
SHALE AND SHATTER


Table of Contents

Title Page

Shale And Shatter (Undertow Sins, #54)

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

EPILOGUE

SHALE AND SHATTER

Undertow Sins

BREA HOLDEN

Shale and Shatter

Undertow Sins

Copyright © 2026 Brea Holden

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in book reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

For the ones who carry the weight in silence.

And for those who finally set it down.

CONTENT WARNING

This novel contains depictions of violence, emotional manipulation, grief, references to a past shooting death, physical injury, and intense psychological tension. It also contains scenes of intimate physical contact (fade-to-black). Reader discretion is advised.

“The desert, when you are in it, becomes everything. There is no outside.”

— Joy Williams

PLAYLIST

“Desert Song” — Edward Sharpe and the Magnetic Zeros

“Wicked Game” — Chris Isaak

“Iron” — Woodkid

“Holocene” — Bon Iver

“The Night We Met” — Lord Huron

“Skinny Love” — Bon Iver

“Between the Bars” — Elliott Smith

“No Light, No Light” — Florence and the Machine

“Dust to Dust” — The Civil Wars

“In the Pines” — Lead Belly

“Work Song” — Hozier

“Flume” — Bon Iver

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Before

His blood doesn't look real in this light.

That's the thought I can't shake, kneeling in red dirt with my palms pressed against his shoulder and his breath coming in short, uneven pulls that I'm counting the way I used to count Nola's when she had nightmares. One. Two. Three. Proof of life. The desert is black and silver around us, the moon carving everything into edges, and his blood is so dark it could be motor oil seeping between my fingers.

"Stay with me." I say it like an order because orders are all I have left. "Crowe. Stay with me."

His eyes find mine. Even now, flat on his back in the dust with a hole in his shoulder, he manages to look at me like he knows exactly what I'm made of. Like he catalogued every lie I told and every truth I tried to bury, and he's decided to stay anyway. Not because I asked. Because he chose.

The radio is three feet away in the dirt. Static hissing from the speaker like the desert itself is breathing. I called it in. I said the words — officer down, shots fired, coordinates I read off the GPS unit that's been useless for everything except this moment. Sirens somewhere beyond the canyon walls, distant enough to be imaginary.

I press harder. He flinches. Good. Pain means nerve function. Pain means the bullet didn't sever anything that matters.

"You're a terrible nurse," he says. His voice is sand over gravel. "Your bedside manner is assault."

"Shut up."

"Make me."

I almost laugh. Almost. But my hands are slick and his shirt is soaked through and the heat of the day has bled out of the ground so fast that I'm shivering, and his skin is too warm under my palms, and I can't tell if that's fever or the residual memory of a desert that tried to kill us for forty hours and damn near succeeded.

I did this.

The thought lands like a fist between my ribs. I brought him here. Not here, exactly — not this specific patch of dirt on a canyon floor in southern Arizona at eleven p.m. on a Tuesday in July. But I set the chain in motion. I volunteered for the escort. I chose the route. I had a radio the entire time and I let the hours burn because I needed him compliant, pliable, grateful for my competence. I needed forty hours alone with the only man alive who could tell me how my sister died.

Instead, I got forty hours with the only man alive who could take me apart without touching me.

The sirens are closer now. Red and blue light fracturing against the canyon walls. I don't look up. I keep my hands on his shoulder and my eyes on his face and I count his breaths the way I'll count them for years, if he lets me. If he survives this. If I can hold enough of his blood inside his body long enough for the people with the stretcher to reach us.

"Ivy." My name in his mouth. Not Marshal. Not Blackwell. Just the name he started using the night I kissed him by a mesquite fire and made everything simple and impossible in the same breath. "I'm not dying in this canyon."

"You don't get to make that call."

"I've been making every call since the rockslide. You just stopped noticing."

He's right. He's been right about everything since the moment I pulled up to his forge in a government sedan and found a man who refused to be managed. I came here with a file, a badge, and a plan so clean it could have been laminated. He burned through every layer of it. Not with violence. Not with threats. With the specific, surgical cruelty of a man who tells you the truth when you're not ready to hear it.

Headlights sweep the canyon floor. Doors open. Voices, boots, the metallic snap of a stretcher unfolding.

I don't let go of his shoulder until a paramedic physically moves my hands. And even then, my fingers leave prints in his blood on the gurney rail, and I stare at them while they load him, and I think: this is what it looks like when you try to hold onto something you don't deserve.

The desert goes quiet after the ambulance leaves. Just me and the dirt and a cooling campfire that still smells like mesquite and iron and him. I sit down. I press my bloody palms flat on the ground and I feel the heat the earth stored all day, radiating back up through my skin like a pulse.

Forty hours ago, I drove into this canyon with a witness and an agenda.

I'm leaving it with neither. And the terrifying thing — the thing that will keep me awake for weeks, that will sit in my chest like a shard of the shale that started all of this — is that I don't want them back.

I want him.

I've wanted him since the moment he didn't look up from his anvil when I said his name. Since he handed me water in the dark and told me pride was a luxury I couldn't afford. Since he pressed his mouth to mine like a man driving a nail, and I felt the impact in the back of my skull, and I understood for the first time in my life that control is just the story we tell ourselves while we're falling.

The sirens fade. The stars reassert themselves, dense and indifferent over the canyon.

I stand up. I wipe his blood on my jeans. I pick up the radio.

And I walk toward the lights.
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The File

Three things you learn fast as a deputy U.S. Marshal: how to clear a room, how to read a lie, and how to bury your real reasons under a stack of professional ones deep enough that nobody digs.

I learned the third one best.

Weston Crowe's file sits open on my desk in the Phoenix field office, and I've read it four times since Tuesday. The photograph clipped to the inside cover is a candid — telephoto, probably taken by the FBI surveillance team that first flagged him as a cooperating witness eight months ago. He's standing at an open-air forge in the middle of the Arizona desert, one hand on a hammer, the other bracing a piece of steel against an anvil. No shirt. Shoulders that look like they were assembled from the same material he's shaping. His face is turned three-quarters from the camera, jaw cut sharp enough to leave a mark, eyes narrowed against the glare.

I close the file.

I open it again.

Costa drops into the chair across from my desk with the specific gracelessness of a man who played college football and never learned how to sit in furniture built for normal humans. He's got a breakfast burrito in one hand and a look on his face that means he's about to ask a question I don't want to answer.

"Crowe." He nods at the file. "The blacksmith witness. You're really volunteering for this?"

"Someone has to escort him."

"Someone, sure. The marshals in Tucson could have handled it. He's in their district. You called in a favor from Hendry to get the assignment routed here." He takes a bite. Chews. Watches me the way he watches suspects during interviews — patient, a little bored, missing nothing. "It's a babysitting job, Ivy. Pick him up, drive him to Tucson, hand him to the AUSA. Six hours, round trip."

"I'm thorough."

"You're something."

I close the file for real this time and slide it into my bag. The photograph stays in my head — the forge, the hammer, the way his forearm muscles are corded from years of work that has nothing to do with a gym.

I check my watch. Spin the bezel once. "I'm leaving in twenty. Anything else?"

Costa finishes his burrito, balls up the foil, and tosses it in a perfect arc into my trash can. "Be careful with this guy. His file reads cooperative, but his background reads unpredictable. He grew up in Vane's operation. That's not a Boy Scout troop."

"Noted."

"And his location is off-grid. Fourteen miles past the last paved road. No cell, no landline, no internet. The kind of address that says 'I don't want to be found.'"

"Also noted."

He stands, pauses, looks at me with the expression he reserves for the moments when he's being my partner instead of my colleague. "Why this case, Blackwell?"

I meet his eyes. I hold steady. I've practiced this the way I practiced clearing rooms — repetition until the muscle memory erases the hesitation. "Because the witness is remote, the route is isolated, and I'm the best driver in this office. Do you need a fourth reason, or is your curiosity satisfied?"

He raises both hands. Surrender. "Just asking."

He walks away. I let out a slow breath and press my thumb against the face of my watch. The bezel clicks under the pressure. Beneath it, the scar on my wrist is a thin white line that I've stopped explaining and started concealing.

The drive south from Phoenix takes three hours. I take I-10 to Route 86, then leave the highway for a county road that deteriorates into gravel, then dirt, then something that's more suggestion than road. The GPS loses confidence after the second turn. The desert opens up around me in all directions, flat and brown and shimmering, and the Baboquivari Mountains rise to the southwest like a wall between here and the border.

I drive with the windows up and the AC on full. My go bag is in the back seat. My duty weapon sits on my left hip — I'm left-handed, which most people don't notice and which gives me a draw-angle advantage in close quarters that has saved my life exactly once. In the passenger seat: the file, a case of water bottles, a first aid kit.

The compound appears at the thirteen-mile mark, shimmering in the heat mirage at first, then solidifying into geometry. A concrete-block house with a flat roof. A water cistern on a metal stand. A covered area with posts but no walls — open-air, facing south. Under it: the forge.

I see the smoke before I see him. Then the sparks. Then the shape of a man standing in 112-degree heat, swinging a hammer like the temperature is a suggestion he's declined.

I park. Cut the engine. The AC dies and the heat hits the windshield like a wall, turning the glass into a lens. I give myself three seconds to catalog what I'm looking at.

He's bigger than the photograph suggested. The telephoto lens compressed the proportions — flattened his shoulders, shortened the reach of his arms. In person, he fills the space under that open roof like he grew from the concrete slab. Dark hair pushed back, dark with sweat. A scar on his left shoulder, round and puckered, visible from fifty feet because his skin is brown enough from the sun that the scar tissue stands out like a coin.

His hands. I focus on his hands because hands tell you more than faces. They're scarred across the knuckles, darkened with something that isn't dirt, embedded iron dust, probably, the kind that gets under the skin and stays. He grips the hammer like an extension of his own skeleton. When he brings it down, the impact travels up through his forearm and across his shoulder and the metal on the anvil bends like it was waiting for permission.

He doesn't look up.

I open the car door. Step out. The heat is immediate and total. It presses against my skin like a hand.

"Weston Crowe?" My voice carries in the silence. Nothing out here competes with it, no traffic, no wind, no human sound except the ring of his hammer. "I'm Deputy Marshal Ivy Blackwell. I'm here for your escort to—"

The hammer falls. The metal sings. He reaches for a pair of tongs, turns the piece on the anvil, examines it with the focus of a surgeon assessing a suture. Then he sets it aside on a cooling rack, drives the hammer into the sand beside the anvil, and straightens.

He looks at me.

I count exits out of habit. There are none. We're standing in the middle of an open desert with fourteen miles of bad road between us and the nearest paved surface. His compound. His territory. His heat.

"Marshal." He says it the way you'd say a word in a foreign language, testing the shape of it, deciding if it's useful. "You're early."

"I'm on time. Your clock might be off."

"I don't own a clock." He picks up a rag from the anvil base, wipes his hands, slow, thorough, each finger individually, the gesture so deliberate it feels like a statement. "I work until the metal tells me to stop. It hasn't told me yet."

"The federal government is less patient than your metal, Mr. Crowe."

Something shifts in his expression. Not a smile. A recognition, maybe. The acknowledgment that I've pushed back where he expected compliance.

He drops the rag. "Give me ten minutes."

He turns his back to me and walks toward the concrete house without checking to see if I've agreed to wait. His shoulders are straight. His stride is unhurried. He moves through the heat like it's his native atmosphere, no squinting, no rush for shade, no concession to the fact that the air temperature could cook an egg on the hood of my car.

I lean against the sedan. Press my thumb to my watch face. The bezel clicks.

In the file, Weston Crowe is a cooperating witness: former associate of Marcus Vane, willing to testify about criminal operations in exchange for limited immunity. On paper, he's a transaction. A mechanism for putting a guilty man in prison.

I know better than paper.

I've known his name for four years. Since a phone call at two a.m. that dropped me to my kitchen floor. Since a coroner's report with my sister's name on it. Since a case file that went nowhere because every witness either vanished or went mute and the lead investigator filed his reports with gaps wide enough to drive a truck through.

Weston Crowe is the only living person who can tell me what happened to Nola Blackwell in a warehouse outside Tucson on the night of March 14th.

He just doesn't know I know that yet.

He emerges from the house in clean jeans and a gray T-shirt, a canvas pack slung over one shoulder. He's carrying something in his other hand, a leather roll, heavy, the kind that holds tools. He walks to the trunk of my sedan and stops.

"Pop it."

I hit the release. He sets his pack and the tool roll inside, then reaches back under the forge roof and returns with something I didn't expect: a small, portable anvil. Fifty pounds, maybe. He carries it one-handed, sets it in the trunk beside his pack, and closes the lid.

"You're bringing an anvil."

"I'm bringing my work."

I look at him. He looks at me. The desert between us is six feet wide and 112 degrees hot and I can feel the furnace of his attention the way you feel a forge from across a room: not the flame itself, but the air the flame has changed.

He steps out of that six feet and stops beside the passenger door.

"One condition, Marshal." His hand rests on the door handle. Those scarred, iron-dark knuckles against the government-gray paint. "I drive."

I hold his gaze. "You don't."

He opens the door. Sits down. Closes it. Through the glass, I watch him adjust the seat back, all the way, to accommodate legs that are longer than the car was designed for. He doesn't put on his seatbelt.

I get in. Start the engine. The AC floods the cabin. He sits perfectly still in the cold air like a man who's decided to let someone else hold the wheel for the first time in years and is already regretting it.

I pull out of his compound and aim for the canyon road. In the rearview mirror, his forge smokes on without him, the coals still alive, the anvil still warm, the metal he was shaping cooling in the Arizona sun.

He doesn't look back.
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Iron and Ash

I see her dust plume twelve minutes before she arrives.

Out here, that's how time works — not in hours or appointments, but in the distance between you and the thing approaching. Dust plume on the horizon means a vehicle. Vehicle on this road means someone looking for me, because this road doesn't go anywhere else. I have twelve minutes to decide what kind of person I want to be when she gets here.

I keep working.

The hinge for Arlo's store is almost finished. It's a simple piece — a strap hinge, hand-forged, with a leaf pattern I hammered into the face because Arlo's wife liked leaves and Arlo hasn't changed anything in the store since she died. The iron is hot enough to shape, cool enough to hold its form. I bring the hammer down on the leaf vein, and the impact travels up through my wrist and forearm and settles in my shoulder, and for that one second, the world is only metal and force and the specific vibration that means I've struck it right.

The dust plume gets closer. I can see the shape of the vehicle now — government sedan, dark, the kind that screams federal from a quarter mile. I knew this was coming. The prosecutor's office called Arlo's store three weeks ago and left a message with the date and time of my testimony. I've had the date circled on the only calendar I own, which is nailed to the wall of my kitchen and still shows May because I forgot to flip it.

July. They're sending someone in July. Into the desert. To collect a man who's spent the last four years learning how to disappear.

I finish the hinge. Set it on the cooling rack. Drive the hammer into the sand beside the anvil — it stands upright like a monument. The car is close enough now that I can read the plates. Arizona. Government issue.

I pick up the tongs and examine my work. The leaf pattern is clean. The hinge pin is true. Arlo will be pleased.

The car stops fifty feet from my forge. The engine idles. Through the windshield, I see her for the first time: a woman, alone, hands on the wheel at ten and two, assessing my property the way law enforcement assesses any structure — entries, exits, cover, threat angles. She's thorough. I can see the thoroughness in the way her head turns, taking in the house, the cistern, the forge, the open desert behind me.

She opens the door. The heat hits her — I watch the flinch she tries to suppress. Everyone flinches. The desert doesn't care about your training. It greets you with the same honest brutality it offers everyone: here is 112 degrees, here is no shade, here is what you're made of underneath the job and the clothes and the air conditioning.

"Weston Crowe?" Her voice carries well. Direct, pitched to project without shouting. She's had vocal training somewhere, military or academy. "I'm Deputy Marshal Ivy Blackwell. I'm here for your escort to—"

I bring the hammer down. Not rudeness. Rhythm. The metal was at temperature and I had three seconds before it cooled past workable. I make the strike, turn the piece with the tongs, check the curve. Done. I set it aside.

Then I look at her.

She's standing by the sedan with her hand resting on her belt — not on her weapon, but close enough to say I know where it is. Late twenties. Lean the way soldiers are lean, not the way runners are lean. Dark honey hair pulled tight, practical, no vanity in the style. Her jaw is set in a way that makes me think she was born arguing and never found a reason to stop.

Her left wrist. I notice it because I notice hands the way other people notice faces. She's wearing a tactical watch, the strap positioned slightly forward of where it should sit, covering something. A scar, if I had to guess. Thin, deliberate, hidden with the specific care of someone who's decided that particular wound is nobody's business.

"Marshal." I try the word. It fits her the way a badge fits a jacket, accurate, but incomplete. "You're early."

"I'm on time. Your clock might be off."

"I don't own a clock. I work until the metal tells me to stop. It hasn't told me yet."

"The federal government is less patient than your metal, Mr. Crowe."

I like her. The realization lands in my sternum like a misplaced hammer strike, unexpected, faintly painful, entirely unwelcome. I don't like people as a rule. I like iron. I like fire. I like the four a.m. silence when the desert gives up its stored heat and the stars are so bright they make a sound, if you're quiet enough to hear it.

I don't like government employees who show up in sedans to collect me for a courtroom I've been dreading for eight months.

But there's something in the way she pushed back. Not bluster. Precision. She measured the resistance she'd need and applied exactly that amount, with a little extra for emphasis.

"Give me ten minutes."

I turn my back. Walk to the house. I don't check if she agrees because her agreement isn't the operative variable, my readiness is. Inside, I change my shirt. Fill my canteen from the cistern tap. Grab the pack I've had ready for a week: clothes, a razor, the McCarthy novel I've been rereading since March, the tool roll with my portable set. The small anvil under the forge roof. Fifty-two pounds. I carry it to her car and set it in the trunk.

She watches me with an expression I've seen on a lot of faces over the years, the expression of someone recalculating. The anvil doesn't fit her model of a cooperative witness being transported to his civic duty. Good. I don't fit models.

"You're bringing an anvil."

"I'm bringing my work."

"One condition, Marshal." I put my hand on the passenger door. My knuckles are dark from the iron. I've scrubbed them with pumice and lava soap and they stay dark. The metal is in my skin now, permanent as a tattoo. "I drive."

"You don't."

Fair enough. She's the law. The car is hers. The road is hers. Everything between my forge and that courtroom in Tucson belongs to her authority and her jurisdiction and her clean government sedan with its cold artificial air.

I sit down. Adjust the seat. The car smells like her sunscreen and gun oil and the vinyl baking under the windshield. Specific, identifiable scents that I catalog without deciding to, because the desert teaches you to read the air the way cities teach you to read signs.

She starts the engine. Pulls out. I watch my compound recede in the side mirror, the forge smoke still rising, the anvil still radiating heat, the piece I was finishing for Arlo sitting on the cooling rack. I'll finish it when I come back. If I come back. The trial is in Tucson, and Tucson is where Marcus Vane's people still operate, and cooperating witnesses have a shelf life that depends entirely on how well the prosecution protects them.

The marshal doesn't know what she's transporting. She thinks I'm a witness, a man who saw something and agreed to talk about it in exchange for immunity. A transaction.

I'm not a transaction.

I'm the man who was standing ten feet away from a woman named Nola Blackwell when a bullet meant for someone else went through her chest. I'm the man who tried to pull her behind a concrete pillar and failed because Marcus Vane's man fired two more rounds, and one of them caught my shoulder, and by the time I got to her, the floor was red and she was looking at the ceiling with an expression of absolute surprise, as if dying was a social error she hadn't anticipated.

I left that night. Walked out of Vane's warehouse, drove until I found the desert, and stopped. Built a forge. Learned to shape metal because metal doesn't bleed. Metal doesn't have sisters who might come looking for answers.

The marshal handles the car well. Takes the dirt road at a steady forty, reads the ruts ahead without overcorrecting. Her hands on the wheel are sure and squared. No jewelry. Short nails. The watch on her left wrist catches the light.

"We'll take Route 86 to the Coyote Canyon pass," she says. "Cuts forty minutes off the highway route."

I know the road. I've driven it twice, both times at night, both times alone, both times feeling the canyon walls close in like the ribs of something that swallowed you while you were sleeping. It's narrow, remote, and has no cell coverage for the full thirty-mile stretch through the mountains.

"Coyote Canyon." I let the name sit. "You know that road?"

"I've studied the route."

"Studying a route and driving it are different conversations."

"I'm comfortable with the route, Mr. Crowe."

Mr. Crowe. She says it the way she'd say inmate or defendant, a designation, not a name. Fine. I'm not here to be named. I'm here to sit in a witness box and say the words that will put Marcus Vane in a federal prison for the rest of his natural life, and then I'm here to go home and pick up my hammer and never think about Tucson again.

Except I've been thinking about Tucson every night for four years. Every time I close my eyes, the warehouse floor is red and the air smells like cordite and concrete dust and I'm counting the seconds between the first shot and the last.

One second. That's how long I hesitated. One second between understanding what was happening and moving. In that second, the second round hit her. The one that mattered.

The sedan turns onto Route 86. Pavement. The ride smooths. The AC hums. Marshal Ivy Blackwell drives west toward Coyote Canyon with her jaw set and her secrets buttoned under that badge, and she doesn't know that I carry her sister's name on the face of my anvil, scratched into iron with a nail the night I left a man's blood on a warehouse floor and drove until the road ended and the desert began.

The mountains rise ahead of us. The canyon waits.

I settle into the seat and watch the desert pass and I think about the word she used. Escort. Like she's taking me to a dance. Like this is a courtesy and not a cage.

I've been in cages before. I know the sound the door makes when it closes.

This one sounds like air conditioning and sunscreen and the soft click of a watch bezel turning under her thumb.
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Coyote Pass

The canyon swallows us by degrees.

First the mountains appear on both sides, low and brown and unthreatening. Then the road narrows, and the rock walls push in, and the sky shrinks to a strip of white above us like a wound that hasn't closed. Route 86 becomes a two-lane shelf carved into stone, and the AC works harder against canyon air that traps heat the way a kiln traps fire.

Weston Crowe sits in my passenger seat like a man who has decided that silence is a form of dominance and he's winning.

He hasn't spoken since the turnoff. Forty minutes of nothing but the engine and the AC and the faint creak of leather when he shifts his weight. He watches the road through the windshield with the particular focus of someone who's mapping terrain, not admiring scenery. His right hand rests on his thigh, fingers slightly spread. His left hand grips his right wrist, thumb pressing something on the inside — the burn scar, I realize. A self-soothing gesture he probably doesn't know he does.

I should be reviewing the escort protocol in my head. Pickup point, route confirmation, ETA, handoff to the AUSA in Tucson. Instead, I'm cataloguing his hands the way you'd catalogue a weapon in a room. The scarred knuckles. The iron-dark fingers. The way he held the hammer with his whole body, not just his arm, and the metal yielded like it had been waiting.

Stop it. Focus.

I glance at the rearview
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