
VINE AND VICE

An Undertow Sins Novel

––––––––

Brea Holden

© 2026 Brea Holden. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either 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.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Vine And Vice (Undertow Sins, #30)

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

Chapter 31

EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, psychological manipulation, possessiveness, wildfire and natural disaster, power imbalance, death of a parent (off-page), death of a federal informant (off-page), government betrayal, moral ambiguity, explicit language, dubious consent dynamics, dark attraction, criminal enterprise, emotional coercion, and morally grey characters on both sides of the law. The MMC is not a safe hero. The FMC is not a clean agent. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

"Cherry Wine" — Hozier
"Burning House" — Cam
"Smoke" — PVRIS
"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys
"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey
"Fire on Fire" — Sam Smith
"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak
"Ashes" — Céline Dion
"Taste" — Sabrina Carpenter
"Seven Devils" — Florence + The Machine
"California Dreamin'" — Sia
"Blood Bank" — Bon Iver

"Some men build walls to keep the world out. He carved a cave and kept the world inside it — the wine, the fire, the woman who came to burn him down. She drank from every barrel. And when the smoke cleared, she called the ruins home."

— Emery Voss, Soil and Surrender

For the ones who walk back into the dark. You know why.
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PROLOGUE

The Tasting
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SEVENTEEN AUTOPSIES.

That's how many grip-radius analyses sit in my personnel file, each one mapping the specific violence of hands that closed around a throat and squeezed until the cartilage folded like wet paper. I can read a man's capacity for harm in the architecture of his fingers the way a sommelier reads a label. Width of the palm. Density of the callus. The way tendons surface when a fist tightens. I've measured the bruise patterns on seventeen different necks and matched them to seventeen different pairs of hands, and I've never once been wrong about what a man's grip tells you about his hunger.

Ledger Cross's hands are stained the color of dried blood.

I see them before I see his face. He's standing inside the production barn with his back to the open door, feeding clusters of pale grapes into a mechanical press, and the tannin has darkened his skin from knuckle to wrist in uneven streaks that look, from twenty feet away, exactly like a man who killed something bare-handed and didn't bother to wash. The stain reaches past his wrists. It disappears under rolled cuffs. I catalog the coverage the way I'd catalog a crime scene: contact surface, saturation depth, estimated time of exposure. Old stain. Days of it, layered, pressed into the creases of his palms and the half-moons of his cuticles like the land itself climbed into his skin and refused to leave.

He hasn't killed anything. He's making wine.

I know this because I've spent six weeks studying his ATF file, memorizing his land parcels, mapping his distribution routes, and rehearsing the cover story that will get me through his front door. I'm a freelance wine writer. I'm profiling independent Napa vintners for a trade publication that doesn't exist. I'm fascinated by his terroir.

What I am: Special Agent Jessamine Thorne, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, San Francisco Field Division. What I'm fascinated by: the fact that Ledger Cross has been producing and distributing unlicensed wine through a network that bypasses federal taxation for at least six years, and no one has managed to touch him.

I'm here to touch him.

Not like that. I correct the thought before it finishes forming, but it's already past the checkpoint, already settling into my hips and the base of my spine with the specificity of a bullet finding its seat. The barn is open on both sides, a breeze tunnel designed to cool fermenting juice, and it does nothing. The thermometer on my rental car read 108 when I parked at the base of his gravel drive, and the air up here doesn't move. It sits on the skin. It presses. A fire burning sixty miles northeast has been feeding smoke into the valley for three days, turning the light the color of a healing bruise, and every breath I take feels like someone else already used it.

He turns.

No shirt. Skin from the waist up, and I process this the way I process all visual information in the field: systematically, clinically, cataloguing threat indicators. Broad through the chest and shoulders. Not gym-built. Labor-built, the kind of body shaped by years of pruning and hauling and pressing. Forearms corded with tendon and vein. A burn scar running the length of his left forearm, pink and silvered, old enough to have settled into the topography of his skin like a second landscape. Dark hair pushed back, damp at the temples where the heat has collected. Jaw that catches the smoky light and holds it.

I refuse to describe his jaw as beautiful. I'm here to build a case, not a fantasy.

He looks at me.

One look. Not a glance, not a scan, not the polite assessment of a man receiving a stranger on his property. He looks at me the way I've seen suspects look at evidence they knew was coming. Recognizing. Confirming. Two seconds. Maybe three. Long enough for the look to reach me in the backs of my knees and settle there like a warning I should have heeded.

"You're the writer." His voice matches the barn. Low, unhurried, carrying a kind of warmth that has nothing to do with the 108 degrees pressing against the tin roof and everything to do with the particular patience of a man who controls the territory he stands on.

"Jessamine Thorne. I called last week about the profile." I extend my hand. Professional. Firm grip, two-second hold, release. Textbook.

He takes my hand and doesn't shake it.

He holds it. His palm is rough, calloused, warm from the press. The tannin transfers onto my skin at the point of contact, a dark smudge across my knuckles like an accusation. He looks at my fingers in his, and I watch him read me the way I just read him: knuckle by knuckle, scar by scar. His thumb passes over the ridge of my index finger, a slow sweep that stops at the callus. The callus is from a trigger guard, not a pen. Four years of qualifying at the range, four years of carrying a SIG Sauer P320 in a hip holster, and the evidence lives in my hand like a second signature. We both know what he's touching.

"You don't have a writer's hands, Ms. Thorne."

I pull free. Too fast. A tell. I've been undercover twice before and never flinched. Something about this barn, the heat, the stripped-down specificity of a shirtless man handling fruit with blood-colored hands in smoke-filtered light, is disassembling my protocol one nerve ending at a time.

"Keyboard calluses look different," I say. "Less romantic."

The corner of his mouth moves. A fraction. Then it stops, as if smiling is a concession he hasn't decided to make. He turns back to the press and feeds another cluster through the rollers. The grapes burst with a sound like something small and ripe surrendering.

"You want the tour, or you want to taste first?"

"I'd love to see the property."

"That's not what I asked."

He reaches behind the press to a clay jug resting in a bucket of water that used to be ice, the cubes long dissolved, sacrificed to the afternoon heat hours ago. He pours a measure of raw juice into a glass so thin I can see his stained fingers through the bowl. Unfiltered Viognier. Pale gold, cloudy with sediment, still alive with fermentation. He holds it out.

Not toward my hand. Toward my mouth.

I take the glass by the stem. Our fingers don't touch. He positioned it so the transfer would be clean, a deliberate withdrawal of contact after the handshake that was anything but. I note this the way I note everything in the field. The oscillation. First he touches too long, then he refuses to touch at all. Push and pull. The behavioral signature of a man who wants you to feel the absence after he's shown you what presence feels like.

"Tell me what you taste."

I drink.

My eyes close.

I don't decide to close them. My body makes the choice without consulting my training, my cover, or the recording device taped against my skin beneath my left breast. The wine is unfinished, still fermenting, young and raw and not yet what it will become, and it tastes like nothing the six-week briefing prepared me for. Stone fruit and white flowers and something mineral underneath, something that reminds me of pressing my tongue to a warm rock in a Georgia riverbed when I was nine and the world was still a place where you put things in your mouth to understand them. It tastes like the hill it grew on. It tastes like the smoke in the air and the volcanic soil under my feet and the specific, unfiltered intention of a man who grew this with his stained hands and crushed it himself and poured it for me like a dare.

I open my eyes.

He's watching my mouth. Not my eyes. My mouth. The exact place where his wine just was.

I've studied predatory behavior for four years. I know the indicators: the respiratory stillness, the fixed gaze, the narrowing of focus from face to feature. Ledger Cross is not assessing whether I enjoyed the vintage. He's watching his wine on my lips the way I've seen men in surveillance footage watch women through windows. Possessive. Certain. As if the act of my consuming something he made has completed a transaction I never agreed to, signed a contract I can't read, bound me to a debt I don't know how to calculate.

"Well?" He takes the glass back. His fingers find the exact spot mine left on the stem.

"It's extraordinary." This is not a lie. I wish it were.

"It's not finished. Two more months in the barrel. It'll be better."

"Hard to imagine better."

"That's because you tasted it here." He sets the glass down and gestures at the barn, the press, the vineyard rows climbing the hill behind us in disciplined lines. "Wine tastes like the place you drink it. Same bottle in a restaurant in the city, you'd call it good. Here, where the grapes grew, where the air carries the same dust the roots ate, it becomes something else." He looks at me. That look again. "Context changes everything, Ms. Thorne."

I hold his gaze. I hold it because breaking it now would be another tell, and I've already given him one. Behind his shoulder, through the barn's open back, the vineyard rises toward a ridgeline that separates his property from the next valley. The sky above that ridge is pulsing amber. Not sunset. Wrong direction for sunset. Something burning closer than sixty miles. Something coming.

Fourteen months ago, I stood in a warehouse in Oakland that smelled like wine and blood and watched a woman named Delia Moreno die on the concrete floor because I wanted a promotion more than I wanted to be careful. I carry her name below my ribs like a round that lodged and never exited, and my supervisor, Wade Beckner, gave me this assignment the way you'd hand a broken instrument one last song. A clean target. A simple case. No violence, no risk. Just an unlicensed vintner in the hills above Calistoga who doesn't believe the federal government has the right to tell him what to do with his own dirt.

Looking at Ledger Cross in this barn, with grape tannin drying on my knuckles and the taste of his unfinished wine still coating my tongue and the fire season light turning his scar into something I want to trace with my finger, I understand that Beckner was wrong about every single thing he told me.

This is not a clean target. This is not a simple case. And the violence, when it arrives, won't be the kind that shows up in an autopsy report.

It'll be the kind I do to myself.

"You should see the caves before you lose the light," Ledger says, and his gaze drifts to the amber sky above the ridge, and his jaw tightens once and releases, the only acknowledgment I've seen him give the fire.

"The caves?"

"Where the wine lives." He pulls a shirt from a hook on the barn wall. Worn chambray, soft as skin. He shrugs it on and buttons two buttons, leaving the rest open like an afterthought, like the shirt is a formality the heat doesn't deserve. "Where I live, when the fires come."

He walks out of the barn without checking to see if I follow.

He doesn't need to check. He already knows.

I follow.

The tannin stain on my palm is drying, darkening, becoming part of my skin like something planted. I don't wash it off. I tell myself it's because there's no water nearby, no time, no reason to waste the gesture. The recording device catches my breathing, which is faster than protocol allows, and his footsteps ahead of me on the gravel, steady, unhurried, patient, the walk of a man crossing land he considers entirely, unapologetically his.

All of it. The vines. The caves. The smoke-bruised sky. The fire on the ridge.

All of it his.

Including, if I'm not very careful, the woman following him into the dark.

ACT I

KINDLING
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Chapter 1

Tinder
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THREE THINGS I CATALOG about a property before I knock on a door: sight lines, exit routes, and what a man chooses to hang on his walls.

Ledger Cross has sight lines for days. The main house sits on a knoll above the vineyard, positioned so every window faces downhill, and from the wraparound porch you can see the gravel access road for a full quarter mile before it disappears behind a stand of live oaks at the property gate. No one approaches Cross Hollow without being seen. The placement is too deliberate for aesthetics. This is a man who built his home the way a sniper builds a nest: elevation, visibility, controlled approach.

I count four exit routes during my walk from the production barn to the house. The main gravel drive. A service road running east behind the barn toward what looks like a maintenance shed. A footpath cutting through the vineyard toward the ridgeline. And the cave entrance, a steel-framed mouth set into the hillside fifty yards from the house, fitted with a door that belongs on a bank vault, not a winery. I photograph the cave entrance with the small camera clipped inside my bag. The image will be grainy, shot through fabric. Good enough for the preliminary report.

The walls tell me the rest.

Ledger is ahead of me, crossing the porch in two strides, holding the screen door with an arm extended behind him in a gesture that manages to be courteous and territorial at the same time. I step through. The house smells like wood oil and dried rosemary and something deeper, something fermented and sweet that lives in the walls themselves, years of winemaking soaked into the plaster. The living room is spare. A leather couch worn smooth at the arms. A stone fireplace, cold, unnecessary in the August heat. Bookshelves holding more agricultural manuals than novels. And on the wall beside the fireplace, framed in plain dark wood, a photograph.

Two men standing in a vineyard row. The light is golden, late afternoon, the kind of California magic hour that makes everything look like a memory even while it's happening. The man on the left is clearly Ledger's father. Same jaw, same build, same way of standing with his weight slightly forward, rooted. He's smiling. The man on the right is not smiling. He's wearing a jacket despite the obvious warmth, and the jacket is wrong for a farmer, wrong for a vintner, wrong for anyone who works this land. It's the kind of jacket a man wears when he's representing something larger than himself. Federal. The posture confirms it. Squared shoulders, weight evenly distributed, hands clasped at the waist the way they teach at the Academy. I know that stance. I use that stance.

I need a closer look at the second man's face. I need to know if I recognize him.

"Opal."

Ledger's voice pulls me from the photograph. A woman appears from the kitchen doorway, drying her hands on a dishcloth, and the resemblance is immediate. Same dark hair, same jawline refined into something sharper and more angular, same eyes that take inventory before they welcome. Younger than Ledger by several years. She looks at me the way women look at other women entering their territory: measuring, deciding, filing.

"This is Jessamine Thorne. She's writing about us."

Opal's mouth curves. Not a smile. A hypothesis. "Nobody writes about us."

"I write about independent vintners," I say. "Your brother's operation is exactly the kind of story my readers love. Small production, volcanic terroir, no corporate backing. The underdog narrative."

"Is that what we are?" Opal folds the dishcloth over her shoulder. "Underdogs?"

"Opal." Ledger's voice carries a gentle warning. A frequency I haven't heard from him before, something brotherly and specific and completely at odds with the way he spoke to me in the barn, where every word was a stone placed in a wall he was building around me.

"I'm being hospitable," Opal says. "Dinner's in an hour. You're staying."

She addresses this to me, but she's looking at Ledger. I catch the exchange between them, a silent conversation that lasts two beats. Something is being negotiated. Something about me. I don't know what Ledger says with his eyes, but Opal nods once, turns, and disappears into the kitchen.

"Your sister?"

"My sister." He crosses to the fireplace. Leans an elbow on the mantel. His body blocks the photograph. Deliberate or unconscious, I can't tell. "She manages the business side. Permits, distribution, retail accounts."

"Permits." I let the word sit. Ledger's entire federal file is built on the absence of permits. "How's that going?"

His mouth does the thing again. The fraction of movement that isn't quite a smile. "She's persistent."

I need to photograph that wall. I need five seconds alone in this room. Instead, I'm standing four feet from a man who smells like crushed grapes and woodsmoke and whose burn scar has me constructing entire histories I have no business imagining, and the recording device beneath my shirt is capturing nothing useful, just my breathing and his breathing and the creak of the house settling in the heat.

"I should call my editor," I say. "Let him know I'll have the profile by next week. Is reception better up here than at the barn?"

"Worse." He pushes off the mantel. "Cell tower's twelve miles south. On a good day, you'll get one bar on the porch. Try the northeast corner."

I step outside. The porch wraps the house on three sides, and the northeast corner gives me a clear view of the vineyard dropping away below and, beyond the rows, the eastern ridge where the sky has gone from amber to a deeper, angrier shade. Not quite red. The color of a bruise in its second day, yellowing at the edges where the smoke thins and darkening at the center where the fire concentrates its heat. I've never seen a sky that color. It looks wounded.

I dial Beckner. Three rings. The signal stutters, holds.

"Thorne."

"I'm on the property. Cover is solid. He's cooperative. Offered a tour of the caves tomorrow."

"The caves are the priority. That's where the production is. Get inside, document the scale, photograph the equipment. We need volume estimates."

"Copy. The property is more developed than the file suggests. Multiple outbuildings, a cave system with a reinforced entrance. I'll do a full assessment."

"Any read on him?"

I watch the vineyard. The rows are meticulous, pruned with a precision that suggests obsession. Each vine tied to its wire with identical tension, each shoot trained to an exact angle. The kind of discipline that comes from either military training or religious devotion. In Ledger's case, I suspect something closer to the second.

"He's smart. Controlled. He's watching me as much as I'm watching him."

"That's why we sent you, Thorne. You're good at being watched."

The compliment lands like a bruise. Beckner's voice carries the same careful neutrality he's used since the Moreno hearing. Supportive in structure, hollow at the center. He believes in this assignment the way a doctor believes in a final prescription: it might help, it probably won't, but at least no one can say they didn't try.

"Whatever he's hiding," Beckner says, "it's in those caves."

"Understood."

"And Thorne." A pause. The signal crackles. "Clean case. Clean report. No improvisation."

The line drops before I can answer.

I lower the phone. The screen reflects the ruined sky. I stare at it long enough for my own face to appear in the dark glass, and I look exactly like what I am: a woman standing on borrowed ground, holding a phone with no signal, watching a fire she can't control move closer.

Behind me, footsteps on the porch boards. I turn.

Not Ledger. A man I haven't seen before. Wiry, sun-scorched, the kind of tan that lives in the deep creases of the skin and never fully fades. Early forties. He stands at the porch rail ten feet from me, a handheld radio clipped to his belt, and studies me with the flat, unsentimental gaze of a man who has made decisions about human bodies in situations where the decision needed to be fast.

Former military. I'd bet my badge on it.

"You're the writer."

Everyone on this property introduces me the same way. As though they discussed it before I arrived. As though a consensus was reached about what to call me and the word "writer" was selected from a list that included other, less polite options.

"Jessamine Thorne." I extend my hand. Same gesture, same grip, same two-second hold.

He doesn't take it.

"Reception's bad out here, Ms. Thorne." His eyes drop to the phone in my other hand. "Who'd you call?"

The question is casual. The delivery is not. There's a quality to his stillness that I associate with men who've been trained to wait before they act. Not patient. Coiled.

I lower my hand. "My editor."

"Mmhm."

He turns and walks toward the service road behind the barn. I watch him go. My pulse is steady. My breathing is controlled. My recording device caught every word, and none of them were incriminating, and all of them told me exactly what I needed to know.

He called me Ms. Thorne.

I never told him my last name. The cover introduction I gave Ledger on the phone last week used only my first name and the fictional publication. "Jessamine, with Pacific Coast Wine Review." No surname. I'm certain because I rehearsed the call six times before I dialed, the way I rehearse everything, the way I rehearsed the Moreno approach before I stopped rehearsing and started improvising and a woman died on a concrete floor.

He knew my last name. Which means Ledger told him. Which means Ledger researched me before I arrived. Which means the cooperative, helpful vintner who poured me unfinished wine and watched my mouth while I drank it has been at least one step ahead of me since before I set foot on his gravel drive.

The sky pulses above the ridge. Red now. The fire is closer than sixty miles.

I put the phone in my pocket and go back inside to count the exits again.
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Chapter 2

Root System
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SHE TOUCHES THE SCAR when she's calculating.

I noticed it in the barn, during the handshake that lasted three beats too long. Her left eyebrow is bisected by a thin pale line, the kind of scar tissue that forms when a wound is deep enough to sever the follicle but clean enough to heal without spreading. Not a fall. Not a scratch. Something thrown, or something swung, something that arrived at velocity and opened her skin in a single precise stroke. She told me it was a cabinet door. The scar says otherwise.

I'm standing at the kitchen window, watching her cross the porch toward her rental car. She parked at the base of the drive, a quarter mile down, which tells me she wanted the walk. Wanted to approach on foot, see the property from the ground up, catalog the terrain. She moved through the vineyard like a woman counting something. Not the vines. The spaces between them. The gaps. The angles. The potential paths through.

She's not a writer. I've known this for twenty-one days.

The file sits in the bottom drawer of my desk, sealed in a manila envelope I marked with the date and time of acquisition. Jessamine Elara Thorne. Special Agent, ATF, San Francisco Field Division. Four years on the job. Specialist in illegal alcohol production and distribution. Disciplinary review following a botched enforcement action in Oakland fourteen months ago that resulted in the death of a confidential informant named Delia Moreno. Reassigned to the
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