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  Chapter one
Back to the Beginning  


Ricky collapsed, hands on his knees. “We almost died,” he said, but his voice was too high and sharp to sound anything but alive.
They didn't stop running until they reached the sandtrap curve on Lakeview Drive. The streetlights pooled pale orange on the slush, turning the curb into a border between worlds: the attic they'd escaped, and the new reality that started here, in the weak glow outside their own front door.
Inside, the Zarate kitchen was a war room. Alex swept the table clean with one arm, ignoring the half-eaten pizza and the dog hair and the sticky puddle where someone had knocked over a juice box that morning. He spread out the documents in tight, overlapping rows, the attic letter at the center, the others arrayed like satellites in order of date, signature, or some logic only Alex could see.
Vanessa grabbed a hand towel, swiped at the juice, and wrung it into the sink with a ferocity usually reserved for soccer cleats. She left her sketchbook in a chair and perched on the edge of the table, watching Alex arrange and rearrange, his fingers tapping each page as if drumming a code only she could decipher.
Ricky hovered near the door, peeling off his damp jacket and eyeing the street through the curtainless window. “Did they follow us?” he asked, voice edged with adrenaline. “Because I swear I saw the one guy’s boot. He limped.”
Alex didn’t answer. Hunched over the table, he reread the attic letter, his lips moving silently. Vanessa crossed the room, put a hand on his shoulder. He flinched, then looked up,his eyes glassy, but focused.
“It’s from the council leader,” Alex said, and the word leader carried a new, heavier weight. He handed the letter to Vanessa, who read it, eyes narrowing.
It was a single page, dated May 1995, written in the same cramped hand as the council ledgers. The first line was all business, but then it cut to the bone:
Any deviation from the agreed silence will result in dissolution, effective immediately. The town will not survive another scandal.
There were more references to payments, to disappearances, to the “necessity of final measures.” At the bottom, the signature was clear: ELLIOTT COLLINS, COUNCIL PRESIDENT.
Vanessa slid the page to Ricky, who skimmed and then tossed it onto the table. “So what? We always knew they were in on it.”
Alex shook his head. “We didn’t know it was this direct. Collins,she’s still the president. If we go public, it’ll start a war.”
Vanessa let her hand rest on Alex’s, calming. “We don’t have to go public yet. Just get her to admit it. Or mess up.”
A low growl echoed from under the table. Bruno, still muddy from their flight, wedged himself between Alex’s legs and the kitchen wall, a furry barricade with a pink tongue. Ricky tossed the dog a piece of crust, then moved to the window, peeking through the glass.
He stilled. “Neighbors are out,” he said, voice down. “Two houses over. They’re just… standing there.”
Alex rose from the table, moved to look. The neighbors, one in a puffy vest, the other in a Bears sweatshirt, stood at the curb, arms folded, eyes fixed on the Zarate porch. They spoke in low tones, heads close, then one pointed at the Zarate house and the other nodded.
“They know something,” Ricky said, turning from the window. “Or they think they do.”
Vanessa made a sound of disgust. “This is how it starts. They close ranks. We’re the weird ones now.”
Alex ran a finger down the margin of the council letter, mind working. “We need something they can’t ignore,” he said. “The letter isn’t enough. They’ll say it’s fake, or that we stole it. We need a witness. Or a record.”
Ricky snorted. “Great, let’s call up the Ghost of Council Past. See if he’ll Skype in.”
But Alex was already moving, sorting the papers by date, cross-referencing each with the notes from the ledger. He circled two names, drew lines between them. “If we follow the money,” he said, “we find who they paid off to keep it quiet. And if we find that, we find someone who wants out.”
Vanessa reached for the highlighter, uncapped it with her teeth, and traced the names: Collins, and a second, smaller one, LAMBERT, S.
She flipped through the older files, searching for the name. “Lambert was head of maintenance,” she said, scanning. “Got canned after the first big fire. Nobody ever heard from him again.”
Ricky shrugged. “Maybe he got paid to move. Or got the ‘final measures’ treatment.”
Vanessa smiled, a sharp curve. “Or maybe he’s still alive. We could ask around.”
Alex nodded, jotting the plan into the margin of his notebook. “We track down Lambert. We get him to talk. That’s step one.”
Ricky circled the table, then slumped into a chair, drumming his fingers on the Formica. “Okay, but what’s step two? We knock on the council door and say, ‘Hey, we found your dirty laundry?’”
Alex’s eyes narrowed. “We do it in public. Somewhere they can’t shut us up.”
Vanessa picked up the thread. “The next council meeting. They can’t keep us out.”
Ricky’s face split in a grin. “Now you’re thinking like a criminal.”
Alex checked the calendar. “That’s tomorrow.”
A silence fell. Outside, the neighbors shuffled away, but not before glancing back one last time.
Vanessa gathered the papers, stacking them by importance. “We should get some sleep,” she said, but nobody moved. Alex stared at the letter, reading and re-reading until the lines blurred. Ricky toyed with the dog’s ears, lost in thought.
Bruno broke the stalemate, jumping onto Alex’s lap and licking his chin with single-minded enthusiasm. Alex pushed the dog away, but his mouth twitched, almost a smile.
Vanessa nudged him. “Hey, you did well tonight.”
He looked at her, surprised. “I almost got us killed.”
She shrugged. “So did I, last week. It’s a team effort.”
Ricky snickered, then stood and stretched, arms overhead. “Tomorrow we blow it up,” he said, grabbing the last slice of pizza.
Vanessa grabbed her sketchbook, tucked it under her arm, and paused at the doorway. “You coming?” she asked Alex.
“In a minute,” he said, eyes on the table.
She waited, but he didn’t move.
When the house was quiet, Alex smoothed the council letter flat, then traced the signature at the bottom. The name was just ink, but it might as well have been a thumbprint, or a noose.
He sat in the dark, the dog’s head heavy on his lap, and tried to memorize every line, every date, every threat.
In the morning, he’d need them all.

It snowed overnight. Not much, but enough to rim the porch in clean white and soften the edges of the yard, making the Zarate rental look less like a bomb shelter and more like something out of a normal Midwestern dream. Alex was first up, hands wrapped around a mug of black coffee, watching the world from the bay window.
There was still a ring of suspicion around their house. The neighbor in the puffy vest shoveled with performative vigor, casting sideways glances at Alex every few scoops. Two houses down, a group of kids kicked around a soccer ball, but their parents hovered at the curb, herding them away if they wandered too close.
The weird ones, Vanessa had said. Alex wondered if the council president had called a meeting in the middle of the night, passed out flyers: “Protect the town. Beware the Zarates.” He wouldn’t have put it past them.
Ricky came down in pajama pants and a tee that said SARCASM: NOW SERVED DAILY. He grabbed the coffeepot, sloshed the last inch into a cracked mug, and gulped it before the steam could rise.
“Any sign of the stormtroopers?” he asked, squinting at the window.
Alex shrugged. “Just the usual. Nobody’s broken in yet.”
Ricky set the mug down, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and said, “Maybe we should beat them to it. Go loud before they can shut us up.”
Alex shook his head. “We do this right. We get the proof, then we go public.”
Vanessa appeared, hair damp, hoodie zipped to her chin. She flopped into the third chair, slid her sketchbook onto the table, and cracked her knuckles. “I texted every number I could find for Lambert,” she said. “Three are dead, but one got a reply. Maybe it's him, maybe a bot. Either way, it’s a lead.”
Alex nodded, respect obvious in his eyes. “Nice.”
Ricky grinned. “We should let her run the next heist.”
Vanessa smiled, then turned serious. “We need to be ready. If they know we have this,” she tapped the letter “,they’ll come for us. Probably today.”
Alex stood, the movement abrupt. He stacked the files, then swept them into his backpack, careful to wedge the attic letter between two textbooks. “We’ll hit the meeting first. If Lambert shows, we get him to talk. If not,”
“We improvise,” Ricky finished, voice a little too eager.
Vanessa stretched, then rolled her shoulders. “Where’s Mom?”
Alex checked the hallway. “Still asleep. She took something for her back.”
Vanessa hesitated. “Should we tell her?”
Alex’s face twisted. “What would we even say?”
Ricky answered, voice suddenly gentle. “Tell her the truth. For once.”
They left the kitchen together, the morning light cold and perfect on the snow. On the porch, Vanessa hung back, touching Alex’s arm. “Hey,” she said, “no solo missions, okay?”
He smiled, small and real. “I promise.”
She nodded, then turned and slid down the icy steps, Ricky close behind.
Alex lingered, watching them walk the path to the main road, side by side, Ricky’s hand on Vanessa’s shoulder like a shield. He closed the door behind him, checked the locks, then walked back to the kitchen to make a plan.
If the council wanted a war, fine. But he’d make sure the Zarates fired the first shot.
And this time, he wouldn’t miss.

The lake had been black glass at sunset, the sky a bruise above it. Vanessa biked the two miles to town hall with her hood up, the cold slicing through her sleeves and turning the ride into punishment. She ditched the bike behind a busted electrical box and scouted the parking lot twice before approaching the back entrance. No cars except a county pickup iced over by the curb. No movement but the faint glow from a soda machine inside the vestibule.
She checked the time,6:47 PM , long after council office hours. The only light at the rear was a halogen security lamp, flickering through a slow-motion strobe that made the stairs look like a crime scene on loop. Vanessa kept to the shadow at the wall, then crouched under the glass vestibule, hands shaking not from the cold, but because the thing she was about to do wasn’t just illegal. It was an Alex-level gamble with a Ricky-level disregard for rules.
The side door was locked, with a chunky deadbolt that shimmered in the halogen. She pulled out the hairpin and flexed it, remembering how Ricky had made picking look easy,“It’s just like popping a zit,” he’d said, “but you’re popping freedom.” She snorted at the memory, then jammed the pin in, feeling for the tumblers. Her fingers were numb by the time she heard the click. She closed her eyes, counted to three, then nudged the door open and slipped inside.
The municipal hallway was every bad middle school memory,peeling blue paint, a bulletin board with outdated “Drug Free!” posters, and the unmissable scent of ancient floor wax layered with lemony cleaner. Vanessa let her eyes adjust to the darkness. She moved slowly, sticking to the wall, stopping every few steps to listen. The only sounds were the faint whir from a cheap desktop fan somewhere in the building, and the slow tick of a clock, mechanical and impatient.
She made it to the council office with minimal drama. The door was, of course, locked. The windows were the vertical kind with wire mesh in the glass, impossible to open. She looked both ways down the hall, then tried the next best thing: the janitor’s closet.
Inside, she found the holy trinity, pliers, a thin screwdriver, and a roll of gray duct tape. She used the screwdriver to jimmy the lock, sweating every scratch of metal on metal, but the office popped open after three minutes. She wiped her hands on her jeans and slipped inside.
The council office was a shrine to the nineties: two battered desktops humming in screensaver limbo, a credenza layered in fake ferns and framed pictures of regional golf courses, and,best of all,a wall of metal filing cabinets with stick-on labels in red, green, and blue. She checked the window, then clicked the door shut and pulled the chair up to the cabinets.
She worked methodically: red was “Financials,” green was “Legal,” blue was “Correspondence.” She started with green. The first drawer was all boilerplate, leases, contracts, the kind of reading that could turn a person into mulch
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