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Camille found out before he told her, which was its own kind of failure on his part.

She showed up at his apartment on a Sunday afternoon carrying a bag of groceries neither of them had asked for, set it down on the counter without unpacking it, and looked at him with an expression he recognized from exactly one other moment in his life, the day Halsey's blinds had stayed drawn three days running.

"Danny's sister told my cousin you're flying out Thursday," she said. "Mexico. Is that true?"

"It's true."

"For how long."

"I don't know yet. Could be weeks. Could be longer."

She sat down at his kitchen table, the same table he'd done napkin math on a year ago, and pressed both palms flat against it like she needed something solid to hold onto while she worked through what she wanted to say. "You said New York and Chicago. You said that like it was the whole map. I let myself believe that because believing it was easier than the alternative."

"I didn't lie to you."

"You didn't tell me the truth either. There's a gap in between those two things, Marcus, and you've been living in it for months." Her voice stayed level, which somehow made it worse than if she'd raised it. "I told you once I'd watched this road end the same way every time. I didn't think I'd be watching it happen from inside a relationship with the person walking down it."

He sat across from her and let the silence stretch, because he'd learned by now that filling silence too fast usually meant filling it with something untrue.

"I'm not asking you to wait for me," he said finally.

"I know you're not. That's almost the worst part of it." She looked at him steadily. "If you asked, I could say no and walk away clean. You're too smart to ask. You're just going to disappear for weeks at a time and let me decide on my own how much of myself I'm willing to keep handing to a man who might not come back the same person he left as."

"I'll come back."

"That's not what I asked about."

She left without finishing the conversation properly, the groceries still sitting unpacked on his counter, and Marcus stood there a long time afterward looking at a bag of vegetables that would go bad before either of them ate them, thinking that some losses announce themselves loudly and some just sit quietly on a counter until you finally notice them rotting.

Ethan and Danny met him at the apartment that evening to go over logistics, and Marcus said nothing about Camille, though Danny clearly read something in his face anyway.

"You good," Danny asked.

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine, but I'm not gonna push it." Danny dropped a folder on the table, printouts of flight information, a contact name written in block letters that meant nothing yet. "Hector's cousin set the meeting. Guy named Rafa picks us up at the airport in Culiacan, takes us to see somebody. That's literally all the information I have."

"Somebody being Esteban Vargas," Ethan said.

"Somebody being whoever Rafa decides to introduce us to first. Could be Vargas himself. Could be somebody Vargas sends to look us over before he wastes his own time." Danny's grin had less ease in it than usual. "Either way, we're not exactly walking in as the biggest dogs in the yard anymore."

Marcus thought about Bracco's dinner in Astoria, the sentence that had been sitting in his chest for months now. You haven't built anything yet. He thought he understood what that meant intellectually. He suspected he was about to understand it in a way that actually cost something.

His mother didn't know the specifics of where he was going, only that it was work, only that he'd be gone longer than usual this time. He gave her enough money before he left to cover three months of everything, the light bill, the medication, rent, more than she'd let him give her at once before, and she'd looked at the amount and then at him with an expression that wasn't quite suspicion and wasn't quite gratitude either, something sitting uneasily in between.

"You're not in trouble," she said. Not a question, but close enough to one that he understood she wanted an actual answer.

"I'm not in trouble," he said, which was true in the narrow sense that nobody currently had a warrant out for him, and false in every sense that actually mattered.

She let it go, the same way she'd let go of waking him for school some mornings when he was younger and clearly exhausted from staying up worrying about things a kid shouldn't have been worrying about. Some things you didn't push on, because pushing usually cost more than it returned.

He flew out Thursday morning with Ethan beside him and Danny two rows back already talking to a stranger about nothing in particular, and somewhere over Texas, looking down at land that had stopped looking like anything familiar at all, Marcus found himself thinking about three locks on his mother's front door and only two of them ever working properly, and how that fact had felt like the entire boundary of his world once, and how laughably small that boundary looked from thirty thousand feet up, heading toward people who'd apparently never once worried about a single lock in their lives.
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Culiacan hit different than either New York or Chicago had, heat instead of cold, a different kind of pressure entirely, the air thick enough that Marcus felt it sitting on his skin the moment the plane doors opened.

Rafa was waiting exactly where Danny's printout said he'd be, leaning against a black SUV with tinted windows, younger than Marcus expected, maybe twenty five, wearing sunglasses that probably cost more than Marcus's first month working for Hector had paid out. He didn't smile when he greeted them, just nodded once and opened the back door like the whole transaction had already been decided somewhere above his pay grade.

"Mr. Vargas will see you tomorrow," Rafa said, once they were moving. His English was careful, precise, learned formally rather than absorbed. "Tonight you rest. Tomorrow, you understand, is not a casual meeting."

"What should we understand about it," Marcus asked.

Rafa glanced at him in the rearview mirror, something close to amusement passing behind the sunglasses. "You understand that Mr. Vargas has met many men who came here thinking they were already important somewhere else. Most of them leave understanding they were never as important as they believed."

"And the ones who don't leave understanding that."

"They usually don't leave at all."

Nobody said anything else for the rest of the drive. The city outside the windows looked nothing like what Marcus had pictured, neither poor nor wealthy in any clean way, just sprawling and layered, churches beside auto shops beside houses with iron bars on every window, a place that had clearly learned to protect itself decades before anyone in the back seat had been born.

The hotel Rafa dropped them at sat quiet and clean, the kind of place that existed specifically to host conversations nobody wanted overheard. Marcus stood at his window that night looking out at a skyline he didn't recognize, thinking about Camille's voice from two days earlier, some people don't think they're the exception, that's how the road keeps working, and wondering if she'd already known, somehow, exactly how small he was about to feel here.

Ethan knocked on his door around nine, came in without waiting for an invitation, the way he always had since the ninth grade.

"You think this Vargas is gonna try to test us tomorrow," Ethan asked.

"I think Rafa basically just told us he would, in his own way."

"How."

"He told us most men who come here die thinking they were already important. That's not a warning about Vargas's temper. That's a warning that whatever we think we are right now, walking in, we should probably leave at the door."

Ethan considered that, arms crossed, looking out the same window. "Bracco said something close to that. Back in Astoria."

"I know."

"You think they're both right."

Marcus didn't answer right away. He thought about Reggie Park's barbershop, about Sal Greco's death looking exactly like a robbery, about how clean and controllable every single thing in Chicago had eventually become once he understood the shape of it. He thought about how none of that experience told him anything useful about a man who'd apparently been doing this since before Marcus was old enough to carry library books under his arm.

"I think we're about to find out," Marcus said.

Danny showed up an hour later with two beers he'd somehow already found in a city he'd been in for three hours, dropped onto the foot of Marcus's bed without asking, his usual energy running a notch higher than the room's mood actually wanted.

"You ever notice," Danny said, "how every single person we meet eventually tells us the exact same thing in a different voice. You're not as big as you think. You're not special. You haven't built anything yet." He took a long drink. "I'm starting to think that's just what every successful guy says to every guy trying to become successful. Maybe it's not even true. Maybe it's just the toll you pay walking through the door."

"Or maybe it's true every single time," Marcus said, "and we just keep meeting people early enough in our own story that we haven't earned the right to disagree with them yet."

Danny didn't have a response for that one, which was rare enough that Marcus noticed it land.
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Esteban Vargas received them on a working ranch an hour outside the city, cattle grazing in distant fields like the entire operation hiding behind this property was nothing more than agriculture, which Marcus understood immediately was precisely the point.

Vargas himself sat on a covered porch when Rafa finally led them up, a small, unhurried man somewhere in his sixties, dressed plainly, nothing about his appearance suggesting the scale of what he commanded. He didn't stand to greet them. He simply gestured at three chairs already arranged across from him, like their arrival had been blocked out on a stage well before they'd actually landed in the country.

"Sit," Vargas said. His English carried only a slight accent, clearly practiced over decades of dealing with men exactly like the three now sitting across from him. "You are the one they call the Architect."

"I am."

"Interesting name. Architects build things that last. Most men in your position build things that collapse the moment they're tested properly." He poured himself a glass of water from a pitcher on the table, didn't offer any to his guests. "Tell me what you think you're here to ask me for."

"I'm not here to ask you for anything specifically," Marcus said. "I'm here because Hector's people thought a conversation between us might benefit both sides eventually."

"Hector's people think many things. Hector's people are also small enough that I don't generally need to consider their opinions before making decisions." Vargas's eyes stayed on Marcus
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