
ARCHITECT 3 

A Novella Series

By 

Ren Vesper

Copyright © 2026 by Ren Vesper

All rights reserved. 

Recommended for mature readers 18+

Contains mature themes, violence, crime, drug activity, corruption, strong language, and explicit sexual content.

Table Of Content

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One

[image: ]


Camille's hand stayed on his back the whole time he packed, which made packing take twice as long as it should have.

"You don't have to do that," Marcus said, folding a shirt for the third time because her presence kept pulling his attention off the actual task.

"I know I don't have to. I want to." She sat on the edge of the bed, seven months pregnant now, her stomach a real and undeniable weight in the room in a way it hadn't been the last time he'd packed a bag for a different country. "I'm trying to memorize what you look like leaving, in case I need it for a while."

"That's not a comforting thing to say to me right before I get on a plane."

"I'm not trying to comfort you. I'm trying to be honest, which I thought we agreed was the deal between us now." She watched him zip the bag closed. "Colombia. That's further than Mexico was."

"It's further."

"Is it more dangerous than Mexico was."

He sat down beside her instead of answering right away, because the honest answer was yes, and he'd learned by now that some honesty needed a runway before it landed. "I think it might be. I won't know for certain until I'm actually there."

"That's not what I wanted to hear, but I appreciate you not lying about it." She put a hand over her stomach, an unconscious gesture she made constantly now without seeming to notice. "Your daughter is going to ask me someday where her father was the week she was born, if your timing on this trip ends up being what I'm afraid it might be."

"I'll be back before then."

"You don't actually know that."

He didn't, and they both understood it sitting there in the quiet of a bedroom that had become, over the last seven months, the one place in his life that still felt entirely uncomplicated. "I'm going to try everything in my power to be back."

"Trying isn't the same as doing." Her voice carried no real anger in it, just a tiredness that had been building for longer than this single conversation accounted for. "I'm not asking you to cancel the trip. I already know you're not going to, and I've mostly stopped fighting you on that particular point because fighting it hasn't once changed the outcome. I'm just asking you to actually hear me say, one more time before you go, that the timing on this one scares me more than Mexico did."

"I hear you."

"Do you." She looked at him directly, the same sharp attention she'd once turned on case files at the legal aid office, looking for whatever didn't line up. "Because I need you to understand this isn't just nerves talking. This is a woman who's about to bring a person into the world, into your world, and I still don't have an answer to the question I asked you in Mexico. Is there a version of you that stops."

He thought about Ethan's voice from the night before they'd left for Colombia, almost the exact same question phrased a different way, the answer that never seemed to arrive at no no matter how many times it got asked. "I don't have a clean answer for you yet. I wish I did. I think the honest version is that I keep telling myself the next thing is the last big thing, and so far that's never once turned out to be true."

"That's not reassuring."

"I know it's not. You'd rather have that than a promise I make just to make today easier, though. You told me that yourself, in Mexico."

She was quiet a long moment, her hand still resting on the curve of her stomach. "I would rather have that. I just hate that it's true."

Ethan was waiting downstairs when Marcus finally came down with the bag, standing by the door with the particular patience that had carried him through fifteen years of friendship and, more recently, fifteen months of watching Marcus build something neither of them had fully agreed to the shape of yet.

"She okay," Ethan asked, nodding toward the stairs.

"She's scared. Reasonably so."

"You think this trip's gonna give her a reason to stop being scared, or a reason to be more scared than she already is."

Marcus didn't have an answer for that either, and Ethan, to his credit, didn't push for one. They stood by the door a moment longer, the bag between them, the city outside already doing its early morning version of noise, and then they left for the airport together the way they'd left for every previous trip, except this one carried a weight neither of them had quite named yet, the specific weight of a man walking toward something bigger while leaving behind something that mattered more than anything he'd built so far.

Danny met them at the gate, a small notebook tucked into his jacket pocket the way it had been for months now, letters he was either writing to Lucia or had already written and was carrying because he couldn't bring himself to leave them behind in a drawer. He looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with the early hour.

"You good," Marcus asked him.

"I'm good. Lucia's good. We're managing." Danny's voice carried less of its old ease than it used to, replaced by something steadier that Marcus had grown used to seeing on him since Mexico. "I just hate the part where every single trip starts feeling like it's pulling me further from the one thing I actually want to be close to."

"Welcome to the club," Ethan said quietly, and nobody laughed, because nobody needed to ask which club he meant.

The flight to Bogotá took longer than either of the previous trips, long enough that Marcus found himself staring out the window at clouds that gave way eventually to mountains, terrain that looked nothing like the flat sprawl of Culiacan, nothing like the gridded patience of Chicago, something older and more vertical, like the land itself had opinions about who was allowed to move through it easily.

He thought about Bracco's dinner in Astoria, the sentence that had followed him through two countries already. You haven't built anything yet. He thought about Vargas's careful warning on the porch, the forty years of infrastructure that made New York and Chicago both look, in retrospect, like a child's drawing of a city rather than an actual one. He understood, without yet having met a single person on the ground in Colombia, that whatever waited for him here had been building itself for considerably longer than either of those two lessons had covered, generations instead of decades, blood instead of simple loyalty.

Camille's voice stayed with him the entire descent, the question she'd asked twice now in two different countries. Is there a version of you that stops.

He still didn't have an answer by the time the wheels touched down, and watching Bogotá spread out beneath the windows, sprawling and immense against the mountains holding it in place, he understood with a clarity that settled somewhere uncomfortable in his chest that he might not find one here either.
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The contact who met them at El Dorado wasn't anything like Rafa had been, no sunglasses, no SUV with tinted windows, just a thin older man in a plain gray suit who introduced himself simply as Mateo and carried their bags himself without being asked, an old fashioned courtesy that felt deliberate rather than habitual.

"Don Rafael does not believe in announcing wealth at an airport," Mateo said, leading them toward a sedan that looked, on the outside, like nothing at all. "He believes wealth that needs announcing has usually arrived too recently to trust."

"And his has been around long enough not to need announcing," Marcus said.

"His grandfather built the first foundation of this family's business before cocaine was even the product that made it famous. Coffee, originally. Land disputes. Political favors traded for decades before anyone called what they were doing organized crime." Mateo opened the car door for them, an old man's manners that suggested he'd been doing this exact job since before Marcus was born. "You will find, Mr. Vale, that the Duarte family does not consider itself part of the same business as men who started ten years ago, twenty years ago. They consider themselves something closer to a government in exile. Governments do not announce themselves at airports either."

The drive into the city revealed a Bogotá that didn't resemble anything Marcus had pictured beforehand, colonial buildings pressed against modern towers, all of it climbing up the sides of mountains that seemed to hold the entire sprawl in place by sheer geological stubbornness. Danny pressed his face against the window like a tourist, which he technically was, despite everything else he'd become over the past year.

"This is nothing like Culiacan," Danny said.

"Culiacan is a city built around an industry," Mateo said, glancing back at him through the rearview mirror. "Bogotá is a capital that happens to also contain an industry. The Duarte family understands that distinction better than most. They do not think of themselves as criminals operating inside a country. They think of themselves as one of several powers that have always quietly run this country, alongside the government, sometimes through it."

Ethan said nothing during the drive, watching the city pass with the same careful attention he gave everything new, cataloging exits and choke points the way he always did in unfamiliar territory, though Marcus noticed he'd grown quieter overall since the conversation on the porch in Mexico, something in him still working through whatever had cracked open that night.

They were taken not to a ranch this time but to an estate in the hills above the city, old stone and ironwork, gardens maintained with the kind of obsessive care that only came from generations of people whose entire job was maintaining exactly this. A man met them at the gate who introduced himself as part of the household staff rather than family, checked their names against a list he already clearly knew by heart, and led them through gardens that smelled of something Marcus couldn't immediately place, sweet and slightly bitter at once, until Mateo, walking beside him, finally offered the answer without being asked.

"Coca," Mateo said simply. "Don Rafael keeps a small ceremonial plot near the entrance. Not for production. For memory. He says a man should walk past the thing that built his family's fortune every single day, so he never forgets what he actually is underneath the houses and the gardens."

"That's either humility or theater," Marcus said.

"With this family, it is usually both at once. You will learn to stop trying to separate the two. They've never bothered separating them themselves."

They were given rooms in a guest wing that made the hotel in Culiacan look modest by comparison, antique furniture that had clearly been in the family for generations rather than purchased to impress, and Marcus stood at his window that evening looking down at gardens lit by lanterns rather than electric light, the whole estate carrying itself with a confidence that didn't need to prove anything to anyone, because it had already been proving itself for three generations before he was born.

He called Camille that night, the connection clearer than it had been from the ranch in Mexico.

"How is it," she asked.

"Old. Older than anything I've seen so far. Vargas built something impressive in one lifetime. This family inherited something that was already enormous before anyone currently alive in it was born."

"Does that scare you."
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