studied them for a moment and then opened the screen door. “Come on in. Ant’s in his room, I’ll go fetch him.”

      Ben, Christopher, and Frank stepped into the family room. It was decorated in typical grandma style – the walls filled with family photos and potted silk flowers adorning every other doily-covered flat surface. They sat down on the plush beige sectional.

      They’d been doing a couple house calls a week since the end of May, starting in L.A. proper and making their way south to San Diego. So far, they were zero for eight. The Society had kept more meticulous records of the daughters of its members and former members than it had of the sons.

      Back in February after their run in with Mildred, the evil and now supposedly dead leader of The Society, they’d combed the Central Oregon wilderness looking for her vanished body. Even Christopher had pulled his head out of his ass and pitched in.

      Ben and Zellie both suspected that the dastardly plotting Christopher had thought he’d been doing was really just the universe’s way of getting all three of them in the same place at the same time. Christopher had conceded that this was possibly true and had dialed down the douchery a hair.

      Their search for Old Milly was a bust. They’d found squat, not a single lead. There also wasn’t any indication that the spirits of Ben’s mom Laura, Zellie’s grandma Rachel, or Christopher’s mom Rita and his boyfriend Wes, had made it out of the limbo that Mildred had trapped them in.

      A week after the showdown, Aunt Hazel had come back to Rosedell with Ashley, a Lookout whose sister had died in the fight with Mildred. She’d also brought along the spirit of the dead sister, Gabrielle, and the girls’ mom, Helene. Hazel had suggested that Zellie and Melody keep looking for Mildred and company in Oregon while the rest of them headed to The Society headquarters in L.A.

      After a boring-ass sixteen hour drive they’d arrived at the vacant headquarters, which turned out to be a little peach stucco house in West L.A. He’d been underwhelmed. For Ben’s whole life he’d been fed a steady diet of hatred for the Big Bad Society, and it turned out their West coast office looked a lot like the house he’d grown up in.

      However, once he’d stepped inside, his opinion had changed pretty quickly. Hazel had led them straight through the family room and into a small back bedroom. There she’d opened up the closet door and pushed a button on the back wall. The wall had slid open, revealing a circular staircase. As the women went down, Christopher had muttered something about just coming out of the closet.

      Hidden deep in the earth beneath the house, there was an enormous and elaborate facility. At the bottom of the staircase they’d walked into a small common area that looked like an ER waiting room. An empty reception desk sat on one side and a guard-less guard station on the other. Directly beyond that was a wide hallway which branched off in three directions.

      Straight ahead was an auditorium where Hazel had said general meetings as well as elections and hearings had taken place. To the left were administrative offices, and to the right were the dorm-like living quarters that had once housed up to forty Society members. Ben had counted seven bathrooms as he’d strolled down the hall. Lady parts central.

      He’d peeked into an uninhabited room. The bed had been unmade and two large oil paintings of sunflowers hung crookedly on the walls. Ben had thought it was funny that they were simply signed, “Roger.”

      Hazel had pushed past him and gone into the room. After she’d straightened the bed, she’d unclasped a long silver chain from around her neck. With the tiny key on the end of the chain, she’d unlocked a small drawer inset in the top of her dresser. Inside had been a piece of paper. She’d read it and then handed it to Ben.

      It was a memo.

      
      
        
        Attn: American Society members

        
        Get out now. All of the French and Italian offices have agreed to give you asylum and protect you from M. and her followers. No overseas reinforcements will be sent. The European and Asian headquarters both feel that if the bulk of the American Society members desert, M. will fall from power.

        
        -Vivienne La Fevre, Paris Society Headquarters liaison

      

      

      
      Hazel had righted the paintings on the wall and then sat on the bed. Her shoulders slumped.

      Ben had never seen her look defeated.

      “It’s been a long time since all of these rooms were occupied,” Hazel had said. “After Mildred came into power, more and more women turned away from The Society or went to live at other headquarters.” She’d shaken her head. “I didn’t expect there to be no one here, though.” She’d gestured at the paper in his hand. “They’ve sacrificed us, my family and yours, left us to deal with Mildred or be killed by her. I curse the day Rachel ever joined The Society. I’ve
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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