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  Chapter one
Vanessa’s Moment  


The morning after the fire, the Zarate siblings gathered in the kitchen like survivors pulled from a flood—hair damp, clothes borrowed, every muscle refusing to believe the night had ended. The walls were stripped down to insulation, a patchwork of exposed studs and promises from the landlord that someone would “make it right.” The only thing that had survived the blaze unscathed was Vanessa’s sketchbook, which she clutched to her chest as if it were a life preserver and not just a collection of bad drawings and cryptic notes.
Alex had commandeered the only standing chair and was methodically devouring a stale granola bar, the crumbs forming a neat border on the table. Ricky hovered near the sink, arms crossed, eyes locked on the remains of the coffee maker. He’d scavenged it from the debris pile at six a.m. and was already plotting how to rewire it using lamp cord and hope.
Vanessa watched her brothers for a minute, then set the sketchbook down with more force than necessary. “We’re going back,” she said.
Neither looked up. Alex just adjusted his glasses and started a new column of crumbs.
Vanessa waited, giving them a second to process. “To the quarry,” she clarified, flipping open the sketchbook to a page she’d bookmarked with the singed corner of her last geometry test. “That’s where it all started. That’s where it ends.”
Alex finally raised his head, eyes puffy and red around the edges. “You saw what happened last time. They almost killed us. There’s nothing left in that pit but dirty air and worse memories.”
Ricky grinned, more for show than effect. “She’s not wrong, though. We don’t have a house. We don’t have anything to lose.”
“That’s not—” Alex started, but Vanessa cut him off.
“We’ve been doing it your way,” she said, surprising even herself with how calm she sounded. “Every time something weird happens, we pull back, regroup, overthink it until it’s too late. That’s not working.” She tapped the open page, where a spiked sunburst was inked in three shades of black. “We go today. While they think we’re licked.”
Alex snorted, the closest he got to laughter since the fire. “They probably think we’re in witness protection by now.”
“Good,” Vanessa said. “That’s the best cover we’ve had.”
Ricky pushed off the counter and peeked through the window, scanning the yard for anything out of place. “What about Mom?” he asked, softer.
Vanessa hesitated. Their mother had spent the night at a friend’s house, leaving the siblings with explicit instructions to “stay put, don’t touch anything, and if you see Kline, call the sheriff or the actual Navy.” It was a plan designed for people with less to lose and fewer enemies.
“She’s safer if she doesn’t know,” Vanessa said.
Alex shot her a look somewhere between respect and horror. “You want to lie to her?”
“Better than getting her killed,” Vanessa replied, and it didn’t sound as melodramatic as she expected.
They sat in silence, the only sound the distant whine of a neighbor’s chainsaw cleaning up storm-felled branches.
Vanessa slid the sketchbook toward her brothers. “Look at the patterns,” she said, tapping the page with the chewed end of a pencil. “It’s not random. Every time there’s a mark, it’s placed near water, near the old tunnels. That’s where the Pact hid everything—records, evidence, whatever they were trying to protect.”
Ricky leaned over, eyes tracing the map. “So we sneak in?”
“We walk in,” Vanessa said. “Like we belong. If we’re right, whoever set the fire won’t expect us to show our faces for weeks.”
Alex frowned. “It’s suicide.”
Vanessa shrugged. “So is waiting around for Kline to finish what he started.”
Ricky nodded, grabbing his jacket from the back of the chair. “I’m in.”
Vanessa turned to Alex, who’d gone pale in the way only overachievers do when forced to choose between logic and loyalty. He pressed his lips together, scanned the map, and then closed his eyes. “Fine. But we do it smart. We take the old access road, not the main trail.”
“Already mapped it,” Vanessa said, holding up a second page—a grid of trails, shortcuts, and possible escape routes. “We’re in and out before anyone knows we’re there.”
Alex snatched the map, studied it for holes, and found none. He stood, brushed the crumbs from his hoodie, and motioned for them to follow. “If we get arrested, I’m blaming both of you.”
“Deal,” Ricky said, grinning for real this time.
They left the kitchen in single file, careful not to wake Martha, who was sleeping off a bottle of red wine and three Ambien in the guest room. Ricky led, phone out and camera app ready. Vanessa followed, sketchbook tucked under her arm and a fresh pack of pencils in her back pocket. Alex brought up the rear, backpack loaded with a first-aid kit, flashlight, and enough energy bars to survive an apocalypse.
The trek to the quarry was faster than Vanessa expected. The air was brittle, mist curling off the lake in long fingers, every leaf glazed with frost. They cut across a strip of woods that used to be the boundary between “civilization” and “whatever you called this place,” avoiding the public paths and sticking to deer trails.
At the edge of the quarry, they stopped. The place looked different in daylight—less like a horror movie set, more like the backdrop for a PSA on the dangers of trespassing. The limestone walls glowed gold in the early sun, the water below black and still as a secret.
Vanessa led the way, checking her phone for coordinates she’d pulled from the town surveyor’s website. Every ten feet, Ricky paused to snap a photo, then darted ahead, scouting like he’d been training for this his entire life.
Alex was the only one who noticed the fresh tire tracks leading to the service gate. “Someone’s been here,” he said.
“Probably the road crew,” Ricky guessed, but his voice wobbled at the edges.
They ducked under the chain-link and followed the trail down to the pit. At the far end, where the wall bowed inward, Vanessa found what she was looking for: a break in the rock, half-concealed by an avalanche of trash and last year’s leaves. The opening was barely wide enough for Ricky’s shoulders, but he didn’t hesitate, squeezing through with the confidence of a kid who’d never gotten stuck in a playground tube.
Inside, it was colder, the air thick with the stink of wet stone and engine oil. Water dripped from above, echoing in the dark. Vanessa clicked on her flashlight, the beam slicing a path through the gloom.
They followed the tunnel, hunched and silent, until it opened into a gloomy chamber. The ceiling arched overhead, carved with symbols that looked like a cross between crop circles and bad tattoos. Ricky whistled; the sound was swallowed instantly.
On the floor were the remains of a makeshift table—plywood balanced on stacked milk crates. Scattered across the surface were scraps of paper, a flashlight with dead batteries, and a single file folder labeled “MONROE PACT—ACTIVE.”
Alex’s hands shook as he reached for the folder, opening it with the care of someone disarming a bomb. Inside were typed sheets, some stamped “COPY,” others marked with angry red ink. He read aloud, voice trembling:
“‘The Monroe Pact, established in 1995, ratified by council and enforced by designated proxies. All incidents are to be handled with discretion and efficiency. Evidence is to be destroyed. Loose ends to be managed.’”
Vanessa felt the chill go deeper than the cave. She skimmed the next page—a list of names, some crossed out, others highlighted. At the bottom, in a scrawled hand, was a date: the day after the fire.
“They’re planning something,” she said, flipping the folder to reveal a map of the town, marked with a red X over their own street. Over, they believe it is. They don’t know we’re still here.”
Ricky checked the time. “We should get out before someone comes back.”
Alex hesitated. “Wait—look at this.” He held up a second sheet, a ledger of payments made to “operatives,” with amounts growing larger every year. At the bottom was a signature block: Kline, B.
Before anyone could process that, Vanessa’s flashlight caught on something at the far end of the chamber—a fresh footprint, still wet, leading into another tunnel.
“We’re not alone,” she said, lowering her voice.
Ricky flipped off his phone’s flashlight. “Should we run?”
“No,” Alex said, surprising both of them. “We need proof. We can’t go to the cops with just stories.”
Vanessa nodded, then crept toward the tunnel, careful not to step in the print. They moved as one, silent and slow.
The new passage sloped down, the air turning from cold to frigid. The walls were marked with more symbols—some old, some new, all with the same desperate precision. A steel door, like those used in mine shafts, ended the tunnel.
On the handle, taped with surgical neatness, was a single sheet of paper:
YOU ARE NOT INVISIBLE.
Vanessa read it twice, then pocketed the note.
Behind them, a sudden scuff echoed—a shoe against wet rock.
They spun, flashlights up, but the tunnel was empty.
Ricky’s voice was a whisper: “Let’s go. Now.”
They didn’t stop running until they reached the chain-link, lungs burning, legs numb.
Vanessa waited until they were clear of the quarry before turning to her brothers. She held up the note, the sketchbook, and the folder. “We have proof,” she said, breathing hard. “And we know they’re scared.”
Alex stared at the quarry, the symbols, the pages in his hand.
Ricky didn’t say a word, just grinned through the terror.
Then Vanessa realized she hadn't been scared at all for the first time since the fire.
They walked home together; the sun warming their backs, the future an open pit.
Whatever came next, she was ready.

The cave’s breath was colder than the air outside—dense and wet, the kind that gnawed into Alex’s bones and made every inch of his skin feel hyperreal. He set his flashlight on the cluster of crates they’d claimed as a desk; the beam throwing warped shadows against the slick limestone walls. Water ticked down from above in steady, arrhythmic drips, splattering the files and adding a greasy shimmer to the faded ink.
Alex’s fingers hovered over the top folder. He hadn’t slept—couldn’t, not with the Pact’s ledger still burning through his thoughts—but his hands trembled like he’d just downed a six-pack of energy drinks. He wiped his palms on his jeans, trying to focus.
“‘The Monroe Pact,’” he read, trying to keep his voice low. “‘Established 1995. Ratified by council, enforced by designated proxies. All incidents are to be handled with discretion and efficiency. Evidence is to be destroyed. Loose ends to be managed.’” He looked up at Vanessa, who was busy with her phone, the camera app a pale ghost against her cheek.
“Got it,” she whispered, thumb flicking for a better angle. “Keep going.”
Ricky was stationed at the mouth of the tunnel, peering out with the twitchy energy of someone expecting a SWAT team to rappel from the sky at any minute. Every now and then, he’d lean in and toss a new rock deeper into the darkness, listening for the echo. It never lasted long; the walls seemed to swallow sound.
Alex paged through the rest, reading aloud as much for himself as for the others. “‘Council names redacted for security. Proxy network to include law enforcement, local business, and education liaisons.’” He stopped, pointing at a list of numbers at the bottom. “They paid people. Like, a lot. Here—look. The chief of police was getting a grand a month to ‘oversee operations.’”
Vanessa leaned in, lips pressed tight. “Who else?”
Alex thumbed ahead, frustration mounting as every name was covered in a mess of Sharpie and white-out. “Kline is in here. See?” He pointed at a blurry signature, the “K” so aggressive it tore through the paper. “He’s been covering up since the start.”
Ricky tossed another rock, then muttered, “Should’ve known.”
“Wait,” Vanessa said, scrolling through her photos. “That address—‘Old Post Road, Storage Unit C’—isn’t that where they used to run the boat rental?”
Alex checked the file. “Yeah. Why?”
Vanessa held up her phone. “That’s where the other set of files probably is. The real stuff. This”—she tapped the table—“is the decoy.”
Alex felt a wave of relief quickly replaced by anger. “So we’re wasting time?”
“No,” Vanessa said. “We’re getting smarter.”
Ricky looked over his shoulder, then ducked back into the tunnel. “Someone’s out there.”
Alex froze, heart cranking up to max RPM. “What did you see?”
“Just… movement,” Ricky said. “Maybe a flashlight, or a phone.”
Vanessa killed her light, plunging them into a darkness so sudden Alex nearly lost his balance. His eyes strained, but there was nothing—just the slow, rhythmic drip of water
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