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A NOTE TO THE READER

	The city of Velasco does not exist on any map. The Reyes family is not real. The cartel that bears their name was built entirely inside the boundaries of this story, and any resemblance to actual criminal organizations, living or dissolved, is unintentional and coincidental.

	What is real: the border country this story lives in — the heat and the dust and the specific quality of light on agave fields at four in the afternoon, which looks like nothing else on earth. The weight of a family obligation that arrives before you are old enough to understand what you are agreeing to. The particular courage of a woman who walks into a room she was not invited to and negotiates the terms of her own captivity.

	This book contains morally complex characters, organized crime, scenes of violence (not graphic), and explicit romantic content between consenting adults. If any of these elements are not for you, please take care of yourself first.

	For everyone else — welcome to Velasco.

	

	



	

CHAPTER ONE

	The Debt

	Valentina Cruz 

	"The most dangerous negotiation is the one where you have nothing left to lose."

	The letter was not addressed to her.

	Valentina Cruz found it at the bottom of her father's desk drawer, beneath three years of unpaid invoices, a broken rosary, and a photograph she did not look at because she had learned, a long time ago, that looking at photographs of her mother was a luxury she could not currently afford. The letter was sealed — had been sealed — and then opened, and then folded back along its original creases with the careful imprecision of a man who had read something terrible and tried very hard to make it look unread.

	She had found it because she was looking for the electric bill.

	She unfolded it on the kitchen table of the apartment above her father's import shop, which was not really an import shop anymore, which had not been a functioning anything for approximately eleven months, and read it once standing up and then sat down and read it again.

	The letter was from an attorney's office on Calle Hidalgo. It was three pages. The first page outlined, in precise and courteous legal language, the nature and amount of the debt her father owed to a man named Dante Reyes. The second page outlined, with equal precision and considerably less courtesy, what would happen if the debt was not settled by the fourteenth of the month.

	The fourteenth was in six days.

	The third page was a single paragraph. It said that Señor Reyes was a reasonable man. It said that he understood that circumstances sometimes made repayment difficult. It said that if Señor Cruz wished to discuss alternative arrangements, he was welcome to present himself at the offices of Reyes Import and Distribution, on Avenida del Pacifico, at his earliest convenience.

	It did not say what the alternative arrangements might be. Men like Dante Reyes never did.

	

	Her father was in the back room playing cards with two men Valentina did not recognize and did not want to recognize, which told her everything she needed to know about the current state of his judgment. She stood in the doorway for a moment — long enough to confirm that he was losing, which he was, which meant the money he did not have was becoming money he owed to additional people — and then she went back upstairs.

	She sat at the kitchen table for a long time.

	The amount was significant. It was not astronomical — she had seen astronomical, in her two years studying law before the money ran out, had read case files about debts that swallowed families whole and left nothing behind — but it was real and it was specific and it was the kind of number that did not exist in any version of her father's financial reality.

	She thought about the electric bill, which was also not going to get paid this month.

	She thought about the three months of back rent on the storefront below her, and the two months on the apartment above it, and the call she had received last Tuesday from Señor Aguilar's property management company, which had been polite in the way that final calls are polite.

	She thought about her father's hands, which shook now in a way they had not shaken when she was a child, and about the photograph in the desk drawer that she had not looked at, and about the fact that her mother had left when Valentina was eleven and had not, in the fifteen years since, demonstrated any indication of returning.

	There was no one else.

	There was, in the precise accounting of Valentina's life, only her and the problem and the six days remaining.

	She opened her laptop and searched for everything publicly available about a man named Dante Reyes.

	

	There was not much, which was itself information.

	A LinkedIn profile for Reyes Import and Distribution — CEO: Dante Reyes — listing the company's founding date as eleven years ago and its services as import logistics, distribution management, and supply chain consulting. A photograph: a man at what appeared to be a charity gala, dark suit, dark hair, talking to someone outside the frame. The angle was wrong for his face. He had not been looking at the camera.

	A social register mention from four years ago. A ribbon-cutting at a new community center in the Velasco district of Cuenca Norte, attended by the mayor and three city council members and, in the back of the photograph, standing slightly apart from the ribbon and the scissors and the smiling officials, a man whose presence in the image suggested he had not been invited so much as acknowledged.

	A local business awards ceremony from two years prior. Reyes Import and Distribution, Employer of the Year. The award accepted by a vice president. Dante Reyes himself was not pictured.

	She read between the lines because that was what her two years of legal education had been good for, before her father's debts had ended them: a company with revenue sufficient to win employer awards but whose owner did not appear in photographs. A man mentioned in connection with city officials but never quoted. A charity presence without a charitable face.

	She knew what this meant. Anyone who had grown up in a border city and paid attention knew what this meant.

	She sat with that knowledge for exactly four minutes — she watched the clock on the microwave — and then she closed the laptop and went to her closet and found the dress.

	

	The dress was black. It was the only one she owned that made her look like someone who belonged in a room she had not been invited to. She had bought it two years ago, secondhand, for an interview at a law firm she had not gotten the position at — the money had run out two weeks before the callback — and she had kept it because it fit her well and because she had understood, even then, that there would be situations in which looking like someone to be taken seriously would matter more than anything else she owned.

	She pressed it and hung it on the back of the bathroom door while she showered.

	She did her hair the way she always did when she needed to appear more composed than she felt: pulled back, severe, every strand in its place. Her mother had once told her, in the years before leaving, that she looked intimidating when she did her hair like that. Valentina had filed this observation away under useful.

	She did not tell her father she was going.

	If she told her father, he would stop her. Or he would try to come with her, which would be worse. Her father in a room with Dante Reyes, negotiating — her father, who had borrowed money from Dante Reyes in the first place, which required a specific and catastrophic calibration of judgment — was not a scenario that ended in anything but disaster.

	She left a note on the kitchen table that said she had gone to run errands and would be back before dinner.

	It was eleven in the morning.

	She took the bus.

	

	The offices of Reyes Import and Distribution occupied the top three floors of a building on Avenida del Pacifico that was newer than anything else on the block and slightly too clean for the neighborhood, the way that money, when it decides to put down roots, is always slightly too clean for wherever it lands.

	The lobby had marble floors and a reception desk staffed by a woman who looked at Valentina with the particular professional neutrality of someone trained to make people feel they had been assessed and found acceptable without making them feel they had been assessed at all.

	"I have an appointment with Dante Reyes," Valentina said.

	This was not true. She said it anyway, in the tone she had learned from two years of watching senior partners walk into rooms they owned: not aggressive, not tentative, simply stating a fact about the world.

	The receptionist looked at her screen. "Your name?"

	"Valentina Cruz."

	A pause. The receptionist looked at her screen again. "I don't see —"

	"Tell him it's the Cruz account," Valentina said. "He'll know what it means."

	Another pause. The receptionist picked up the phone. Valentina studied the lobby art — three large-format photographs of the Velasco landscape, professionally mounted — and did not allow herself to think about the fact that her heart was doing something irregular against her ribs. Her stomach had opinions too. She told both of them to stop it.

	"Someone will be right down," the receptionist said. Her tone had shifted almost imperceptibly — the professional warmth replaced by something more careful. "If you'd like to take a seat —"

	"I'm fine standing," Valentina said. "Thank you."

	She stood.

	She waited.

	She did not sit down.

	

	The man who came down was not Dante Reyes. He was younger — late twenties, lean, with the watchful stillness of someone who spent a great deal of time noticing things and revealing very little of what he found. He introduced himself as Emilio and said that Señor Reyes was available and would she please follow him.

	She followed him into an elevator that required a key card to operate.

	They did not speak on the way up. She noticed that he positioned himself between her and the elevator panel in a way that appeared casual and was not. She noticed that he watched her in the mirrored doors without appearing to watch her. She noticed that he had the same quality of eyes as the man she had seen in the charity photograph — not the color, but the nature of them: the eyes of someone who had decided, at some point, to stop letting the world surprise him.

	She filed all of this under information.

	The elevator opened onto a corridor. The carpet was dark, the lighting warmer than downstairs, the sound of the city below muffled to something distant and manageable. At the end of the corridor was a door that was open.

	"He's expecting you," Emilio said. He did not follow her down the corridor. He stayed at the elevator.

	She walked.

	



	The office was large and uncluttered and smelled faintly of coffee and something darker beneath it — cedar, maybe, or something older than cedar. The walls held two paintings that were not decorative; they were the kind of paintings that someone with actual taste had chosen because they said something specific about the person who owned them. She would have liked more time to look at them. She did not have more time.

	Dante Reyes was standing at the window when she entered.

	She had prepared herself, on the bus, for several versions of this encounter. She had prepared for the performance of power — the deliberate disregard for a waiting visitor, the desk positioned as a fortress, the studied indifference of a man who wanted you to understand, before he spoke, that your time was worth less than his. She had also prepared for the opposite: the too-warm welcome, the offered hand, the deliberate charm of a predator who had learned that prey was easier to catch when it felt safe.

	She had not prepared for him to be standing at the window, one hand in his pocket, looking at the city as though he had been in the middle of thinking about something and had not quite finished.

	He turned when she entered. He looked at her.

	He was taller than the photographs had suggested — or the photographs had simply failed to capture the quality of how he occupied space, the specific stillness of him that made the room feel smaller than it was. The scar along his jawline was visible, a thin pale line against darker skin. His hair was black and worn slightly longer than professional. He was wearing a suit that had been made for him, specifically, by someone who understood that the point of a suit on a man like this was not to make him look important — he already looked important — but to contain him slightly, to suggest to the room that he had agreed, for the moment, to its terms.

	His eyes were very dark and he did not blink as often as people usually did.

	He looked at her for what felt like a long time and was probably four seconds.

	"Miss Cruz," he said. His voice was low and even, the kind of voice that did not need to be raised to be heard. "I expected your father."

	"My father," she said, "isn't coming. I am." She crossed to the chair positioned in front of his desk — she did not wait to be invited to sit, she sat — and placed her bag on her knee and looked at him with the same steadiness she had practiced in the lobby mirror at seven that morning. "I've read the letter. I know the amount. I know the date. I'd like to discuss your terms for an alternative arrangement."

	Something moved across his face. It was brief and she couldn't name it — not surprise, exactly, or not only surprise. Something more like recalibration. Like a man who had walked into a room expecting a specific piece of furniture and found something else entirely in its place.

	He came to the desk. He did not sit immediately. He stood at the corner of it — not behind it, but at the corner, which put him closer to her than a desk usually allowed — and looked at her for another few seconds.

	"What kind of alternative arrangement," he said, "did you have in mind?"

	"I'll get to that," Valentina said. "First I want to understand the debt. Specifically what my father borrowed, what the interest rate is, and whether the amount in the letter represents the principal, the principal plus interest, or a penalty figure."

	The recalibration again. Quieter this time, almost imperceptible. "It represents the total," he said. "Principal and accumulated interest. There is no penalty structure. Not yet."

	"Not yet," she repeated. "Which means there will be if we don't resolve this by the fourteenth."

	"Correct."

	"And your standard penalty structure for a debt of this size is —"

	"Miss Cruz."

	She stopped.

	He had said her name the same way he had said everything else — without inflection, without pressure — and yet it had the effect of a hand placed on a door. Not slamming it. Simply resting against it.

	"I'm going to sit down," he said, "and you're going to tell me why you're here instead of your father, and what it is you actually came to propose. Not what questions you want answered first. What you want to propose."

	He sat.

	He looked at her.

	She understood, with the clarity of someone who had just watched a negotiation's entire frame shift beneath her, that she had approximately thirty seconds to either take control of this conversation or lose it entirely. She had come here with a proposal. She had planned to arrive at it through careful preparation — through establishing the facts of the debt, through making him lay out his terms before she laid out hers.

	He was not going to give her that architecture. He was going to make her build it in the open.

	Fine.

	She lifted her chin.

	"I want to propose a marriage," she said. "One year. At the end of it, the debt is cleared, my father keeps the shop and the apartment, and I walk away. Those are my terms."

	The office was very quiet.

	Outside, the city moved — traffic, voices, the distant call of a vendor somewhere on the avenue below — but in the room it was very quiet and Dante Reyes was looking at her with those too-still eyes and not saying anything, and Valentina did not fill the silence because she had learned, from the two years she had almost become a lawyer, that the person who speaks first in a silence usually loses.

	She waited.

	He said: "Why would I agree to that?"

	"Because a Reyes publicly linked to the Cruz family, through a legal and documented marriage, closes three exposure vectors that currently exist in your import operation. I know which three. I'm offering to tell you." She held his gaze. "After you agree."

	Another silence. Longer than the first.

	Dante Reyes reached across his desk, opened a drawer, and removed a legal pad and a pen. He placed them in front of him.

	"Tell me your other terms," he said. "All of them."

	

	She stayed for two hours.

	She had five demands. He accepted three immediately, countered one, and rejected one outright with a brevity that told her it was a hard limit and she would not move it. She adjusted her position on the rejected demand and they found an acceptable middle ground in approximately eight minutes, which told her something about how he negotiated: efficiently, without the theater of extended resistance, with a precise sense of what mattered and what did not.

	The three exposure vectors, she told him, once they had agreed.

	He listened. He did not write anything down. He asked two questions, both specific, both good. She answered them.

	At the end of it, he looked at her for a moment.

	"You could have been a lawyer," he said.

	"I know," she said. "I was going to be."

	He did not ask what had stopped her. She did not tell him. They both understood, from the nature of the conversation they had just had, that the answer was sitting in an apartment above a failing shop on the other side of Velasco, playing cards with men whose names she didn't want to know.

	He stood. She stood.

	He picked up the legal pad — he had written, she saw, only two things on it: a number and a date — and said: "My attorney will have the documentation to you by tomorrow morning. Read it carefully."

	"I intend to."

	"If there's anything you want adjusted —"

	"I'll call the office."

	"Yes," he said. "You will."

	She picked up her bag. She crossed to the door. She was almost through it when he spoke again.

	"Miss Cruz."

	She turned.

	He was still standing where she had left him, one hand resting on the desk, the legal pad in front of him. He looked at her with that very still, very dark gaze.

	"You understand what you've agreed to," he said. It was not a question. It was something adjacent to a question — a door left open an inch, in case she had not.

	"Yes," she said. "I do."

	She walked to the elevator.

	Emilio was still there. He looked at her face and something shifted in his expression — not surprise, exactly. Something more like reassessment. He pressed the button for the lobby without being asked.

	On the ride down, watching her own reflection in the mirrored doors, Valentina noted that her hands were perfectly steady. Her heart was doing something complicated behind her ribs. Her stomach had filed additional complaints.

	She told both of them: later.

	The lobby doors opened. The afternoon heat of Velasco hit her face like a flat hand. She walked to the bus stop and sat on the bench and did not allow herself to think, clearly and consecutively, about what she had just done — until the bus appeared at the end of the avenue.

	Then she thought about it.

	She had walked into Dante Reyes's office with no appointment, no leverage, and one dress. She had walked out with a contract.

	She pressed her fingers together in her lap.

	Six days.

	She had six days to read the documentation, to find any clause that would devour her quietly and at length, to prepare herself for whatever came next.

	

	Her father was asleep when she got home. The two men were gone. On the kitchen table, on top of her note, he had left what remained of the cash in his wallet — forty-three pesos and a folded receipt — and a scrawled message that said he was sorry and that he was going to fix it.

	She stood in the kitchen for a long time, looking at the forty-three pesos.

	She picked up the receipt. She put it in the trash.

	She sat down at the kitchen table and opened her laptop and began to research, in precise and methodical order, everything that could be known about a man named Dante Reyes.

	There was not much, which she already knew.

	But she had the whole night, and she had learned today that she was better than she had realized at finding what wasn't there.

	She started with the photographs. She started with the one from the ribbon-cutting, where he stood slightly apart from the mayor and the council members and the scissors, and she looked at his face — the angle was still bad, but better than the gala — and she thought:

	He agreed too quickly.

	Not to the marriage. To the terms surrounding it. He had conceded three of her five demands in the first twenty minutes, which meant either he had conceded them because they cost him nothing — possible — or because he had wanted something she hadn't named yet and the fastest way to get it was to give her what she'd asked for.

	She stared at the photograph.

	The documentation would tell her something. The clauses would tell her more. And if there was anything in what he had agreed to that she hadn't seen clearly, she would find it.

	She was very good at finding what wasn't there.

	The question — the one she closed her laptop on, at two in the morning, without having answered — was whether she was good enough.

	

	



	

CHAPTER TWO

	The Negotiation

	Dante Reyes 

	"You can tell everything you need to know about a person by watching how they handle the moment they realize they have no leverage."

	

	He had expected the father.

	He had not expected her.

	Dante Reyes sat at his desk after she left — after the elevator closed on her, after the building settled back into its ordinary sounds, after the coffee Carlos had brought up forty minutes ago went thoroughly cold — and looked at the legal pad. Two things written on it. A number. A date. Both of which were already known.

	He had not written anything else because there had been nothing else worth writing.

	He had, instead, spent two hours watching Valentina Cruz conduct a negotiation that she had clearly prepared for and that had still, in its particulars, surprised her repeatedly — and watching her not show it. That was the thing. Each time the conversation moved somewhere she hadn't mapped, he had seen the adjustment happen behind her eyes, smooth and quick, and then her face would settle again before most people would have noticed it had shifted.

	Most people.

	He poured the cold coffee into the plant on the credenza — it had survived worse — and went to the window.

	

	The Cruz account had not been, originally, his concern.

	It was a small debt by the standards of the operation — the kind of figure that accrued when a man borrowed to stabilize a failing business and then, instead of stabilizing it, accelerated its collapse through a series of decisions that Dante's accountants had described in their report as "aggressive" and that Dante himself, reading the report on a Tuesday morning three weeks ago, had described as something less charitable.

	Arturo Cruz had borrowed from a distribution subsidiary, not from the family directly. The debt had sat for fourteen months, accruing at a rate that Dante had set deliberately low — lower than the standard, genuinely repayable — and had still not been touched.

	At fourteen months, it became Dante's concern.

	Not because of the money. The money was a rounding error. It became his concern because debts that were not resolved became stories, and stories about unpaid Reyes accounts had a tendency to encourage other people to believe they might also be exempt from resolution.

	He had instructed his attorney to send the letter. He had expected Arturo Cruz to appear in this office within forty-eight hours, hat in hand, with apologies and explanations and no viable solution. He had planned to be reasonable about it. He had planned to restructure the debt across eighteen months and accept a stake in the shop as collateral, which was worth very little but would serve as a lesson in the precision of consequences.

	Instead: her.

	Instead: a twenty-six-year-old woman in a black dress that she had worn before — it was clean and pressed but there was a specific quality to secondhand clothing when it fit someone well, a kind of lived-in authority — who had walked into his office without an appointment and told the receptionist she had one and sat down in his chair before he offered it.

	He had watched her from the window. He had seen her come off the elevator with Emilio — Emilio, who had looked at him over her head when she walked down the corridor with an expression that said: this one is different — and he had registered, in the way he registered everything, the quality of how she moved. Not the walk itself. The deliberateness of it. The way a person moved when they had decided, before they left the house, that they were going to walk into something frightening and they were going to do it with everything they had.

	He had turned from the window when she came through the door.

	He had looked at her.

	She had looked back.

	That was the first thing.

	

	People did not, as a general rule, look back.

	Not in this office, not with his face, not when they had come to him with a problem they needed him to solve. They looked at him the way people looked at things that had the potential to hurt them: carefully, with peripheral awareness, never quite directly.

	She had looked directly. Not defiantly — defiance was performance, was a choice made for an audience. This was something different. This was simply someone who had decided, before she walked in, that she was not going to look away, and was holding to that decision the way you held to a thing you had decided before your nerve had time to disagree with you.

	He had found himself, in the first thirty seconds, recalibrating.

	She had said: my father isn't coming. I am.

	She had said it with the specific flatness of a statement of fact, and then she had sat down — his chair, his desk, his room — and looked at him and begun speaking.

	She had prepared questions. He had redirected her to the proposal, partly because he wanted to see how she would respond and partly because he had recognized, immediately, that the questions were armor: she was going to use them to establish the facts of the situation before she revealed what she actually wanted, and he did not want her to have that architecture. He wanted to see what she had built before the armor was fully in place.

	What she had built, it turned out, was something he had not expected.

	A marriage. One year. Her terms, stated cleanly, without elaboration.

	He had listened to the terms. He had accepted three because they cost him nothing and refusing them would have been theater. He had countered one because she had overreached, slightly, in a way that told him she knew she was overreaching — she had included it to give herself room to retreat — and he had told her so, not unkindly. He had rejected one because it was impossible and she had known it was impossible when she said it.

	He had watched her adjust to the rejection in real time.

	And then she had offered the thing she had actually come to offer. The three exposure vectors. She had been right about all three. Two of them his own team had identified; the third they had not.

	He had not shown her what that meant. But it meant something.

	

	Emilio appeared in the doorway at four-thirty.

	"Well," he said. He did not say anything else. With Emilio, well at the end of something unusual usually contained an entire paragraph.

	"She'll have the documentation tomorrow," Dante said. He moved from the window to the desk. He sat.

	"She's Arturo Cruz's daughter."

	"Yes."

	"Arturo Cruz, who borrowed money to save a business and then played cards with it instead."

	"Yes."

	"And she —" Emilio paused. "She came here without telling him."

	It was not a question. "She came here without telling him," Dante confirmed.

	Emilio was quiet for a moment. He had the quality, which Dante had observed since Emilio was nineteen years old, of someone who thought before he spoke not because he was slow but because he understood that the first version of a thought was usually not the most useful one.

	"She identified the third exposure vector," Dante said.

	Emilio looked at him. "The Veracruz routing?"

	"Yes."

	Another silence. "How?"

	"I don't know." He had asked, briefly, in the last fifteen minutes of the meeting, and she had said only: public filings, with a composure that suggested she understood she was giving him something and had decided to give it anyway. He would think about that later. "She has two years of legal education and three years of managing her father's affairs, which apparently included understanding his creditors' structures."

	"Or she's more than that."

	"I considered it." He had considered it for approximately four minutes while she was talking, running through the probabilities. Federal. Private investigator. A competitor's research arm. "She's not. She's exactly what she appears to be."

	He said this with the confidence of someone who had, for fifteen years, been reading people for a living. He was not infallible. But he was very rarely wrong about this specific thing.

	Emilio studied the door she had walked out of. "A marriage," he said. "For a year."

	"Yes."

	"And you agreed."

	"Yes."

	Emilio looked at him. Not with alarm — Emilio was not an alarmed person — but with the particular quality of attention he brought to things he was trying to understand from several angles at once. "Why?"

	Dante picked up his pen. He turned it over in his hand once.

	"Because it is operationally useful," he said. "A documented marriage to a woman with legal training, connected to a Cruz family account that is now resolved, closes questions that I would prefer closed. The Salazar situation has made us more visible than I want. A marriage is a signal — it says settled, it says invested, it says this is a man with something to protect that is not just territory."

	He placed the pen down.

	"Also," he said, "she found the Veracruz routing from public filings. I want to know what else she can find."

	Emilio absorbed this. "And the third reason?"

	There was a third reason. He had known, the moment he said also, that Emilio would catch the implication — Emilio caught most implications, which was useful in an intelligence context and occasionally inconvenient in a personal one.

	"The documentation will be ready by nine tomorrow morning," Dante said.

	Emilio, who had grown up in the same house as Dante and understood when a subject was closed, nodded once. He left.

	Dante looked at the window.

	She had looked at him and not looked away.

	He turned back to the desk and opened the files he had been working on before she arrived, and he worked until seven, and he did not think about it.

	Or he thought about it only once: when the building had gone quiet and the city below had shifted from its daytime register to its evening one, and he was reading an operations report that required his full attention and receiving it — he was not a man who had difficulty concentrating — but found, for a moment, that what occupied the edge of his attention was not the report.

	It was the image of a woman in a secondhand black dress sitting in his chair before he offered it, telling him what she wanted with the steadiness of someone who had decided, before she walked in, that she was going to ask for it regardless of what happened next.

	He closed the report.

	He opened it again.

	

	The documentation went to her at eight fifty-three the following morning.

	His attorney called at eleven to say that she had called with four questions about specific clauses, that all four questions had identified the precise pressure points in the language — not ambiguities, the points where the language was deliberately constructed to favor the Reyes position — and that she had requested modifications to two of them.

	"What modifications?" Dante asked.

	His attorney told him.

	They were reasonable. More than reasonable — they were the exact modifications a careful legal mind would make, the ones that protected her position without altering the fundamental structure of the agreement. He would not have expected her to miss them. He was, he recognized, pleased that she had not.

	"Accept both," he said.

	"Señor Reyes, the second modification —"

	"Accept it."

	A pause. "Yes, sir."

	He went back to work.

	At three in the afternoon, she called the office directly. Not the attorney's office. His office. The main line.

	The receptionist put her through, because he had left standing instructions that morning that she was to be put through.

	"The documentation is acceptable," she said, without preamble. "I'll have it signed and returned by five."

	"All right," he said.

	"I have one question that isn't covered in the documentation."

	"Ask it."

	"My father." A pause — small, controlled. The first pause he had heard from her that seemed involuntary rather than tactical. "Does he need to know the full terms, or only that the debt is resolved?"

	Dante considered this.

	It told him something — told him several things, actually, each layered beneath the others. She was protecting the man. Despite everything, despite the forty-three pesos and the card games and the fourteen months of a debt accumulating while his daughter worked and managed and held what was left of his life together with both hands — she was protecting him. She had come here without telling him, had negotiated a contract that would change her life for the next year without consulting him, and her first question about implementation was about how much he would have to know.

	"Only that it's resolved," Dante said. "The specific arrangement is a private matter. There's nothing in the documentation that requires him to be informed of the terms."

	"Thank you," she said.

	It was precise. Two words, no elaboration. He had the impression she did not say thank you frequently — not because she was ungrateful but because she had learned, somewhere, to be careful about what she owed people.

	"Miss Cruz," he said.

	"Yes."

	"The arrangement begins on the date specified in the documentation. Between now and then, if you need to prepare — there's no requirement to contact the office."

	A silence. "I understand."

	"And if there are things you want to bring. To the house."

	"I'll manage," she said. Quietly. Not dismissively. The voice of someone filing an offer under: received and noted.

	"Yes," he said. "I expect you will."

	He ended the call.

	He sat for a moment with his hand on the phone.

	In fifteen years of running the Reyes operation — in fifteen years of negotiations and acquisitions and debts called in and debts restructured, of deals made at tables with men who wanted to kill him and deals made at tables with men who wanted to be him — he had not once agreed to something without understanding precisely why he was agreeing to it.

	He had given Emilio three reasons.

	He had meant two of them.

	He moved his hand from the phone. He picked up the operations report. He read it until the city below went dark and the lights of Velasco came on one by one, and then he closed the file and went home — home being the compound on the edge of the city, behind its fencing and its agave and its long driveway, where Lupita would have left something in the kitchen and Carlos would be at the gate and the house would be exactly as he had left it.

	Quiet. Controlled. His.

	For ten more days.

	He drove past the city limits and through the dark toward the compound, and he thought, for the length of exactly one traffic light, about the question Emilio had asked and the reason he had not given.

	The light changed.

	He drove.

	And in the back of his mind — in the specific place where things that should not matter had a tendency to lodge themselves in spite of every effort to prevent it — a woman in a secondhand dress sat down in his chair before he offered it, looked him in the eye without looking away, and asked for a year of his life with the steadiness of someone who had already decided that steadiness was the only currency she had.

	He pressed the accelerator.

	Ten days.

	He had ten days to decide whether he had made a strategic decision or a different kind of mistake entirely — and he had spent fifteen years being very good at knowing the difference.

	He was less certain of it tonight than he had been this morning.

	That, more than anything, was the thing worth paying attention to.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	The Compound

	Valentina Cruz

	"You can learn everything about a man by the house he builds. Not the architecture. The locks."

	She had told herself, in the ten days between signing the documentation and standing in the back of a black car on the road out of Velasco with a single bag between her feet, that she had prepared for this.

	She had not prepared for this.

	The compound arrived in stages. First the city thinned — the apartment buildings giving way to warehouses, the warehouses to smaller industrial lots, the lots to the kind of flat open land that sat between a city and wherever a city decided to stop. Then twelve minutes of road through scrub and agave, the land doing nothing in particular in the early morning light except being very large and very quiet. Then the first fence: chain-link, twelve feet, topped with razor wire that caught the sun and held it in small brilliant points. A gate, a guard, a wave of the driver's hand that was answered with a wave and a lifted barrier.

	Then another quarter mile of driveway lined with agave — the actual plants, enormous, blue-grey, planted close enough together that they formed something between a hedge and a wall — and then the second fence, lower than the first but newer, with cameras at intervals that turned to follow the car without any visible mechanism doing the turning.

	Then the house.

	She had expected something that announced itself. She had grown up in Velasco, which meant she had grown up knowing, in the way that border city children knew things, the general architecture of cartel money: the white stucco walls too high to see over, the satellite dishes, the ostentatious gate work, the aesthetic of a man who had arrived somewhere and wanted the neighborhood to understand it.

	The Reyes compound did not announce itself.

	It was long and low and built from the same pale stone as the land around it, which meant that at certain angles it seemed to disappear into the landscape rather than rising from it. Three wings, she counted, arranged around a central courtyard she could see through an archway as the car pulled around. Bougainvillea along the south-facing wall, violent pink against pale stone. A garden she could not fully see. A covered terrace with ceiling fans that turned slowly in the morning heat.

	It looked like a house where someone actually lived.

	She did not know why that had not occurred to her before now.

	
	Carlos met the car.

	She had met Carlos once, briefly, at the signing — a man in his forties with a face that had been weathered into something between patience and vigilance, who had witnessed the documentation with the same expression he probably used at his children's school plays: present, attentive, deeply committed to whatever was happening. He opened her door and took her bag from the footwell before she could reach for it, and she let him, because she recognized immediately that the
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