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CHAPTER ONE
The cartel had come for one of their own.

vy Bardot tried not to let the heat get to her, but there was no fighting it. The body
had been left in the middle of the desert. Just like the others. A message. For her.

Dark hair splayed out from around a thin face. Wide eyes that had seen so much
within the walls of Socorro Security stared into the sky without any life behind them.

The elements had done their job, stripping moisture from the victim’s ocher skin and
leaving nothing but a thick rawhide behind.Victim.That word wasn’t supposed to fit.
It wasn't supposed to touch anyone on her team. She'd tried to make sure of that
since founding Socorro. Every operative was trained to take care of themselves. No
matter the circumstance. Search and rescue, emergency protocols, food and supplies
in every vehicle, combat training. It didn’t matter the face staring back at her had
seen more violence and blood out of the field rather than in. Ivy was responsible for
all of them.

What had Dr. Piel done wrong?
“That her?” Chief of police Baker Halsey let his shadow cast across the cracked
desert floor. Alpine Valley’s protector had done his job. He'd taken Ivy’s suspicion

and run with it. Right out here into the middle of nowhere.

Only problem was, thiswasn't the first time she' d been here.



In this exact spot. Staring at another victim who'd been stripped bare and |eft to rot.
Not just one. Three before now.D&a vu grabbed hold and refused to let up, dragging
her back three years, when she’ d still been working for the FBI.

“Yeah. That's her.” Ivy tried to swallow around the mass in her throat, but there
wasn't going to be any relief here. Sweat gathered beneath her blazer, and her mouth
dried. “Do we know anything about where she’ s been the past three days?’

Right on time. The killer she’'d known had taken and held his hostages for three days
before dumping them in strategic locations in the middle of the New Mexican desert.
She and her partner had never been able to narrow down the location of their final
moments. Though, looking back, she’d known this day was coming. That she would
pay for letting akiller get away.

She just hadn’t expected it to happen so soon. Or to one of her own.

“Nothing yet. The medical examiner is stuck in Albuquerque. Won't be able to
retrieve the body for a couple more hours,” Halsey said.

“She deserved better.” A pressure she’'d become familiar with over the course of the
past two years bubbled behind her sternum. Purpose replaced the cold leaking of grief
in her gut, and the distractions bled to the back of her mind. Ivy cataloged everything
she could about the scene. No tire tracks. At least, none that they would be able to
match to a specific make and model. The man who'd done this was careful,
calculating. He'd gotten the best of her once upon a time, but she'd changed. She
could be just as calculating when she had to be. “Grab some gloves. We need to turn
her over.”

Halsey seemed uneasy at the idea. There were rules in a crime scene. No one touched
the body until the coroner or the medical examiner had a chance to do an external
exam and document and photograph the victim, but they didn’t have two hours to



wait for the right authorities to get here. The relentless heatcould be destroying
evidence as they spoke. “Like | said, the ME won’t be here for a couple hours.”

“1 know that. I’m asking you to break protocol.” Ivy hated the manipulation lacing
her voice, but there were times when it was all she could do to keep the bad guys
from winning. “| need to see her back.”

Halsey considered her a moment. He'd been involved with one of Ivy’s operatives
enough to get a read on her himself. That was one of the things she liked about the
chief of police. Always asking questions, never satisfied with the answers. Eager to
dig beneath the surface and find the truth. Whatever Halsey saw in her expression
then had him convinced what she was asking was worth the risk of contaminating a
crime scene. He pulled a set of latex gloves from his back pocket and shoved both
hands inside before crouching beside the victim. “Looking for something particular?’

“I"ll know it when | seeit.” Her breath seemed to double inside her chest, taking up
too much space for her lungs to function properly. Nervous energy skittered up her
spine as the chief gently rolled Dr. Piel onto her front.

And there it was.

The markings she’d decoded—too late—carved into the woman's back. Fresh.
Jagged. Unrepentant.

“What the hell isthat?’ Halsey asked.

A bead of sweat escaped her hairline, dissolving her controlled appearance in an
instant as the secure world she'd built around herself cracked wide open. “A

message.”

A shift rippled through the chief as the implications of her answer settled in. “A



message. For who?”’

She didn’'t have all the information yet. She could be getting ahead of herself, but
instinct said this was the same man. The same killer. The one she' d fought to what
she'd believed to be his death two years ago at the hand of her trusted pocketknife.
Onlyto learn he'd escaped that dark basement when she’'d recovered. There was
something she had to do. “ Take care of her, Halsey. I'll bein touch.”

The chief repositioned the body as though they hadn’t just broken the entire rule book
of their investigative training manuals. “Where are you going? We need to coordinate
so we can figure out where she’ s been the past few days.”

“1 need to make a call.” vy forced herself to take even steps in the direction of her
SUV. To prove she could. That another body—a colleague—Kkilled in the same
manner as the victims from her last investigation for the FBI couldn’t get to her. That
she was as untouchable as she’ d convinced herself she was when she’ d built the most
resourced security company in the world. But she was quickly learning that no
amount of training or weapons, no amount of operatives and their K-9 units, could
protect her from the failure clawing up her throat.

She locked herself inside her SUV, not even giving herself the chance to find relief
from the heat. Halsey blocked most of her view of Dr. Piel through the windshield as
he draped atarp over the body. They couldn’t risk the sun speeding up decomposition
if they wanted an accurate assessment of time of death, but the woman’s feet were
still visible. This wasn't supposed to happen. She' d worked too hard and too long for
the past to be able to reach her now. Ivy punched the vehicle's start button with her
thumb, and the engine came alive.

This wasn't a onetime incident.

Her stomach rolled at the idea of another one of her operatives turning up dead.



Jocelyn, Scarlett. But that wasn't the only way to hurt her either. While the killer
preferred female victims over male, every one of her operatives had bound
themselves to their significant others and partners in the past two years. They’d built
their own families, one even welcoming their first child. If anything happened to any
one of them...

Nausea churned hot and acidic as she pulled away from the scene. She'd built
Socorro Security out of a need to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves.
Those like the three women abandoned and killed for no other purpose than to draw
vy and her partner in. Cartels likeSangre por Sangrefed off innocent lives, poisoned
the very people they went out of their way to use, abducted children into their ranks
and killed anyone in their way. But Socorro had put a stop to that. vy and her
operatives had sacrificed and risked their lives for this. They’d made a difference.
According to their inside source, upper management within the cartel had gone into
hiding. The few remaining lieutenants were on the run. She’d done that. She'd saved
lives.
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And yet she hadn’t been able to save one of her own.

Tears blurred her vision as she checked the rearview mirror. The crime scene was
long behind her, but the weight of loss clung tight.

Dr. Nafessa Piel had been one of the first contractors Ivy had taken on. The work she
and her operatives had engaged in came with casualties, mostly in the form of
physical injury in the field. Bullet wounds, concussions, stab wounds. The cartels
didn’t fight fair, and they certainly didn’t have any remorse for doing whatever it
took to achieve their mission. Dr. Piel had been there right from the beginning. Ready
to send contractors back into battle, a little more worn, but stronger.

Socorro Security was supposed to save the world.
Who was going to save its operatives now?

vy accelerated toward Albuquerque, letting the hour tick by without much thought.
There was no point in heading back to headquarters now. She didn’t have answers for
the team, but from the soft ping of her cell phone every few minutes, that didn’t stop
them from trying to get them. She turned her entire focus on the mental map directing
her to Fairview MemorialPark just as the air conditioner was beginning to penetrate
through her slacks and blazer.

The cemetery wasn't large in any sense of the word, but it had been constructed in
that unique Mexican-inspired architecture of sandstone monuments, bare patches of
dirt and white grave markers. Light stuccos and black metal rods made up the
columns standing guard over the souls forever resting inside. Ivy parked along the



side of the road, gazing through the gate. She' d never come here before.

There hadn’t been a need until now.

Ivy shut off her phone, disabling any kind of GPS. Though it wouldn’t be hard for her
security consultant to track her down if Scarlett put her mind to it. That was what Ivy
paid her for. Only it hadn’'t saved Dr. Piel when they’ d needed that skill the most, had
it? Whoever'd killed their physician had known Socorro would find her. That had
been his plan all along.

She shouldered out of the vehicle and rounded the hood. Slipping her hand into her
blazer pocket, Ivy felt for the pocketknife she'd carried since leaving home at
seventeen. The one that had saved her life when it mattered. She navigated through
the gate and around the first few headstones. Once-pristine landscaping—dying grass,
interestingly enough—spread out in front of her and made her search easier. A slope
arched from her left, creating a slight hill with hundreds of markers, some a century
old, staring back at her.

Seven from the right. Two back.
vy pulled the pocketknife and set it on top of the headstone of a name she'd never

been able to forget. The third victim of her last investigation. The one that had led
them straight to her killer. “It’ stime for usto finish this.”

* % %

Carson Lang waswaiting for her.

Tucked into the corner of the apartment in one of the well-loved chairs. Out of sight.
Clear lineto the front door. Just in case he had to make a quick escape.



He hadn’t bothered with the lights. Too exposed. Shadows hid the minute details of a
woman who escaped here more than she wanted others to know. A Kknitting
project—hal f-finished—splayed across the side table, her most recent read beneath it.
This one a psychological thriller. Seemed she didn’t get enough real-life mind games
and danger in her work. She had to seek them out in fiction. It all added up to a
woman who took charge of her circumstances. Who didn’t wait for permission to take
action or walk a straight line to get what she wanted, but there were softer sides to
her, too. Ones she'd tried to hide her whole life. To prove she was worthy. That she
wouldn’t fail. That she’d climbed free of her past.

The scar directly over hisright kidney testified to her softer side.

He didn't have to learn what kind of woman Ivy Bardot was by being in her personal
space. He' d been watching her for along time.

The front-door dead bolt flipped. The door cracked. Slower than he expected. Her
outline maneuvered inside and closed the door behind her. Blocking his exit. A strong
inhalation crossed the space between them. A distraction for him to focus on as she
unholstered her sidearm.

She was good.

“Don’'t bother with the lights.” He could practically feel the battle-ready tension
ripple down her frame from here.

“It will look more suspicious if | keep them off.” Her voice erased years of doubt,
secrets and violence in a single sentence. Hell, he'd missed it. That connection to the
outside world. A place where he’d once thrived with her at his side. “Not tomention
it'll be harder to shoot you for breaking into one of my safe houses.”

“You're the one who called me, remember?’ He held up the pocketknife in front of



the window to his right. Just enough light for her to register it. A piece of her he'd
known had taken everything for her to leave on top of that gravestone and walk away.

vy set her bag on the entryway table beside the door, moving slower than he knew
she wanted to go into the living room. Gun still in hand, she reached beneath the
lampshade on the opposite end table. The entire space burst with brightness, and it
took too long for hisvision to adjust.

Except he couldn’'t take his eyes off her. Under the wrong circumstances the perps
they’d apprehended had made that very same mistake, only for an entirely different
reason. Her guard was up, based on the way she was scanning the rest of the
apartment with those intense eyes that seemed to know far more than she let on at any
given moment.

Something had changed.

Something had gone wrong.

She crossed the room and retrieved the pocketknife. As though she physically needed
it in her possession. “I had no other choice. Where's my dog?’

Of course, that would be her most pressing question in this little exchange. It always
was when they managed to debrief every few months.

“Max isdownstairsin the SUV.” The German shepherd had been a parting gift before
he’'d gone undercover. One that had ended up saving his life a couple of times.
“Couldn’t risk her drawing attention.”
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“Right.” Ivy hadn’t moved.

“What do you mean you had no other choice?” A heavy weight pinned him into his
seat. Carson sat forward. This wasn't likeher. Not the real her. Sure, she had to keep
that legendary emotiona armor in place when in the field and directing her team and
Congress, but she didn’t need to do that with him. They were partners. Didn’'t matter
they were on two opposite ends of the spectrum at the moment. They would always
be partners. “What happened?’

“One of my operatives is dead. Our physician.” vy disappeared behind the wall
separating the living room from the kitchen, her heels echoing through the safe house.
Her direction changed, farther down the hall as she swept the rest of the place for
threats.

He wouldn’'t take it personally. The things they’d seen as partners had nearly
destroyed them. Any dlipup, any mistake on their part, meant risking the very lives
they were working to save.

“I’'m sorry.” Carson shoved to stand with every intention of pulling Ivy into his arms,
but she wouldn’t let herself slow down long enough for that to happen. Not now.
“How?’

She dlid back into his vision, holstering her weapon beneath the navy blue blazer that
brought out the depth of emerald in her eyes. Ivy leaned into the wall, crossing her

arms across her frame, and exhaustion caught up in her expression. “Did you know?’

“Know what?’ he asked.



“That he was coming for me.” There was a bite in her voice. Accusation. “Our last
case together. When three women were found dead in the middle of the desert with
symbols carved into their backs. We caught up with the killer. We barely made it out
of that house alive. He got away through an escape hatch that led beneath the house
and emptied out onto the back of the property.”

“l remember the case, Ivy. The son of a bitch nearly killed you.” Where was she
going with this? Why had she pulledhim out of the field? Why had she risked
blowing his cover? To rehash an old investigation? “If it weren't for that case, we
wouldn’t have known aboutSangre por Sangreuntil it wastoo late.”

Sangre por Sangre.Blood for Blood. The cartel had clawed its way to the top of the
food chain through brutality, abductions, underage recruitment, drugs and women.
The organization demolished competitors and left nothing for police and the DEA to
tie back to them. Socorro Security and Ivy’s team of private military contractors had
been the only ones to ever get close enough to bringing the cartel to its knees. With
him feeding her the information she needed to do it. NowSangre por Sangrewas on
the run. Desperate to keep itself alive. Carson was close to identifying the head of the
cartel.

“He' s been out there all this time, but no matter where | ook, he' s a ghost. We agreed
you would go undercover in the cartel to find him. | quit the FBI because | didn't
think the federal government could protect you as well as a private organization
could, and I’'ve kept my end of the deal. | built Socorro Security for you. You said
you would find him, and we would end this. It's been two years, Carson, and we're as
clueless as when we started.” She slid away from the brace of the wall, standing on
her own two feet when it looked as though she wanted nothing more than to collapse
right here in the middle of the floor. “Who is he?’

“What is this?’ She was so close, it wouldn't take much for him to reach out for her.
But the distance she was purposefully putting between them set his nerves on edge.



This wasn't the Ivy he'd gone undercover for. This was his former FBI partner,
before they’ d risked their lives for one another. Before he’ d been injured in the field.
Before she'd donated a piece of herself to save his life. And, damn it, he hadn’t
missed this version of her. He wanted more. He'd always wanted more for them.
“Why thesudden interest in our last case? What isit you're not telling me?’

vy turned on her heel, heading for the bag she’d left at the front door. In seconds,
she'd pulled something from inside and thrust it against his chest, every ounce the
woman with the capability to bring the world to a stop with a snap of her fingers.

He grabbed for the paper crumpled under her grip. Not a piece of paper. A photo.
Carson dlipped it from her hand, instantly victim to the softness of her skin against
his. The past two years had put him in a position of power, of respect, of camaraderie
within the cartel. He was trusted by upper management. Though he'd never met the
leader of Sangre por Sangre, Carson had proved himself time and again as a valuable
asset. He'd made friends. Some of whom he’d fought beside as they’ d taken their last
breath in the field. Some who'd sat beside him in cuffs when an assignment went
south. His fellow soldiers had been there for him. And, yeah, there’'d been women.
Cartel bunnies who were always more interested in what his position could give them
rather than what he craved. But this... He'd missed this connection. The feel of Ivy.
Her warmth. Her compassion. His heart rate ticked up at her mere touch.

Until his brain cleared enough to process the subject in the photo.

Dr. Nafessa Piel. Dead. Exposed. Left to decompose alone. Complete with added
wounds carved into her back. Carson had seen this before. He'd lived it. Only it had
been a different woman then. The symbols were different this time, too. This wasn’t
the same message the killer had left him and Ivy two years ago announcingSangre por
Sangre’ srise. “When did this happen?’

“The medical examiner hasn’t been able to determine time of death yet,” lvy said.



“But she' d been missing for three days.”

“Same as the others. Let me guess—nothing but mucus in her stomach? Dehydrated,
starved and tortured.” The details would line up. She didn’'t have to respond. The
answer was written all over her face. Carson forced himself to study every detail of
the photo in an attempt to pick up on something they’d missed before. “And the

message?”’

“1 pulled the old case file and compared these symbols to the ones left on the other
three victims. He's evolving. Using a variation of the original, from what | can tell.”
The fight seemed to drain right out of her then. “I have a member on my team who
may be able to speed up the decryption, but it’s still going to take some time.”

“Why now?’ Carson offered the photo. “Why her?’

“Socorro has practicaly drivenSangre por Sangreunderground, thanks to your intel
and our manpower. This could be a final attempt to survive.” vy stared down at the
photo of her colleague, and a sadness Carson couldn’t stand etched deep into her
features. She would blame herself for this. And without hesitation she would take on
the entire cartel to make it right. It was one of the things he admired most about her.
It was why they’d gotten this far. She swiped her hand under her nose and grabbed
for the photo. “As for why he targeted Dr. Piel, | was hoping you might have some
insight.”

He wanted to give it to her, but despite his years undercover, she knew everything he
did about the cartel. “The last three victims betrayed the cartel. They were used as a
warning to those who stepped out of —”

A red laser cut through the room between them.

“Get down!” lvy lunged for him.



Just as a swarm of bullets exploded through the window.

CHAPTER TWO

She was already reaching for her go bag.

Debris and glass rained down from above as the safe house's living room wall
disintegrated under fire. Picture frames seemed to explode above her. Photos of
happier times, of family she’d lost touch with years ago, of commendations from her
career in the FBI. It was all being ripped to pieces by hot lead.

lvy fisted the backpack she'd stashed beneath a section of the couch and kicked off
her heels. Rolling off Carson, she dragged the go bag into her chest. The safe house
she’d built to escape the day-to-day violence was falling apart around her, but she
couldn’t think about that right now. They had to get out of here. “Get to the
bedroom!”

Whoever was on the other side of that gun would expect them to go for the door. But
vy didn’'t like to follow expectations. Not even when it had come to taking the
beatings her stepfather doled out on a regular basis when she’d been a child. Who
would have thought a ten-year-old could shoot a man who was supposed to protect
her? Based on hisfinal expression, certainly not him.
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Her partner was aready moving. Carson shoved to his feet, fingers encircling her
arm. They moved as one, as though a single day and an entire war hadn’t kept them
apart for two years. He took the lead, surely already having mapped out this
apartment. Leaving no chance for surprise.

Bullets punctured through the wall to their left. Every single one of them seemed to
hike her nerves higher. Moonlight pierced through the holes |eft behind.

lvy crawled on hands and knees down the hall right behind Carson. The bedroom was
positioned at the end. Drywall and dust worked into her lungs, but she couldn’t pay
attention to the tightness in her chest right now. Sooner or later the gunfire would
stop. The shooter on the other end would breach the apartment. They’d want to make
sure they had hit their target. But she and Carson wouldn’t be here. She had to make
sure of that.

“Go, go, go!” The orders were unnecessary. What was he going to do? Stop in the
middle of the hallway to have a chat? But the need to be in control, to feel as though
she was doing something to get them out of here, had taken hold.

A single round ruptured through the wall in front of her face.

vy pulled up short as Carson turned back and locked his gaze on her, facing the
reality the bullet could ve dropped her right here and now. Too close. She forced

herself to shake it off. They were going to dieif they didn’t pick up the pace.

Except the gunfire had stopped.



One second. Two. Longer.

No more shattering glass. No more close calls. No more attack.

They were out of time. “They’re coming.”

Carson lunged for the bedroom and somehow managed to land straight on her king-
size bed.

She was right behind him, kicking the door shut. She threaded both arms through the
backpack straps and secured it in place. Ivy unholstered her weapon and hit the
release for the magazine. Fifteen rounds. Plus more in the go bag. They had afighting
chance.

“This is nice.” Carson dlid his hands over the comforter sprawled across the bed.
“Much softer than that crappy mattress you had in your last place.”

“It's one of those mail-order mattresses.” She crossed to the corner window facing
the next building over. It was one of the features she’'d specifically required when
she’' d found this place. Corner apartment. Alley escape. Higher chances of getting out
alivein case of an ambush. Most people didn’t live that way. But she did. She had to.
Unlocking the window, she pried the pane up and pushed the screen free. “No
squeaky mattress springs. Memory foam. | sleep like the dead.”

“Maybe one of these days I'll get to try it for myself.” Carson was already on her
heel s as she maneuvered one leg through the window opening.

“Watch your step.” She latched on to the overhead stucco ledge framing the window
and tucked her toes into an identical one under her feet. The framing only extended
the length of the window. They were going to have to make it to the railing on the
floor directly beneath her. She’'d practiced a handful of times, once scaring the crap



out of Mrs. Orson, who'd taken to doing yoga outside, but |vy wouldn’t regret it now.
“1t' salong way down if you're not paying attention.”

A hard thud registered from inside. Then another. The shooter was trying to breach
the front door. It would take a while since she'd replaced the short screws holding the
hinges in place with much heavier-duty ones. That, and she'd added a couple of dead
bolts. It would take him at least—

The heavy door sslammed into the wall behind it.

Not aslong as she' d hoped. “Come on.”

Stucco bit into her fingertips as she shuffled off to one side, out of line of the
window, to make room for Carson on the ledge. He didn’'t waste time in joining her
outside. These frames weren’'t meant to hold weight. They were purely decorative,
and thelonger they held on, the higher chance the construction would fail and they’d
both die sooner than they’ d planned.

Movement echoed through the apartment. Crunching glass. The shooter was on the
hunt. For them.

vy steadied her breathing and turned her attention to the railing below. Ten feet
down, five feet to the left. She hadn’t jumped with the added weight of her go bag
yet. She'd been building up to it in preparation for this exact scenario, but now she
didn’'t have any other choice. They were going to have to risk it. She whistled low to
catch Carson’ s attention, then nodded downward.

Disbelief and something aong the lines of defiance spread across what little she
could see of hisexpression. He shook his head.

All she could do was nod in response. A single word could give away their position.



She'd already lost Carson to the cartel once, and it had changed the entire course of
her career and her life. She couldn’t do it again. Ivy spread her weight evenly
between both feet.

The movement inside the apartment was getting louder. Closer. They had a
minute—maybe less. They had to do this now.

The weight of her backpack was beginning to wear on her. There was no encouraging
Carson through facial expressions alone. She forced her attention to the target. Mrs.
Orson’s second-floor railing. vy redirected everything she had into her toes to give
her the distance she needed. Her stomach vaulted into her chest as gravity took hold.
The metal railing rushed up to meet her. Faster than she expected. Her fingers grazed
the metal.

Then dlipped.

She was free-falling. Every cell in her body screamed in warning.

Just as she clutched on to the bottom rail.

Her head hit the section of stucco holding up the second story. Her concentration
frayed, and her hand lost some of its strength. Her legs swung out of control and

twisted her body to one side. The ground seemed to move beneath her, threatening to
swallow her up.
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Metal reverberated through her a split second before a strong hand wrapped around
her wrist and drew her gaze upward. Carson. He' d taken the leap. He was the only
one keeping her from falling. His strength gave her enough direction to swing her
legs back around. They still had another floor to go before they landed on solid
ground, but right then it felt alittle more possible with him watching her back.

Movement registered from her bedroom window.

“Watch out!” She pulled Carson over the railing as the gunman took aim. His weight
intensified the pain in her shoulder and nearly disodged her hold altogether. They
had nowhere else to go. The first spray of bullets missed by a hair. The gun jammed,
the click of an empty magazine echoing through the aleyway. vy had the feeling
they wouldn’t be so lucky the second time. The small muscles in her arm stretched
longer than they were meant to. Any second now she’d drop him. “I can’t hold on.”

“lvy, you have to let me go, or we're both going to die.” Her partner seemed to gauge
the distance between them and the ground.

Let him go? Had he lost his mind? No. She wasn’t letting him go. She needed him
alive. There was no way she could find Dr. Piel’s killer without his insight into the
cartel and the man she believed responsible for the murder.

The shooter sammed a new magazine into place and lowered the barrel of his assault
rifle. At her. And yet Ivy couldn’t seem to let her hand relax. Carson’s weight was
tearing her apart from the inside. She couldn’'t let him go. Not again. Not after
everything they’ d already survived together.



“You can do this. You have to do this, Ivy.” Carson stared up at her, those dark eyes
as familiar and foreign as she remembered. “I’ll be fine.”

She released his hand.

Carson hit the ground. At least twelve feet below. He landed hard enough for hislegs
to buckle, but then he was rolling out of the shooter’s range. vy didn’'t hesitate. She
released her own hold on the railing. The ground rushed up to meet her harder and
faster than she expected. Her knees launched into her chest, but her backpack forced
her to roll and redistribute the weight to save her from breaking her legs.

Asphalt exploded around her, and she forced herself to her feet. “Run!”

Only Carson wasn't there. He wasn't anywhere.

A high-pitched whistle from the end of the alley pierced her attention. Ivy pushed
everything she had into pumping her legs. The gunman was three floors up. He would
have a hell of atime intercepting them.

Unless he had a partner.

Drawing her weapon into her hand, she registered a cascade of police sirens in the
distance as she rounded toward the front of the building. Mrs. Orson probably wasn't
the only resident to call 911 at the sound of gunfire. Ivy just hoped no one had been
hurt in the ambush. As much as she could leave the apartment and anything else
connecting her to this life at the drop of a hat, the people in this building didn’t have
that luxury.

She caught up with Carson at the corner and followed him down the street to a black
SUV stashed in one of the parallel alleys. Her vehicle wasn't an option. Whoever had
targeted the safe house would aready have her registration details, and if this was



some kind of coordinated effort to hunt down and ambush Socorro operatives, none
of them were safe.

“Get in.” Carson climbed behind the wheel, with Ivy collapsing into the front
passenger seat. Max made her presence known with a series of too-loud barks that
could summon demons under the right circumstances, but apparently, Carson didn’t
have the heart to quiet her excitement for seeing Ivy. The engine growled to life at the
touch of a button, and they sped onto the street. Keeping an eye on the rearview
mirror, her partner relaxed over a series of seconds. “The life you built is over, lvy.
From here on out, we can only trust each other.”

His heart ratehadn’t come down yet.

Seemed no matter how many miles Carson put between them and Ivy’s safe house,
having his former partner here kept his entire nervous system on edge. Adrenaline
had started to drain and left him feeling keyed up and exhausted at the same time. A
dangerous combination when facing the possibility his cover had been blown. That
he' d been followed. Or that someone had come for Ivy.

“Where are we going?’ She stroked Max’s fur with a soothing calmness that, at that
moment, Carson wished she’'d paid toward him, but two years was a long time.
They’d kept in touch. Him dlipping her cartel intel, her providing him the plan to
dismantleSangre por Sangreand the warning to steer clear of Socorro’s next move.
They worked well together in that respect, but in this case, time had made their
wounds deeper. Not given them a chance to heal.

She didn’'t like not knowing every detail ahead of time, and she sure as hell didn’t
like not being in charge, but there were certain things he couldn’t tell her just yet
either. At least, not without him logically defending his use of cartel resources



available to him, and he wasn't running on logic right now. “We'll be there soon
enough.”

“You're very good about avoiding having to answer questions,” she said.

“How do you think I’ve been able to survive this long undercover?’ He'd meant to
lighten the mood. Because they both knew, out of the two of them, the FBI had
chosen the wrong agent to send undercover withinSangre por Sangre. The only
reason it hadn’t been her was because of his skin color. His mother’s Asian roots had
made their mark around his eyes, but it was his father’s Mexican heritage that defined
him on the outside. That heritage had given him an entry point inside the cartel, but to
surviveitsranks, he'd learned the rest violently and strategically.

vy directed her attention out the passenger-side window but stayed physically
connected to the dog they’ d once shared as a couple. “ Good point.”

They’ d gotten out of the city without incident, heading north, but it was only a matter
of time before whoever'd come for vy scorched through the rest of her life as they
had her safe house. Which meant her team could be at risk, too. And not just them.
Anyone connected to Ivy. Operatives families. Clients. Any family she might have
|l eft.

“The shooter was sporting an M4 assault rifle. Exclusively a military model with a
high-capacity magazine. Not something you would normally find on the streets.”
lvy’s voice had taken on that tone she used for interviewing witnesses and suspects.
Strangers. “Which makes me think Dr. Piel’s murder and this ambush are tied back to
the cartel. The timing would be a hell of a coincidence if they weren't.”

He' d made the same connection. “ She was your friend. The way you talk about her.
It' s not the same as when you’ ve talked about your other operatives.”



vy rolled her head back toward the center console. “It didn’'t start out that way. |
hired Dr. Piel because she was the mostqualified for the job. She was a general
surgeon at Columbia University. The only femae in the entire emergency
department. | saw how hard she had to work just to prove she was meant to be there,
while getting a fraction of the salary as others less qualified. Not just as a woman, but
as a Black woman.” There was that sadness again. A mere hint of the grief vy was
most likely hiding from him. “She reminded me of...me. Of my timein the FBI. So |
made her an offer on the spot. | convinced her to uproot her entire life to come to
New Mexico. | provided her a surgical suite and clinic, paid her three times what she
was worth and watched her do what she did best. Saving the lives of my operatives.
Without her, Socorro wouldn’t have been possible. | owe her alot. Only I'm just now
realizing | never took the chanceto tell her that.”

The SUV'’s headlights bounced as he turned onto an unpaved road cutting off the I-
25. It wasn't well-worn like most others. Practically hidden in the expanse of the
desert. Purposefully out of reach of wandering hitchhikers and curious civilians.
Carson carved up the single-lane dirt path partialy overgrown from lack of use. He
couldn’t remember the last time he'd been out here. Didn’t know what was waiting
for them at the other end either. “Did Dr. Piel talk about her personal life? Maybe a
falling-out with friends, family, a neighbor?’

“No. Not that she mentioned.” Ivy stared out the windshield, the lights from the
console glimmering off the line of unshed tears in her eyes. His partner never cried.
Not even when she' d believed she was about to die. Then again, alot could changein
two years. “And before you ask, I’ve already looked into her finances and phone
records. She didn't have any money problems, and there wasn’'t any suspicious
activity in her messages or calls. We drug test regularly due to the nature of our work
and the missions we take on. Her results have nevergiven me reason to believe she's
anything more than the woman | believed her to be.”
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“Then we need to assume she was killed because of you. Because of your connection
to her.” Carson pulled the SUV in front of the safe house. Well,safe housewas a bit
modest of a description. This place was more like a compound. A baseSangre por
Sangreupper management utilized in case of emergency. Only it hadn’t been used
much in the past six months for the simple fact there wasn’t much management |eft,
thanks to Ivy and her team. He switched off the engine but didn’t move to get out.
Not yet. “lvy, we knew this would be a possibility going in. You've spearheaded
Socorro’s creation and this war against the cartel. You've rallied the entire United
States government to back you without hesitation and putSangre por Sangrein a
position of battling for survival. Dr. Piel’s death, the attack at the apartment... Thisis
just the beginning. They will not stop until they’ve destroyed everything and
everyone you love.”

“What is this place?’ Ivy leaned forward in her seat, taking in the expansive
landscaping, architecture and driveway leading to a three-car garage off to the left.
She didn’'t wait for an answer and shouldered out of the vehicle. Rounding to the
front of the SUV, she turned on him as he climbed out of the driver’s side with Max
following suit. “Did you bring me to a cartel safe house?’

“It's the last place they’ll look for you.” He didn't know how else to explain his
decision. In his head, bringing her here made sense. Whoever had come for her at the
apartment was well resourced, had access to military hardware and was not afraid to
hurt bystanders. This was the best option to keep her safe. Right under the cartel’s
nose.

“Or I'm walking right into their hands.” Her concern was valid. For as long as he'd
been embedded withinSangre porSangre,there were still some things he'd been kept



separate from. The head of the cartel’ s identity, for example.

“l1 would never knowingly put you in danger.” Carson couldn’t take this distance
between them anymore. Not just physically, but emotionally. He might’ve been on
assignment for two years, but he was still the same man she’'d fallen in love with
during their last assignment. They were supposed to be a team. Not...whatever this
was. “Y ou know that.”

“Do |77 Her jaw set hard enough to cut glass, but there was still an edge of
nervousness. As though she expected to have to make a run for it a any second.
“Because it was easy to contact you those first few months, Carson, but you stopped
contacting me altogether. After a while, | was the one arranging our meetings. | was
the one having to pull intel out of you instead of you offering it. That wasn’t how this
was supposed to work, or did you forget that while killing anyone the cartel pointed
you at?’

Tension bled into every muscle along his spine. Every shot, every kill, had been
ingrained into his head. There was no way he'd ever be able to forget the voices that
had begged for their lives. No way he could ever forgive himself for the futures he'd
stolen in the name ofSangre por Sangre. No matter their level of evil. But her
accusation that he’'d forgotten his purpose in al of this—that he’d defected into the
enemy’s ranks—qgutted him. “I couldn’t blow my cover. Every time | reached out
increased the chances of exposing our operation and putting your life in danger. We
knew what we were getting into when the special agent in charge approached us with
this assignment, Ivy. You're the one who stepped away from the FBI’s support and
took it upon yourself to compartmentalize who was involved. You agreed to al of
this.”

“1 thought you were dead. Do you know what that feels like? To believe that your
partner can’t get word to you that he's in danger? That you' re helpless to do anything
about it?’ lIvyswiped at her face. She lost the battle of facing off with him, escaping



back to the SUV. Except she didn’t stop at the SUV. She kept waking. Heading
toward the main road.

Carson didn’t have an answer for her. Not the kind that would make her fedl any
better when exhaustion, adrenaline and anger were working to undermine her
executive function. He trailed after her, keeping his distance. For now. “Where are
you going?’

“I’m not just going to hide out in some cartel safe house and wait for the son of a
bitch who killed my operative and came after me to make his next move. | need to
know if the rest of my team isin danger.” She pulled a phone from her blazer pocket.
The screen lit up around her as she pressed her phone to her ear. “I can have an
extraction here in twenty minutes.”

Carson grabbed the phone from her hand. He tossed it on the ground and stomped it
into the dirt with the heel of his boot. The metal and glass protested, but he couldn’t
risk broadcasting their position. “Whoever killed Dr. Piel wasn’'t responsible for what
went down at the safe house tonight.”

“You needed to destroy my burner to tell me that?’ She seemed to come back into
herself, the anger bleeding from her expression. “How can you be sure they’re two
separate incidents?’

Max whined between them as the tension thickened.

“Because the killer we're looking for prefers a blade. He likes to get close to his
victims and make examples out of them. A gun is too messy. Traceable through
ballistics.” Any second now, he'd lose what little trust was left between him and Ivy.
He couldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t lose her, too. “My guess? The ambush was a
distraction. Something shiny for us to chase. And if I'm right, that means whoever
killed Dr. Piel isalready using it to his advantage.”



CHAPTER THREE

She felt as though she needed to wash off the evil.

It seemed to seep in from the walls, the floors, the top-of-the-line appliances and
pretty tile. The bedding calling to her very sleep-neglected brain. She wouldn’t touch
any of it. This entire compound had been bought with the blood of thousands of
innocent lives. Lives she'd sworn to keep safe from the cartel. Most she’'d been too
late to save.

Carson must’ ve come here before. During his assignment.

Their conversation wouldn’t stop replaying in her head. She'd accused him of losing
perspective over the course of this assignment. She'd practically called him out as a
cartel soldier who mindlessly followed his next order, and she hated herself for it. But
worse, she hated her admission of how much she'd worried about him while he'd
been undercover. Feelings weren't her strong suit. They’d done nothing but betray
her and had been used against her in the past. And some habits died hard.

“Hungry?’ He was the only one who could breach her personal space without
triggering her defenses. Carson offered her a bowl-like plate of something orange and
creamy with beans. “Cannellini beans with garlic, cherry tomatoes and onions.”

“You just happen to have all the ingredients for my favorite comfort meal on hand?’
She couldn’t resist the promise of food or the fact that he'd taken the time and
consideration to cook for her after what they’d been through tonight. Was it tonight?
She wasn’t sure how long ago a gunman had ripped apart the life she’d built separate
of her crusade.

He withdrew the plate a couple of inches. “Isthis your way of saying thank-you?’



A tendril of shame heated in her cheeks, and she took the plate. She was boxing him
in as a potential threat when Carson had done nothing but fight beside her in the
limited time they’ d been thrust together. “ Thank you.”

The heat felt good in her hand. Grounding and strong. Or maybe it had nothing to do
with the plate and everything to do with the partner handing it to her. A partner she'd
missed more than anything. Ivy took her time with the first bite, letting the
combination of garlic and onion soothe her down to her very bones.

Carson backed off, giving her space in a seemingly endless expanse of emptiness
surrounding them. “Better?’

“Much.” Calories had away of making everything better, but she’'d never gotten over
his cooking. No matter how many times she'd tried re-creating the recipes in the old
recipe book his mother had put together for him when he'd gone off to college, it
wasn't the same.

“Still think I’ ve been brainwashed by the cartel?’ he asked.

The soup lost its taste, and suddenly she wasn't as hungry as she’' d thought. “Y ou’ve
been invested in learning everything you can aboutSangre por Sangrefor the past two
years. You' ve done things for them. Gotten to know the men and women that make
up their ranks. Is it so hard to believe you may have started coming around to their
way of thinking?’

“Going so far as to serve you up on a silver platter?” He was right there. No longer
concerned with her need for personal space. The heat of his body drove through her
T-shirt and soothed the aches of hitting the railing.

Ivy directed her gaze to the plate of food in her hand. He knew her better than anyone
else in the world—inside and out—and there was a part of her that wanted to



convince herself he woulduse that information against her. Only that part was lying to
her. “We' ve been fighting this virus for so long, sometimes | start seeing threats
where they don’t exist.”
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Carson dlipped his index finger under her chin and notched her gaze higher to meet
his. “I’'m not the threat, Ivy. Not for you. Ever.”

Her nerves frayed under his touch, and she was instantly lost in the feel of him. Of
having him this close. How long had they starved themselves of moments like this?
How long had they let the job rule how they interacted with one another? Pretended
their mission was more important than their feelings for one another?

Too long.

She was the one to maneuver the food he'd made from between them. The plate
missed the edge of the kitchen isand and fell. Glass exploded from the impact,
spreading far and wide with the soup across the tile. She didn’'t care. Neither of them
cared as she rose onto her toes and crushed her mouth to his. Ivy arched into him,
pressing against him in an attempt to make them one, and the hollowness she'd
suffered without him these past two years waned. In seconds, she was breathless. He
did that to her. Had from the beginning.

It didn't matter that they’d been partners, that the FBI had put rules in place to keep
agents from getting romantically involved. There'd aways been a loyalty from
Carson she couldn’t ignore. Not just to the job. To her. In a lifetime of aways
looking for the best way to survive, for once, she'd felt as though she had someone at
her back. And, damn it, he felt so good.

“I’ve missed you.” Her words vanished into his mouth. In his arms, she wasn't the
head of the Pentagon’s only weapon againstSangre por Sangre. She wasn't calling the
shots or grieving the loss of one of her best operatives, and with that came a sense of



freedom. Of unburdening. It had been so long since she'd givenherself permission to
drop the weight of responsibility at her feet. But Carson made it easy to be herself.
Safe.

“l1 missed you, too.” He moved his hand over her rib cage—right where she needed
him—but pain spiked into her chest and down her hip.

She sucked in a hiss of air, pulling back, as she grabbed her side. Lightning streaked
across her vision. lvy tried to swallow the nausea climbing up her throat, but there
was no stopping it as long as her ribs were screaming for relief.

“You're hurt.” Carson didn’t waste time waiting for her to deny it. Dropping behind
theisland, he pulled afirst aid kit from underneath one of the cabinets.

“It’s nothing. Just a bruise.” Reality was rushing back. Too fast. She wasn’t ready to
let go of the past few minutes. Because she wasn't sure how much longer it would be
until they allowed themselves to drop the roles they’d taken on again. “Is there a
bathroom in this place?’

He stood there. Waiting. Waiting for her to let him help her. To be the one who burst
into the room and fixed everything, as he had during their last case together. But the
truth was, they weren’'t those people anymore. Time and violence and death had
contorted them into something hard and unrecognizable. “Yeah. Down the hall.
Second door on theright.”

“Excuse me.” lvy wouldn’t question his confidence. He'd been here before. In this
place. In what capacity, she didn’t know, but he was obviously more familiar with the
cartel’ s setup than he' d reported.

She memorized the layout as she moved into the hallway, catching an office first.
Cleaned out. What were the chancesSangre por Sangrehad left something behind for



her to use against them? What resources had they been forced to give up when the
last few remaining lieutenants had gone underground?Her fingers itched to find out,
but the pain in her side hadn’t subsided.

She bypassed the bathroom as her legs threatened to collapse right out from under
her. Adrenaline had run out within minutes of the ambush. She hadn’t eaten anything
other than that single bite of dinner in close to twenty-four hours as she'd tried to
piece Dr. Piel’s movements together from the past few days. Her go bag was stocked
with food and water, but she’'d left it back in the living room. As much as she hated to
admit it, a piece of her needed the distance from Carson. To work this out. To put
things back in perspective.

vy leveraged her hand against the wall as she moved down the too-long corridor.
Room after room, stripped, abandoned. Papers discarded, shredders overflowing.
Until she found one room furnished with an actual bed. The pressure of keeping it
together popped before she managed to close the door behind her. Big breaths did
nothing to counter the hurt pressing into her from all sides. Her nervous system was
processing Dr. Piel’s murder, the ambush at the apartment, the reunion with the man
who'd promised her forever, the kiss they’ d shared. The reminder akiller had slipped
out of her reach. It was trying to bring her back to neutral, but there was just so much
stuff in the way. She barely had time to take in the setup of the rest of the room
before hiding away under the covers.

Cutting off her senses was the only proven method of bringing her out of atailspin. It
had been a long time since she’'d felt this...powerless. But the past few days had
compounded until she wasn’t sure she was strong enough to take her next breath. At
least, not anytime soon.

A low moan registered through the heavy comforter a split second before the mattress
bounced with additional weight. A wet nose prodded underneath the seam of the
blanket until Maxhad fully made her way inside the barrier between Ivy and the rest



of the world.

“You aways seem to know when you're needed.” She wrapped one arm around the
German shepherd, giving in to the warmth and the weight of the symbol of the
relationship she and Carson had once created together. It al seemed so broken now.
Foreign and strange. The longer Ivy stroked Max’s fur, the sooner the pressure
subsided, until she almost felt like herself. Almost. There were still a few pieces
missing and unsure, but Max made the edges |ess sharp.

If she was being honest with herself, Carson had, too. He'd helped get her out of the
apartment. Protected her when the gunman had taken aim. He'd risked his life to
ensure she kept hers. That hadn’t changed in the years they’ d been apart.

But as slegp dragged her into unconsciousness, a single thought followed her under.
One lvy hated to consider at all but would be reckless to ignore.

That despite the attack on the safe house tonight, Carson was till utilizing cartel
resources. And she wasn’'t sure she could trust him anymore.

* % %

She and Maxhad fallen asleep together.

Carson couldn’'t tear himself away from the sight as the past superimposed over the
present. Of vy surprising him with the pup once he' d been released from the hospital
at the end of their last case. Of the sheer look of joy on her face, so different from the
woman he'd come to know as a partner. No longer burdened. But free. They’d been
through hell together. Nearly died for one another. He'd lost one of his kidneysin the
process. The kidney his mother had donated to keep him alive when he’' d gotten sick
afew years ago, but Ivy had done something unthinkable at the time.



His partner had given him one of her own.

She'd saved hislife in more ways than one.

It was a miracle their blood types had matched. Her work with the FBI and her
crippling terror of becoming victim to any kind of vulnerability had kept her healthy
and strong, and when the time had come, she'd been there for him when it’ d mattered
most. Had brought them closer together than ever. But something had changed.

Ever since he' d accepted this assignment.

These past two years had separated them physically—he couldn’t deny the shift—but
what he hadn’'t expected was the emotiona fallout keeping them apart now. The
fallout that made him feel like he'’d made up everything between them up to this
point.

This job, the one he' d taken to find the killer they’d let slip away, had been their only
chance to cutSangre por Sangreoff at the knees, and they’d done a hell of a job
together. The cartel was dying off. What else could he do but finish what they'd
started together as a thank-you for everything Ivy had sacrificed for this cause?
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The transplant scar—doubled in thickness now—yprickled with awareness as Carson
watched the slow rise and fall of Ivy’s shoulders. Secret exchanges of information,
coded messages, dlipped documents—they were nothing compared to being with Ivy
in person. Feeling her pressed against him, hearing her breathing change as he got
close. He'd taken a risk going to that apartment last night. Now, faced with the
possibility his cover withinSangre por Sangrehad been blown, Ivy was al he had | eft.

A stab of regret cut through him. Rising through the cartel’s ranks hadn’'t been a
singular event or a solitary one. The men and women—the soldiers—he’'d fought
beside had become friends in a sense. People who considered him one of their own.
He' d laughed with them, mourned with them, fought with them.Most of them were
dead now, but there were a few who'd gone to ground. If he wanted to find the
bastard who'd killed Dr. Piel and the three women before her, he' d need their help.

“It's rude to stare.” Ivy shifted on the bed, careful not to wake Max. They'd both
learned early on how illogical a German shepherd could be when ripped out of her
beauty sleep, and they’'d paid for it several times in the way of torn clothing and
chewed shoes. Neither of them could risk it at this point. The clothes they were
wearing were al they had for now. But all Carson could do right then was admire the
sunrise coming through the window framing lvy’s face. “How long were you going to
let me slegp?”’

“As long as you needed,” he said. “Figured you could use the rest before we decide
where to go from here.”

“And by here, you mean using a cartel property as a safe house.” The severity in her
expression had drained in sleep, leaving a hint of the woman he remembered before



they’ d gotten themselves in this mess.

Coming here might not have been the best choice, but they’d made it through the
night. He probably wouldn't have been able to say the same for a Socorro
property.Sangre por Sangrehad learned the locations of each and every hideout Ivy’'s
operatives utilized. Carson didn’'t know where upper management had gotten the
intel, but he hadn’t been willing to risk putting her in more danger. Not when he'd
just gotten her back. Keeping her here—close—was his only option. “Not going to let
me live that one down anytime soon, are you?”’

“No.” She maneuvered out of bed with nothing short of grace despite her constrictive
clothing and the sidearm holstered beneath her blazer. Her blouse had earned a few
more wrinkles, aimost making her human. She let her hand sweep down Max’ s back.
“] can’'t believe how big she's gotten. | remember bringing her home the night you
came home from the hospital. Neither ofus could even get off the couch after the
surgeries, but she didn't seem to mind. She just wanted to be held, and we all ended
up asleep in the living room of your tiny apartment.”

A warmth he'd convinced himself he’d been cut off from along time ago prodded at
his chest. That night had changed everything. Given him a small glimpse of the future
he’ d do anything to have. With lvy. Little did either of them know it would be one of
their last together. “ A lot can change in two years.”

“Yeah.” She seemed to come back to the moment right then. Stiffening. Treating him
as though he were a stranger despite her very blood coursing through his veins. “Does

this place have coffee?’

“Already brewing.” Carson dipped for the duffel bag at his feet. He tossed it Ivy’s
way. She caught it, but he hadn’t expected anything less.

“I’m going to get cleaned up. | think there’s still glassin my bra” His former partner



disappeared into the attached bathroom. Within seconds, the sound of water hitting
tile emerged underneath the door, with athin veil of steam escaping with it.

It would be easy to cross this room, to open that door and reclaim what they had.
He' d strip her free of that makeshift armor she presented to the world and join vy
underneath the water. He'd memorize her body—her taste—all over again and
remind himself what he’ d been fighting for all thistime.

But he wouldn’t.

Max stretched across the bed, rolling to her back. The German shepherd was still
half-asleep. As though these four walls could protect them from what was coming.
Carson knew better. There was no escaping the cartel. Least of al for him. And he
wasn't going to take Ivy down with him.

He peeled himself away from the bedroom door and forced himself down the hall.
Mere weeks had passed since the last time he'd holed up in this compound. Upper
management had given him the responsibility of recovering alarge fentanyl shipment
moved from one of their distribution warehouses during a Socorro raid. Scarlett
Beam and her DEA partner had torn the place apart in an attempt to recover the
boySangre por Sangrehad abducted to force the DEA agent’s compliance. Billions of
dollars in fentanyl had simply disappeared into thin air. No trace. No witnesses. No
profit for the cartel.

Carson had made sure of it.

Though a handful of soldiers had paid the price. People he'd gotten to know in this
very compound. Through late nights. Rounds of beers. War stories. Family regrets. A
hook had caught in him. One that refused to let go. No one else could see it. No one
else understood. He' d been tasked to walk a line between two competing worlds, and
his loyalties had split over the course of this assignment. His heart and soul had been



committed to ending the cartel’s evil influence on innocents, to stopping the
destruction they’d caused from the very beginning. But living amongSangre por
Sangrehad shown him there were innocents caught on both sides. Family members of
soldiers, even some soldiers themselves whose loyalty had been based on fear more
than respect. He couldn’t abandon them. Now one of those worlds was on the brink
of destruction. What was he supposed to do then?

Carson shoved the memories to the back of his mind as far as they would go at the
sound of movement from the hallway. Max’s nails ticked off the tile as she searched
for breakfast. “What'll it be today?’

She gazed up at him with those big black eyes that had seen too much in their short
amount of time together. More than a companion should see.

“All right. Pancakes it is.” They were Ivy’s favorite, and since he'd taken the liberty
of stocking this place back when he’d been working for the cartel, he was sure they
had the ingredients to do it. Carson went through the pantry cupboards surrounding
the refrigerator. “ Any opinions on toppings?’

“I"'m partial to raspberries.” Her voice struck him harder than he expected. As though
his entire nervous system had been waiting for a hit of her. Stepping into his
peripheral vision, Ivy scrunched a towel into her hair, the ends of which contrasted
with her light skin tone across her shoulders and collarbone. She took a seat on the
other side of theisland. “But I’ I take anything other than a granola bar at this point.”

His breath seemed to catch in his throat. The black tank top and cargo pants weren’t
anything special, but they weren’t Ivy. Not the FBI agent and security CEO he'd
come to know. The woman across the kitchen from him was the one he’'d gotten to
know behind closed doors. In the privacy of their homes as they’d figured out how to
become more than professionals. More than partners. And he couldn’t help but stare.
“You clean up nice.”



“It's amazing what a toothbrush and a shower can do, isn't it?" She tossed the towel
onto the back of the other bar stool. “There wastalk of coffee.”

“Help yourself.” He motioned to the mugs and pot on the counter to his right as he
grabbed for the base pancake ingredients. “Sorry to disappoint, but there aren’'t any
raspberries.”

“I'm not hard to please when it comes to food.” Ivy maneuvered into the
kitchen—close enough for him to feel the leftover heat of her shower—and filled two
mugs with straight black coffee. The way he'd come to like it given the cartel didn’t
spring for sugar and creamer on most jobs. Handing one of the mugs off to him, she
seemed to melt at her first sip. “Hunger isthe worst feeling in the world. I'll do
whatever it takes to avoid it most days.”

He couldn’t help but laugh at the memories of the few times they’ d been caught in the
middle of a stakeout without something to eat. He'd never seen a more perfect
example of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in those moments. To the point he'd started
packing snacksin hisvehicle. For her. “I remember.”

A softness filtered across her expression then. “Everything seemed so much easier
back then. We took orders, we did our jobs and we went home at night. There wasn’t
this...nervousness that followed us around.”

“What do you have to be nervous about?’ Making pancakes slipped off his priority
list, much to Max’s annoyance as she poked her nose into the side of hisleg. But all
Carson had attention for was lvy. For this sudden introspection she seemed to fall
into. “You and | are more than equipped to handle anything that comes our way.
We've proved that a dozen times during our time with the FBI alone.”

“You mean apart from the possibility the cartel could come through those doors at
any second and kill us both?” Ivy wrapped both hands around her mug as though it



were some kind of life vest. “Thisfeals different.”

“Because we don't have the resources of the FBI behind us?’ he asked. “Or because
you think Dr. Piel might’ ve been involved withSangre por Sangre?’
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CHAPTER FOUR

“That’s not possible.” She hadn’t wanted to say the words out loud, but the dark
temptation was there. It came from her investigative training, the same training that
had helped her connect the dots between three dead women in the desert and their
killer.

The idea one of her operatives could be involved with the very cartel responsible for
most of the holes Dr. Piel treated made her sick to her stomach. But there was a
pattern. The man who'd strangled and murdered those women and then left their
bodies in the desert for her to find two years ago had done so as a warning. To
encourage those who attempted to leaveSangre por Sangreto reconsider.

There’ s no escapingSangre por Sangre.

The message carved into those women'’s backs hadn’t been clear from the beginning.
Their killer had used an encryption that had taken too long for Ivy to solve. Not to
mention decomposition, swelling and the heat had warped the carvings in their skin.
That case had nearly cost vy her life in the process. Had Dr. Piel gotten caught in the
cartel’s web? Two years was a long time. The son of a bitch responsible could ve
come at lvy at any point during that time. Had good reason to as she and her
operatives had chipped away at the killer's layer of protection.Sangre por
Sangredidn’t extend their protection services for nothing. The killer would have to
have already been amember. Or given the cartel something they’ d wanted.

In the end, it didn’t matter. She’ d made a promise to those women. She was going to
finish this. And she wasn’'t going to let adrug cartel get in the way.



“Asmuch as | hate to think someone in the cartel got that close to you, you and | both
know it’s a possibility, Ivy. But something must’ ve changed. Dr. Piel must’ve tried to
get out. This could be the killer's way of punishing her like he did with those other
women.” Carson always seemed to be able to read her. Better than anyone else. It was
the small considerations that showed how fiercely he committed to others. How
intensely he loved the people in his life. His mother before she'd died, Max, her.
Equally, that intensity could turn him into the worst enemy if given enough heat. “Do
you have any reason to believe Dr. Piel might’ve needed the cartel for something?
Does she have arelativein their ranks?’

Acid surged into her throat, and vy suddenly didn’'t have ataste for coffee anymore.
She set the mug on the counter, nervesraw. “No. Like | said, her financials and phone
records don’'t indicate any contact with anyone on the cartel’s roster. But we both
know once you ask the cartel for help, you're theirs forever.”

Goose bumps prickled down her arms, and in that moment, she'd never felt more
naked despite her clothing. A tank top and jeans were logical in case they needed to
make a quick escape, but her blazer and slacks had served her well in the past. With
her uniform—brought into her security life from her time in the FBI—nothing was
impossible. She could command armies, raise funding for missions, train K-9s and
protect her team. But now...there was no clear path here. No agenda she could
pinpoint, and that left her exposed in away she’ d avoided since she was ten years old.
“In truth, | think I’d rather this be about me. At least | would have something to aim
a.”

“It's till a possibility, especialy considering the attack at the apartment, but as long
as we're working blind, you’'re going to have to avoid everything and everyone you
know.” Carson got to work mixing whatever ingredients he’'d pulled from the pantry
in a metal bowl. He knew exactly where everything was in this kitchen, and the
realization hurt more than she expected. He was comfortable here. In a compound
owned and operated by the very people tearing their cities apart, people they’ d vowed



to bring to justice. Just how deep had he committed himself to their cause during his
assignment? “ That means Socorro hideouts and resources.”

Her gut hollowed. The comparison wasn't lost on her right then either. How the killer
they were hunting had hidden behind an impenetrable wall of cartel protection while
she'd built her own layer of armor with Socorro. Without her team and resources,
they wouldn’t survive. The cartel would find them here. Maybe not tonight. Maybe
not tomorrow. But soon. Every single cartel safe house she and her team had raided
came with security measures patched into a mainframe that fed back to an
undisclosed location. There might not be many members of Sangre por Sangreleft, but
security would be a priority. Someone would figure out this compound wasn’t empty.
“You're asking me to trust you with my life.”

Carson’'s grip on the whisk tightened, but his rhythmic mixing didn’'t even falter.
“You've doneit before. Isit so hard to believe you can trust me now?”’

She didn’t know how to answer that. What he wanted from her. At the start of this,
she wouldn’'t have hesitated, but now? Her partner was right. A lot changed in two
years. “You've been chasing this killer since you’ve gone undercover, Carson. All
that time, you'’ ve supplied me and the Pentagon with information on cartel shipments,
safe houses, lieutenants, soldiers and plans. Complete with names and photos of
every soldier. Invaluableinformation that has brought the cartel to its knees.” She
regretted putting her mug down so quickly, leaving her empty-handed and cold. “But
every time | asked for intel on the man who killed those women, you haven’'t been
able to supply anything useful. No photos. No names. No ranking. According to your
reports, he's a ghost. At first, we thought he might be a lieutenant, but they're all
dead now. There's the possibility he's one of their contracted killers, but his MO
hasn’t turned up anywhere else in the country, according to Alpine Valley PD.”

A knot of tension built between her shoulder blades. She watched him. For a change
in his expression. For something to tell her she was wrong. “I was willing to believe



your theory he's alowly soldier for a while, but what are the chances you wouldn’t
have come into contact with him all this time? Which makes me think maybe you did
find him. And there’ s some reason you' re not telling me. So, yes, Carson, it's hard for
me to trust you with my life right now. Because I’'m not sure | know who you are
anymore.”

“And bringing you here?’ Carson ceased his mixing then, turning to face her.
“Risking my cover to help you escape your apartment last night? You think | would
do that just to hand Socorro’ s founder over to upper management on a silver platter?’

“l don't know why you brought me here. Other than you've obviously been here
before. You know where everything is. You knew what was stocked in the pantry,
that this place would be empty.” Her lips dried the longer she scrambled to put the
pieces of the past twelve hours together. “Or maybe that was all part of the plan to
gain my trust. So you could feed me whatever reason you have for lying to me all this
time.”

He backed out of the kitchen as though she’' d physically assaulted him. His voice lost
the confidence she’'d aways felt from him. “You saved my life, Ivy. | have one of
your organskeeping me alive. You' ve known me for years. We were partners. We had
each other’s backs. Do you really think | could just hand you over to the people who
want you dead like that?’

“Then tell me who he is.” She couldn't help but counter his retreat, closing the
distance between them. “Give me something to go off of, something | can use to
make him pay for what he's done.”

“l don't have what you want, Ivy. I've handed over every piece of intel I've
uncovered while on assignment withinSangre por Sangre.” He wasn't trying to escape
anymore. He'd taken a stand. “What | can tell you is that there hasn't been a single
day | haven't regretted going undercover within the cartel or leaving you to fight this



battle on the outside alone. | knew what | was getting into, but | sure as hell never
expected my own partner to question my loyalties.”

She didn’t know what to say to that, what to think. He was right. She'd been the one
attackingSangre por Sangrefrom the outside, taking the credit, making the big moves
to dismantle the cartel while he'd been forced to keep to the shadows, to give up
everything he’'d known and cared about. Carson had never been one for glory. It
wasn’t in his nature, even as a rookie agent closing his first case. And he deserved a
hell of alot better from her. “I’'m sorry. | think I’ ve been at this for so long now, I'm
constantly on the lookout for the next threat, and without one staring me in the face, |
maybe started creating one where there wasn’t any danger.”

“1 know exactly what you mean.” He reached for her then—as though she hadn’t just
accused him of betraying her, their cause and their country—and pulled her against
his chest.

Right where she needed to be. She didn’t like being caged, but in his arms, the thud
of his heart took off the edge. It was a rare occurrence for her to relax with anyone
else around, a gift from the chaotic and abusive childhood she' d endured for so long.
ButCarson had been the first person she'd given herself permission to trust. Because
he'd earned it. “I just want this to end. | want everything to go back to the way it
was.”

“There’ s no going back, though, isthere? Not for us,” he said.

“No. | suppose you'reright.” They’'d left everything they’ d known as a couple behind
when he’d gone undercover. Left the FBI, left their homes, left their partnership.
They’'d set out to create something new—to do something good in the world. And
this...this was new territory for them both, a crash of two worlds that didn’t quite fit
together. Ivy deadened the anxiety of not knowing what came next with a deep
inhalation, pulling away. Pulling herself together. “Which means the only way out of



thisisthrough.”

“Where do you suggest we start?’ he asked. “The killer we're looking for is really
good at staying under the radar.”

“Then we work backward,” she said. “We start with figuring out if Dr. Piel was
involved withSangre por Sangre.”

Alpine Valley PDhad cordoned off the property, but from the look of the seal on the
front door, the official search hadn’t been conducted yet.

Dr. Nafessa Piel’ s single-level home sat back away from the road with a dozen other
cookie-cutter houses lining both sides of the street. Hardscaping had been
maintained—no stone outliers on the driveway or pavers waiting to trip some kid on
the sidewalk—in a simple design with sections of different rock to create movement
across the flat stretch of land. From what Carson understood of the victim,
extravagance had never been one of Dr. Piel’s values, mostly noted in the lack of
polish on the woman's nails and a single item of ssimple gold jewelry in the crime
scene photos Ivy had shown him. He expected nothing but that same conviction
inside.

vy pulled her pocketknife from her jeans and dlid the blade along the sticker sealing
off the home from nosy neighbors and murder groupies. She hesitated just before
pushing inside, glancing back at him. In that moment he was thrust back into the
partnership they’d each given up for this cause. One where she took the lead and he
could do nothing but follow. Only that couldn’t be the case anymore. They had to do
this together. “All of our operatives are supplied with a security system when they
sign on with Socorro. The alarm will trigger the second we open the door if Alpine
PD hasn't already disabled the system. | could put a call in to my security expert, but



If you insist on not using Socorro resources, I'll have to enter the override code
manually.”
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The alarm could alert the neighborhood and the police to them breaking a threshold
they had no business crossing during an active homicide investigation. But the
punishment for givingSangre por Sangreany kind of lead on Ivy’s location was far
worse. “ Then we make this quick.”

“All right. 1I’ve been here a few times since the installation. The panel is in the
entryway, on the right wall.” lvy tested the doorknob, and it turned easily in her hand.
She pushed inside.

But there was no sound of the alarm.

Shadow stretched out in front of them, and Carson’s nerves rocketed into overdrive.
Every cell in his body wanted to maneuver vy behind him, to protect her from any
threat that came their way, but doing so would deepen the cracks in their partnership.
She'd trained with the best, employed the best and worked tirelessly to become the
best. That hadn’t changed.

“The police department must’ve aready disabled the alarm.” She unholstered her
sidearm. FBI agents and officers alike knew without a doubt house calls were the
most dangerous part of the job. No telling what waited for them on the inside of a
home. Or if a homeowner had set a trap to avoid containment. Her bootsechoed off
ugly tan tile lining a vaulted entryway, common in New Mexico houses.

Carson closed the door behind them.

The entryway dumped them into a front room furnished with leather couches, a
mounted TV, a coffee table and an expansive rug to absorb the cold chill shooting



down Carson’s spine. Light filtered in through the back of the house from the kitchen,
currently out of sight. “You said you've been here before. Anything different from
your last visit?”’

The admission hadn’t meant much to him on the other side of the door, but he saw the
relevance now. Ivy had been here several times, enough to know where the security
panel was located and the basic layout of the home, past the fact her company had
installed it. Which meant she and the latest victim had more than a professional
relationship. They’d been friends. And not in the way a boss protected and interacted
with her employees. There was a heaviness in the way she moved. As though
expecting Dr. Pidl to greet her with a smile and announce this had all been a
misunderstanding. Why wouldn’t vy have told him of their personal connection from
the beginning?

“No. Everything looks the same, asfar as | can tell.” Ivy motioned to her right, down
a length of hallway that angled into a different section of the house, as she took the
left.

The place was much larger than he'd originally estimated, with multiple bedrooms
and bathrooms. It was a lot for an unmarried woman who lived alone and spent most
of her days patching up ateam of private military contractors. He kicked at the base
of the first door branching off the hallway and took aim inside. Empty. Gray
carpet—new, from what he could tell—stretched out beneath a queen-size bed made
up for guests. Another TV had been mounted on the wall. Nothing in the closet. No
attached bathroom or signs of recent use.

Carson forced himself to move on. There was something off about this place. Why
the hell had their victim bought such alarge property? He searched the next bedroom,
then an office and the primary bedroom. Everything in order. Everything in its place.
No backups of lotion or conditioner or cleaning products. Personal photos and
memorabilia were sparse and primarily in the largest bedroom. It was as though this



place didn’t really serve as a home.

More like a safe house.

Tension ratcheted into Carson’s shoulders with every second he was separated from
lvy. Holstering his weapon, he retraced his steps until he located her going through
drawersin the kitchen. “This place has four bedrooms.”

“1 know. No bugs or surveillance, from what | can tell, though.” vy closed one of the
drawers and moved on to another. “I would tell you this place was for friends and
family that stayed frequently, but from what Nafessa has told me about her past, she
didn’t have anyone close, and she didn’t like to host. She mostly kept to herself.
Talked very little of her life outside of Socorro. It took months working with her
before she let the smallest detail slide.”

There were pieces of this puzzle that were starting to line up, but Carson didn’t want
to bring those into her awareness. Pieces he couldn’t prove. Yet. “That’ s the first time
you called Dr. Piel by her first name. Why didn’'t you tell me you two were closer
than her as a contracted employee with Socorro?”’

“Because there’'s honestly not that much to tell. She lived aone. Kept to herself.
Whatever was between us was...new, in away. Just within the past few months.” vy
abandoned her search of the kitchen. “It started as greeting each other in the halls, to
sitting at the dining table during lunch.”

“Who instigated conversation?’ he asked.

“l don't remember.” A healthy dose of suspicion tainted her voice, and right then, it
felt as though the years hadn’t torn them apart.

This was what they were good at. This was what they did best. Working off each



other, testing theories, testing statements. He'd missed that. More than he thought he
had.

Carson memorized the decor and persona touches, which didn't take long.
Everything seemed to have a sense of order. Everything in its place. Or at least that
was what the victim had wanted them to believe. That someone lived here. That this
place was nothing more than a cookie-cutter home that served as arefuge to a private
security physician. He moved into the living room, picking out more details. The lack
of wear or imprints on the couch. The dust settling over the bookshelves. Adults
played victim to their habits. A favorite spot on the couch while watching TV, a stack
of books on an end table, even a preferred burner on the stove. But from what he
could tell from this place, Dr. Piel didn't have any. “Did she ever ask about you
personally?’

“Of course. That's what people do when they’'re becoming friends.” Confusion
deepened the lines etched between Ivy’s eyebrows, but it didn’t last long. She was
never one to let an emotion—any kind of emotion—Ilinger longer than necessary.
She'd never seen a reason to. “If you're worried | gave away your undercover
identity, you can relax. Nobody in my office but my counterterrorism agent Granger
Morais knows that information. He figured it out a few weeks ago, and he isn't the
type to spread the news.”

“And what did Dr. Piel tell you about herself in return?’ Every relationship in
existence—biological, romantic, created—was transactional. Give and take. There
were rulesto follow and expectations to meet.

“She came to New Mexico from Columbia University when | offered her the
contract. General surgery. Before that, her background was in emergency medicine at
an array of different hospitals.” Ivy folded her arms over her chest as she settled back
against the kitchen counter. “ She was an only child to a single mom. Her mom passed
away when she was a teenager. Drug overdose. She put herself through school and



went to medical school on scholarships.”

“Did you speak with her references before you offered her the contract with
Socorro?’ He pulled the couch cushions up, one by one. No crumbs. No loose
change. Nothing to suggest this couch had been here more than a few days. Hell, he
could still smell the plastic covering it had most likely been delivered in.

“Of course | did. She came highly recommended from each of her supervisors,
especialy at Columbia.” The defensiveness he'd come to expect played around her
eyes and straightened her shoulders.

“Who reached out first?’ he asked. “When you were looking for a physician, was she
the one to make the initial contact?’

“Yes. | put the word out | was looking for a physician through my contacts in the
Pentagon. She was one of the first who submitted her CV, and | made an on-site visit
to Columbia.” vy rounded into the dining room, just within his periphera vision.
“What are you doing?’

“Has this couch aways been here?” There was a fire burning beneath his skin now,
feeding into atheory he couldn’t ignore anymore. “ The times you visited, was this the
same couch that was here?’

“What?” A realization seemed to spark in her eyes. “No. I...I spilled wine on the
cushion last time | was here. She must’ ve replaced the couch.”

“Why not just have the cushion cleaned or replace that single piece?’ Instinct drove
him to throw each cushion out of the way. “Why replace the whole couch?’
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“What the hell does a couch have to do with anything?’ There was a bite in her words
that hadn’'t been there before. A raw nerve he'd touched. “The woman's body is
decomposing in the refrigerator of Alpine Valley’s only emergency clinic with
strangulation marks around her neck and knife wounds in her back, and you want to
focus on the fact she bought a new couch?’

“Yes, because | don't think Dr. Piel bought it. It smells too new.” He shoved the
couch free from its position in the living room. And found exactly what he was
looking for. “And | don’t think she pays the mortgage on this place or actually lives

here.

“What are you saying?’ She couldn’t seem to keep herself away, coming closer. “Is
that...?’

“Blood.” Carson fought to keep his breathing steady as he studied the brownish-red
spread that hadn’t come clean from the tile's grout. He couldn’t help but lock his gaze
on hers. “It’slikely Dr. Piel waskilled right here.”

CHAPTER FIVE

Alpine Valley PD had taken control of the scene. She hadn’t had any other choice but
to notify them since this had likely been the location of Dr. Piel’ s death.

The other women they’d recovered in the desert, the three who'd lost their lives on
her last case for the FBI, had been killed in and around their homes. This case seemed
to be hitting the same markers.



“What were you and Mr... .?" Chief Halsey left the question open, a pen raised over
the notebook in his hand, but she wouldn’t finish that sentence for him. Carson Lang
no longer existed. Her partner had become Dominic Rojas, aSangre por Sangrecartel
soldier with arap sheet longer than the US Constitution, and there was no way in hell
she’ d take the chance of compromising his cover by putting his name on paper. If she
hadn’t compromised it already.

“What do you think we were doing, Baker?’ She hadn’t meant the words to sound so
harsh. Baker Halsey had gone above and beyond to overcome his resistance to accept
and collaborate, but it had taken falling for one of Ivy’'s operatives to bring him
around. “Nafessa Piel was one of my employees, and now she’s dead. Did you really
think | was going to sit back while your department investigated her murder?”’

“1 was hoping you would pay me the same respect to do my damn job as | give you
and your team, and | seem to remember sealing this door so as not to disturb a
potential crime scene. From the look of it, the seal was cut through. Most likely witha
blade.” Intense blue eyes the shade of a clear sky centered on her, but Ivy wasn't the
type to fall for a pretty face or drawn-out silences. She'd faced down senators and
military officers. She'd built a security company from the ground up when it became
clear the federal government couldn’t protect Carson on the inside of a cartel. Chief
Halsey had a job to do, but she'd learned police tactics a long time ago. They
wouldn’t work now. The notebook disappeared into his uniform jacket pocket. “Any
idea how that happened?’

Red and blue patrol lights swept across her face from the chief’s vehicle parked in the
driveway, almost hypnotizing. The events of the past hour raced through her head.
Cutting through the seal, searching the house. Finding evidence of blood beneath the
couch. Carson’s accusations replayed on repeat, no matter how many times she tried
to override them.

That Nafessa Piel had targeted Ivy and Socorro. That the physician had worked her



way into Ivy’s confidence with patience, probing questions and expertise. That the
house they were standing in right now hadn’t been a home, but a safe house.

No. She wasn’t entertaining thisidea. It was crazy.

Okay. Yes, Dr. Piel had been the one to reach out to apply for the position. Yes, she'd
been the one who'd initiated her and Ivy’s friendship. She' d been the one to take that
first step and invite vy over for drinks, and Ivy had said yes. Because the thought of
going another two years without direct contact from her partner had made the black
hole in her chest so much worse, and having a friend—someone she could connect
with—nhad felt important.

Ivy’s mouth dried as she was forced back into the moment. “No. | don’t know how
the seal on the door was broken.”

“I see. And what about him?’ Alpine Valey’s finest was smarter than that. Chief
Halsey nodded toward Carson, standing with a deputy she didn’t know on the other
side of the room,but there was something along the lines of humor playing in the
corners of Halsey’s mouth. “There a good reason the founder of Socorro Security has
partnered with a cartel soldier on your little rogue expedition?’

Panic infused the muscles down her spine. Ivy breathed through her initial response
to deny the truth. “1 don’t know what you' re talking—"

“That man saved my and Jocelyn’slives,” he said.
The intensity she’' d noted a few minutes ago drained from around the chief’ s eyes.
“To be honest, | still don’t know why,” Halsey said. “We were in their territory, fair

and square. | was ready to tear their entire building down to get Jocelyn out alive
when he walked in with six armed cartel soldiers. He took one look at Jocelyn, and it



was like he knew her. Like they’d been friends for years.”

She let his assumptions hang between them.

“He’'s one of yours, isn't he? Planted inSangre por Sangre’s ranks.” She hadn’t given
Chief Halsey nearly enough credit in their short time working together. The man had
definitely earned that badge and the title of Alpine Valley’s hero. He directed his
attention to the living room. “Too bad | got here after the people who'd broken into
this property had already gone. Didn’'t get a chance to get their statements. Sure was
lucky | discovered the bloodstain beneath the couch, though.”

His meaning took a moment to sink in.

“Yeah. Lucky.” She detached herself from the gravitational pull the chief seemed to
exude by taking a single step back.

“One more thing, Ms. Bardot.” The chief pointed the end of his pen at her. “Heard
about what went down at your apartment. Jocelyn has been calling me nonstop since
the news broke. I’'m guessing there’'s a reason you're not in touch. All this have
something to do with keeping them in the dark?’

“I’m not sure yet, but | have a feeling it won't be long before | find out.” Nervous
energy played at the tips of her fingers. The longer she and Carson stayed in one
place, the more attention they were bound to garner from the wrong people. But she
couldn’t leave until she got what she came here for. “Has the ME finished the autopsy
on Nafessa Piel’ s body?’

Halsey lowered his voice, coming in a few inches closer. “l took your advice and
reached out to your old special agent in charge for the file on your last case. The FBI
isn’t usually so agreeable, but once I mentioned your name, he was all too willing to
cooperate. | read through your notes and passed them on to the medical examiner.



Three women left in the desert, strangled, with messages carved into their backs.
Despite the variation in the characters recovered on Nafessa Piel’ s back, the ME has
ample reason to conclude this latest murder fits the MO of the killer you were chasing
back then. He s willing to state there' s a connection between both cases.”

Confirmation. Her stomach knotted tighter. She’'d been willing to make the leap
based off unproven facts, but there was no denying the truth now. The man they’d let
escape two years ago was killing again.

“Watch yourself, Ivy. I’ve seen firsthand the lengths the cartel will go to to get what
they want, and | know you have, too.” A sadness she couldn’'t begin to understand
creased in his jaw. “I’ve got this covered. Whatever it is you're after, | trust you
know when to bring mein.”

“There is something | need you to check for me.” Dread pooled at the base of her
spine, but she hadn’'t built her career without considering all the options. No matter
how hard it was to swallow. “I need to know if Nafessa Piel has an off-the-books
connection toSangre por Sangre. No matter how small. Anything they could’ ve used
to manipulate her. Quietly, please.”
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“Those other women'’s deaths you investigated, you theorized they were al trying to
get out of the cartel’s grip, and that’s why they were targeted. To send a message to
deserters.” The chief’s gaze bounced around the house, as though the walls were
listening. “Y ou think that’ s the case here?’

“I’ll bein touch.” She nodded thanks. Carson followed her out of the house. It wasn’t
until they’d pulled away from Dr. Piel’s home that she had the guts to break the
silence between them. “It's him, Carson. The medical examiner confirmed a
connection between Dr. Piel’s murder and the case we worked back then.”

“We're going to find him.” Confidence resonated in every word. He reached across
the center console and took her hand in his. Warmth spread up her arm from the
contact and chased back the chill that had taken hold from searching that cold, empty
house. “He's going to pay for what he's done, and we're going to finish this.
Together. | give you my word.”

His reassurance was enough to ease her denial of Dr. Piel’s involvement in her own
demise. For now. They’d potentially uncovered the scene where Socorro’s physician
had been killed, but there were still so many questions they didn’t have answers to.
And Ivy wasn't sure she wanted those answers. She stared out the passenger-side
window as the houses in the neighborhood ticked by, begging her mind to switch off.
To forget the outline of a pool of blood stained into the tile of her friend’s home. Her
only point of grounding contact was the hand still in hers. “Is it hard for you to be
undercover?’

He didn’t answer for afew breaths. “In some aspects. Not so much in others.” She'd
resigned to not getting more than that from him, but Carson went on. “There were



things | missed at first. My own bed being one of them. | was never alone. The
lieutenants exerted power any chance they got with orders and privileges. Metias
Leyva—the lieutenant your forward observer went up against to protect Leyva's ex-
wife—was probably theworst. Our meals were cold and few and far between. We
mostly slept on cots or the ground or in the back seat of our vehicles. We're tools to
be used. Nothing more.”

Everything he'd described stabbed deeper than she expected. The conditions he'd
suffered would’ ve broken any man, but Carson had held on. For this assignment, for
their agreement to not let theSangre por Sangrevirus spread. She studied their
interconnected hands resting on the center console. That was one of the things she'd
loved about him. His loyalty. His commitment. No matter how much risk came with
his decision, he'd always been one to stick through it. “What aspects weren't so
hard?’

“There were things that made taking orders easier. Knowing why | was there,
knowing our end goal, helped. After a while, | started to get to know some of the
other recruits. Some of us got...close.” He brought the back of her hand to his mouth,
planting a kiss there. “Most of al, | guess the thing that made everything not so bad
was knowing, sooner or later, | was coming home to you.”

A battle ensued within. Warning spiked in her gut at his mention of the other cartel
recruits with such...fondness, countered with the warmth of his simple assurance. But
vy couldn’t trust her instincts right now. Carson’s theory concerning Dr. Piel—that
one of her own people might’ve been involved with the cartel she’'d taken an oath to
dismantle—was starting to make sense.

Ivy directed her attention out the window. And started planning her next move.

* % %



Carson had gonethrough the crime scene photos a dozen times.

Nothing had changed.

The FBI had done nothing more to find the man responsible for three women’ s deaths
once Carson had agreed to goundercover withinSangre por Sangre. The case had been
abandoned on their end. No new evidence. No witnesses coming forward. It was as
though the federal government had simply given up. The victims bodies had been
released to their families, the evidence cataloged and filed away in some storage
locker that would take an act of the director himself to release.

Exhaustion blurred the reports in front of him. They’d come back to the cartel safe
house to regroup, but they were getting nowhere. No matter which way they looked at
it, they were right back at square one. Just as they had been before he'd gone
undercover. The medical examiner was in possession of the most recent body. There
was little chance he and Ivy would be allowed anywhere near it, and he couldn’t risk
taking the chance the cartel already had eyes on Dr. Piel’s remains. All he and his
partner knew was there was a solid connection. The man who'd killed those victims
two years ago had come after a Socorro physician. But why now? After all this time,
the son of a bitch Carson had been hunting had lain low in the cartel’ s ranks. Was this
about Dr. Piel? Or was this about 1vy?

“Anything new?’ Her voice had lost its assertiveness in the past couple of hours.
Draining with every dead end they came across.

He pushed back away from the kitchen island. Crime scene photos, initial reports, his
own handwritten notes from another lifetime ago covered every inch of the quartz
surface. None of it had done him a damn bit of good. “I’ ve been through everything.
Twice. The house we cornered the killer in two years ago has since been sold and
bought by an elderly couple with clean background checks, and the two soldiers |
fought that night trying to get to you in time are still serving timein prison.”



He scrubbed at his face. How long had it been since he'd slept? Twenty-four hours?
More? He couldn’t tell anymore. Adrenaline reserves had run out a long time ago,
and the pancakes they’ dhad this morning had already been spent. This was the part of
the assignment he hated the most. The dead end. Serving the drug cartel had been
simpler, in a way. He'd taken orders and carried them out. There’'d been bullets
occasionally, but for the most part, he'd been secure in knowing he wasn't the one
responsible for any kind of loss of life. Not like he had been with the FBI.

“I’ve been through every piece of paper the cartel left behind in this safe house.
There' s nothing here.” vy moved in close, directly over his shoulder, and invigorated
his senses with a hint of vanilla and soap. It was enough to keep him from spiraling in
the moment, but the effect would wear off the more he starved himself of sleep and
calories. “What about the intel you gathered within the cartel? Anything that might
give us a lead? You said you got close to some of the other recruits. Maybe one of
them mentioned someone within the organization that liked to strangle his victims
before carving messages into their backs?’

She was fishing for information, and hell, Carson didn’'t blame her. It was in lvy’s
nature to have a plan worked out in her head before she took the next step, but a
defensiveness that had no business coming between them surged. The people he'd
gotten to know within the cartel’s ranks had been sources. Nothing more. And yet
there was a part of him that needed to protect them as much as they’ d protected him
since he'd joined their ranks. “I’ve kept records of everyone | came into contact with
since the moment | joinedSangre por Sangre, but the people | worked with were foot
soldiers. Grunts who didn’t know anything. It was the lieutenants that issued the
orders. The founder of the cartel kept hisidentity in the dark by making us go through
them.”

His mind went straight to the one man who'd gotten him through most of the
assignments that’d left his hands covered in too much blood. Sebastian Aguado had
been with the cartelnearly his entire life. Saved Carson’s life on more than one



occasion. And was rewarded for that loyalty with the loss of his wife and
children—violently—after a rival cartedl had abducted and killed them in
retaliation.Sangre por Sangrehadn’t done anything to stop the slaughter. Leaving
Sebastian with nothing. There was a chance his old friend might want to even the
playing field by helping him and Ivy root out the head of the cartel. Hell, he might be
the only resource they could rely on.

lvy’s exhalation brushed the back of his neck. Too close. Too familiar. Too
dangerous at a time like this. Because the moment he took his eyes off the end godl,
the cartel would strike. He couldn’t risk making any mistakes. Not when it came to

lvy.

She shifted her weight away from him, as though sensing his need for space. “And
from what you’ ve reported...”

“They’'re all dead. Socorro made sure of that.” He hadn’t meant the statement to take
the shape of an accusation, but there it was. They were in an impossible situation.
One he didn’t know how to fix.

Other memories, of Carson having to step up and be the man of the house when his
father had left him and his mother high and dry, surged forward. He hadn’t been able
to fix anything for his mother either. It didn’t matter how good the grades he earned
were or how much money he contributed to their expenses when he was old enough
to get ajob—he couldn’t fix other people’ s mistakes. And now the one person he had
left in this world—the one person he trusted—was caught in the result of his own
failure. There'd been a time when all Carson wanted was to do something good with
the second chance he’' d been given after his mother had donated a kidney to save his
life. Then again when he'd lost that kidney in afight for Ivy’s life and taken on one
of hers. But this... Nothing concerning this case gave him hope this could end in
anything but misery. “I’m going to get some fresh air.”



Ivy didn’t respond as he shoved away from the kitchen island and headed for the back
door. He clocked the cameras positioned at the exit, but he'd ensured the cameras
installed around the perimeter of the property had been taken off-line weeks ago.

Carson wrenched the diding back door open with a bit too much force, earning
himself a bark from Max. She followed him out the door beneath the covered porch.
New Mexico had a peculiar habit of being too hot and too cold at the same time. Or
maybe it was just his brain playing tricks on him as he stared into nothing but a
fenced yard of dirt and weeds in the middle of January. Every piece of evidence,
every witness statement, every lead jumbled through his mind. Out of order, upside
down.

Despite years of undercover work—of following orders, of taking out every target
required, of watching his fellow soldiers bleed out beside him and giving up
everything he'd known in the process—he was nowhere near closing in on the killer
who'd nearly taken Ivy from him. Who'd killed those women.

His phone weighed heavy in his pants pocket. There was still one option left.
Sebastian had been able to avoid being buried six feet under with the rest of the
cartel. Within the past month, whatever remained of Sangre por Sangrehad scattered,
“every man for himself” style, and his mentor had been no exception. Carson had
heard whisperings the lifelong soldier in his fifties had fled back to his hometown of
Aztec, but they’d just been rumors.

Carson forced himself to take his next breath slower than he wanted. Reaching out to
anyone in the cartel directly—even with his cover intact—could unleash a hell neither
he nor vy was prepared to deal with. Not to mention it could give Ivy reason to
distance herself from him even further.

But what other choice did they have at this point?
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vy had been targeted. Not just at her apartment, but possibly by a sociopath sending
her a direct message by taking out one of her employees, and there was no way he
would sit back and lose her. Not again. They’ d fought too hard and for too long to let
someone else have a say in their future. Least of al akiller. His fingers tingled with
the need to send that message. He checked over his shoulder. For Ivy. But she
must’ ve remained in the kitchen. Most likely to go through the files they’d built over
the past two hours. Carson unpocketed his phone.

Max locked her gaze on him, cocking her head to one side. In judgment.

“You want to go home, don’t you? You want to go back to slegping in a bed with
your mom instead of on the ground with me?’ He was more than aware of the
ridiculousness of expecting his K-9 to answer back. He was also cognizant of how he
was projecting onto his partner his own internal motivations for even considering
contacting a man who'd dedicated his entire life toSangre por Sangre. But Sebastian
had roots deep into the organization. Twenty years worth of experience, loyalty and
know-how pertaining to al cartel business. Carson had heard the stories—the
legend—of the soldier who had single-handedly undermined the DEA investigators
over the years. Didn't hurt that Sebastian owed him afavor.

The German shepherd licked one side of her mouth.

“That’s what | thought.” He tapped out the message one-handed and hit Send. “Time
to pay up, old man.”

The back door protested on dirty tracks, centering vy over the threshold. “Thought |
might join you for that fresh air.”



Carson dlipped his phone back into his pocket, just out of her line of sight. “I’ ve had
worse company.”

“You're talking about Max, right?” A smile cracked at the corner of her mouth.
Something private and meant only for him. It was her tendency to only reveal bits and
pieces of herselfto people she trusted that had first gotten his attention in the FBI.
Why he' d requested to become her partner despite his lack of experience and the fact
she'd driven most of her previous partners into early retirement. He'd wanted to be
one of the few she trusted. Considering their partnership had dipped into a personal
relationship, Carson would say he'd succeeded. Until she determined otherwise. Ivy
crossed the porch to the railing at the edge of the cement, fingers interlaced as she
searched the backyard. He'd never seen anything more beautiful in his life, never
seen something more worth fighting for than her. “It's peaceful out here. | can see
why you likeit.”

He joined her at the railing. “First time | came here, | was part of a security detail for
a lieutenant named Tolenado. Turned out | had the most experience of anyone else on
the team. Tolenado noticed. Decided to bring me on as one of his enforcers.”

His pocket vibrated with an incoming message. Sebastian’s response.

“1 remember Tolenado. He abducted and tortured a war correspondent for three days.
Intended to kill her, too. Right up until my operative Jones Driscoll pulled her out.”
She seemed to memorize the layout of the land spanning behind the house. “That
correspondent was the one who broke the news a state senator had allowedSangre por
Sangreto kill ten US military soldiers to undermine Socorro. He failed, though.”

“That’ s because you believe in what you’ re doing out there,” Carson said. “From the
very beginning, you were willing to do whatever it took to protect the people who
couldn’t protect themselves. Including me. | like to think that conviction has rubbed
off on me.”



“Except | couldn’'t help Nafessa or those other women from getting killed.” Her voice
hooked into him. “I went back through the intel you've gathered over the past two
years along with the locations of the cartel’s safe houses and the names of
everySangre por Sangreoperative you encountered. At this point, we're treading
water with no land in sight.”

Carson pulled his phone to his side and read Sebastian’s message. The old man had
come through. “Then we start swimming. Right into the belly of the beast.”

CHAPTER SIX

Turned out the belly of the beast Carson had mentioned took the form of a small town
she'd never heard of. Aztec, New Mexico, stood as home to an array of natural
arches, forgotten ruins and six thousand people at the very top of the state. The town
itself sat so close to the border between New Mexico and Colorado, they could
practically cross state lines within minutes. Was that whySangre por Sangrehad
chosen this location? Or was there anything here at all?

She studied the grid-like design of every street, the homes surrounded by dead lawns
and bare earth. Cement driveways had cracked over time, giving up the ghost to
overgrown scrub brush and cacti. There was an expansive difference between
Albuquerque and towns such as Aztec. While big-box stores and skyscrapers moved
in to mask cultural origins and wipe slates clean, places like this went out of their
way to protect tradition and the history of their people. She could see it in the
architecture. Not forced or inauthentic but preserved. “What makes you think the
cartel has any resources here?’

“Rumor has it one of the cartel’s top soldiers survived Socorro’s purge. From what
I’ve learned about him in the past, he considers Aztec a safe haven. Someplace no
one will come looking for him.” Carson kept his gaze on the road ahead. “1 haven't
been able to verify the intel. Honestly, I’ m not sure there’ s anything for us here, but |



figured if we were going to get any information on Dr. Piel’s killer, this could be our
best shot.”

A lead. Her stomach fluttered, and for a reason unknown to lvy, she wanted nothing
more in that moment than to unholster her sidearm. “And if this cartel soldier doesn’t
want to share what he knows?’

“That’s why we brought Max. She has a way of making people talk.” He flashed her
a smile meant to extinguish the nerves funneling through her chest, but Ivy felt
nothing but apprehension at the idea they were walking into aSangre por Sangretrap.
“There’' s an entire arsenal in the cargo area, t0o.”

“Who is this guy? And why hasn’t he come up before?” The more information she
had, the better decision she could make. That was the way this worked. Learning
about this lead two days into their investigation didn’t sit right. Though there wasn’'t a
single bone in her body that believed Carson would put her in the cartel’s crosshairs
on purpose. Up to this point, he'd gone out of his way to ensure her safety. Hadn't
he?

“Sebastian was my recruiter when | first joined the cartel. He watched over me,
brought me into his circle. Trained me.” There were emotions in those few statements
Carson tried to bury, but she’d become an expert at reading him in their partnership.
Something wasn't right here. There was something he wasn't telling her. “| saved his
ass during one of Socorro’'s last raids onSangre por Sangre's headquarters a few
weeks ago. Your counterterrorism agent Granger and his partner brought the entire
place down on itself by taking out the underground tunnels the cartel was using to
continue operations. | kept Sebastian from becoming one of the casualties.”

“So he owes you his life.” Why didn’t that fact make her feel any better? “And you
think an active member of Sangre por Sangrewould be willing to turn on the cartel ?”



“Sebastian has only one priority—survival. Whoever provides him the ability to do
that the best is his friend. And at this point, Ivy, he's our only chance. No one but the
lieutenants andthe founder themselves have been with the cartel as long as this guy,”
he said. “If the killer we're looking for is active again, Sebastian can tell uswho heis.
For aprice.”

She wedged her boots into the floor as Carson maneuvered the SUV onto a barren
street along the north edge of town. A beaten sign that was too difficult to read this
time of night swung from rusted-out chains with a short burst of wind ahead. “I’ll
have to trust you on that.”

He slowed his approach as oversize metal gates materialized through the darkness. A
motion sensor—activated spotlight beamed to life, shining directly through the
windshield.

Ivy brought her hand up to block the assault. Blind to any threat that might be waiting
for them in the darkness.

“We're here.” Carson shoved the SUV into Park and switched off the ignition. Max
maneuvered her head between the front seats as though in an attempt to get the lay of
the land before having to exit the safety of the vehicle.

vy felt the need to do the same, but the spotlight had yet to relent. She shouldered
free of the SUV, her boots sinking into softened dirt. The gates stood as sentinels
keeping unwanted visitors out, but the open structure and years of wear allowed her
to see past the form-fitted plastic blocking most of her view inside. “ Sebastian No-
Last-Name livesin ajunkyard?’

“A place like this comes with alot of benefits. It's off the grid, you have to deal with
very few visitors and there's access to a variety of vehicles in case of emergency.”
Carson rounded the head of the vehicle, the SUV’s headlights exposing every



strained vein in his forearms. No matter how much he trusted his own intel, there was
obvioudly still agood amount of unknown he hadn’t accepted.
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vy joined him in front of the gate, responding in a singsong rhythm. “And there's
plenty of placesto hide a body or two.”

Max huffed between them. Almost desperate to get this over with. The pressure
growing heavier in Ivy's chest agreed. The sooner they could get out of this dark,
rotting hellhole, the better. Preferably alive. The main building spread out to her left.
She clocked two single roll-up doors and an expansive warehouse built from white
metal sheeting. No vehicles parked in front. Aboveground power lines cut across the
single-lane road they’d taken to get here and disappeared into the dark. This place
was isolated. Far from prying eyes. And much larger than any auto recycling
operation she’d come across before. “1 hope thisisn’'t amistake.”

He raised his gaze to the corner of the gate. “Smile for the camera, Ms. Dixon.”

Dixon. She hadn’'t used that alias in years. Which meant Carson didn’t trust Sebastian
with her real identity. Why?

Her curiosity got the best of her, and Ivy directed her attention to the surveillance
camera mounted overhead. The gate snapped open without being touched, and
Carson pushed inside. Remote locks. The spotlight died out the moment she followed
after, leaving white spots across her vision. Disorientation acted as an operative’s best
friend, and whoever the hell wasinside knew it.

lvy itched to unholster her weapon, but a move like that would put both her and
Carson in danger before they’ d gotten the information they needed. She followed her
partner’s lead, Max trailing a few steps behind. Only a few dimmed lights punctured
into the overhang of the main building lit their way. Multiple rows of cars—every



make and model—had been arranged in rows as far as the eye could see, and she
couldn’'t help but wonder ifSangre por Sangrehad utilized their pick of illegal VINSs
over the years. Perhaps switched out a few license plates. “I hope you know what
you're doing, Rojas.”

The back of the property rose into somewhat of a hill and showcased additional
vehicles parked facing toward them, adding strain to her already-tight muscles.

“That’s far enough, Rojas,” a voice said from the shadows clinging to the warehouse.
“You know the drill. Weapons, please.”

Carson slowed, then pulled to a stop at a side door to the building. Unholstering his
sidearm, he spread his arms wide before tossing the weapon afew feet ahead of them.
“l comein peace.”

“Does she?’ avoice asked from the dark.

An invisible pool of dread leaked into her gut. There was no way in hell she was
giving up her weapon. Not to a man tied to the very organization who'd killed
innocent people for profit and domination.

Putting her in his sights, Carson nodded at her sidearm. “He won't talk to us unless
we're unarmed.”

“Then | guessthiswas al awaste of time.” Ivy searched the darkness for a shape, an
outline, for any evidence they weren’'t walking straight into a cartel ambush. One
hand on the butt of her weapon. The weight of Carson’s gaze remained on her in
expectation, but she wouldn’'t budge. Not for the slim chance of getting what they
came for. There had to be another way.

Carson lowered his arms, turning to face her. In an instant, he'd closed the distance



between them, each footstep punctuated with the groan of wet gravel and dirt. He
dlipped his palm over the back of her hand set against her sidearm. “For Dr. Piel.”

Three words. That was al it took for her to release her hold. To give up her only
protection. Because the truth was |vy owed Nafessa Piel whatever it took to bring her
killer to justice. Months of conversations, of shared meals, of invites into personal
spaces. Thousands of texts and emails. For thefirst time—possibly since she’d been
ten years old—she' d had a friend. Someone who wasn't scared of her murderous past
or holding a persona agenda. It didn’t matter Socorro’s physician might have had a
connection to the cartel. Ivy didn’t care. This killer—the man who'd targeted four
women—used those victims as a warning to those wanting to leave the cartel behind.
Which meant it was possible Nafessa wanted to leave the cartel behind. She’ d wanted
out.

Ivy’s hands shook as Carson drew her weapon from her shoulder holster, tossing it
beside his before turning back to the owner of that mysterious voice. Disorientation.
Vulnerability. These were the attributes of someone who liked to be in power. In
control. But lvy wouldn’t givein.

“That’s better.” Movement registered near the building, but the moon’s light wasn't
strong enough to reach into those dark places, leaving Ivy blind. “Now, to what do |
owe thisvisit from my old friend?’

As though Carson Lang had never existed, Dominic Rojas took shape in her partner’s
features. Harder, more intimidating, stronger. The kind of man who used that strength
to overpower others. It was an impossible—almost supernatural—shift that left her
cold. “I’m calling in my debt, Sebastian.”

“l see.” Gravel crunched beneath heavy footsteps as Sebastian moved to the edge
between light and dark. Though Ivy still couldn’t see his face, the gun aimed at her
and Carson was perfectly clear. “In that case, come onin.”



“Te voy a matar.”l’ll kill you for this.His Spanish had gone rusty in the years he'd
chosen to speak his mother’ s language of origin, but the message was perfectly clear.
Sebastian would pay for this. Every defense Carson owned shot into the forefront of
his mind as he raised his hands, paims forward. He maneuvered in front of Ivy. “We
had adeal.”

Max growled low in her throat, ready for the command to strike, and Carson was
amost ready to giveit.

“And yet you brought Socorro’s CEO straight to my door,mi amigo. Did you
honestly believe | wouldn’t recognize the woman responsible forSangre por Sangre's
destruction?’ Sebastian kept his face in shadow, using the warehouse behind him as
an added layer of protection. “Because of her, our brothers and sisters are six feet
underground.”

He had a decision to make, a split-second reaction that would either get him and vy
killed or give her a chance to walk away. Carson turned on lvy, advancing with every
pound he had on her. “Is that so? You told me your name was Christine Dixon, and
you sure as hell didn’'t say anything about being involved with Socorro Security.”

Ivy notched her chin higher, but there wasn’t an ounce of confusion in her expression.
She was good at this. Had trained him well in their too-short time together as
partners. “Would you have brought me hereif | had?’

He reached for her. Secured a hand around her neck and pulled her into his chest. Not
in the least bit hurting her. It was all for show. A way for them to get out of this alive
together. Her hands latched around his wrists, her thumb directly over the thinnest
section of skin. His pulse skyrocketed as he tried to find a way to get her out of here.
“I don’t like being lied to.”



Carson cut his gaze toward the back of the property, where the lights from the
warehouse didn’'t reach so easily. She was going to have to run.

“I'll send you an apology card.” Her shoulders tensed. A split second before she
rammed her knee into the top of histhigh.

Pain lightninged down his leg, but it was nothing compared to the real thing of taking
astrike to the groin. He released his hold on her neck and hit the ground. Ivy took off,
kicking up gravel and wet dirt behind her.

A gunshot exploded from behind as Sebastian attempted to stop her from escaping.
The bullet ricocheted off the nearest vehicle with a spark. Missing his partner.
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Max shifted on al four legs. Her bark echoed off the cars surrounding them as Carson
got his bearings. The junkyard stretched severa acres in each direction. With any
number of hiding places. She just had to disappear until he could neutralize the threat
himself.” Pass auf!” Sebastian didn’t speak German. There was no way he'd be able to
understand the command for Max to protect Ivy.

The K-9 bolted straight ahead and into the dark. She would do whatever it took to
keep Ivy safe. “ Split up. She can’t get far without aweapon,” he said to Sebastian.

In reality, Ivy’s survival training had readied her to thrive in the worst circumstances.
It was her way of protecting herself, of being prepared for any situation and coming
out on top, and she'd ensured each and every single one of her operatives could do
the same. Including Dr. Pidl.

“You find her, bring her to me. She’s mine. Understand? Those Socorro sons of
bitches are going to pay for what they’ve done.” Sebastian split off to the left as
Carson followed after Max.

“We'll see about that.” His boots suctioned into soggy dirt as the land failed to soak
up the last of the winter rainstorms. The ground had acclimated to extreme dryness
over the decades. A single storm could wash out roads, flood towns and trigger
mudslides without warning.

He shouldn’'t have brought her here. Ivy was out here, forced into a position of self-
defense because of him, but there was no point in shaming himself now. There was
no way in hell Sebastian would give him the intel they needed now. Not unless Ivy
was dead at his feet.



Carson maneuvered through the maze of vehicles, keeping low and moving fast. He
searched each one, but Ivy had taken thisgame of hide-and-seek serioudly. A low
whine called to him from the right, four rows from the warehouse, and he picked up
the pace.

Max’s tail set a new speed record as he approached. She danced in excitement of
seeing him and to show off her expert skills of protecting the woman at her back.

“How’s the leg?’ Ivy pressed one side of her body into the rusted-out sedan she'd
taken cover behind. Mud caked up her shins and covered her boots, most likely
leaving atrail straight to her. It was going to take them working together to get out of
this mess,

“I'll live. Thanks for not going for the full monty.” Carson struggled to catch his
breath as he surveyed the junkyard. Cars stood as silent soldiers all in line, ready to
serve. No movement between them, but the moon had disappeared behind a cloud
overhead, and his vision had yet to adjust.

“Can’t have you slowing me down, can 1?" She leaned back to get a view over the
rear end of the vehicle. “Where' syour friend?’

“South side of the lot. | can give you a head start, but I’'m going to have to sell my
part.” Carson turned on his heels, staying low enough to avoid drawing attention.
“1’m sorry about this, Ivy. | failed to account for the cartel recognizing your face.”

“It's not your fault I've got such a pretty face. This is God-given.” Her attempt to
lighten the tension closing in worked, but it didn’'t last long. The cars in this lot
weren't stacked on top of each other. Any move on their part would give away their
location. “ Still think Sebastian will give us the information we came for?’

“Aslong as we put you in the position of power.” He scratched at Max’s head to get



her to settle down. “Until we have every last soldier and contact inSangre por
Sangrein custody or buried,I’m not sure it's smart to risk my cover. Including Dr.
Piel’skiller.”

“What if we just ask for hisidentity nicely?’ she asked.

“Sure. Let me know how that goes.” He caught movement out of the corner of his
eye. A mere two rows to their left. Damn it. Carson reached for his weapon, but he'd
left their sidearms where he'd tossed them. “Think you can get to your gun if |
distract him?’

“Thismud isn't very forgiving.” She hiked onto her heels, bracing both hands against
the sedan. The car wobbled and groaned under the leverage, and he realized all four
wheels had been scavenged. The metal body had been suspended by blocks. “But |
can makeit.”

They had to try. Carson wrapped one hand around her arm and pulled her in. Not
unlike when he' d crushed her against his chest a few minutes ago. Only thistime, his
mouth came down on hers. This kiss was quick and desperate, but it was enough to
reenergize his nervous system and keep his head in the game. “Take Max. I'll draw
him away. Be careful .”

Ivy rolled her lips between her teeth in the dim light given off by the moon above.
“You, too.”

He crouched low and headed farther back in the lot, the opposite direction of Ivy and
Max. Thiswould work. It had to work. Because losing her once had nearly killed him
and had taken one of his kidneys. He wouldn’t recover if something happened to her
again. His breathing shallowed as he tried to listen for squelching footsteps, but there
was nothing. No sign of Sebastian. No gunshots. No insect noises coming from the
desert spanning out on every side of the junkyard.



Everything had gone dead silent.

A barrel of agun pressed into the back of his head.

Carson froze.

“1 knew there had to be someone on the inside. It was the only explanation for how
Socorro and the feds managed to find us time and time again.” Sebastian’s voice no
longer held that mentor quality Carson had associated with him. Instead, this was the
cartel soldier who would do whatever it took to survive. “On your feet, Rojas.”

Without aweapon of his own, Carson didn’t have a choice. He failed to catch sight of
vy or Max as he shoved upward. There was a part of him he’d had to hide from her
these past two days. A monster he'd fed with every innocent life taken and order
fulfilled within the cartel. It clawed to the surface now, changing him, pushing out all
emotion and feeling. “Call me dirty one moretime, and I'll feed you that gun,amigo.”

He didn’t give Sebastian a chance to counter. Dodging to one side, Carson grabbed
for the gun, ripped it from the man’s hand and took aim. All in the span of a blink of
an eye. “Thisright here? Thisis what those Socorro dogs want. For us to turn on each
other, but we're smarter than that.”

He relaxed both hands around the weapon.

“These people have driven us out of our homes and into the ground. They’'ve
destroyed our futures, ourfamiliaand murdered our friends.” Carson offered the
weapon back. “Don’'t play into their mind games. Don’t give them what they want.”

A smile creased Sebastian’s mouth, one of pride, as he accepted his weapon. “You
always were my favorite, Dominic. Out of all my soldiers, | knew you had a bright
future inSangre por Sangre. Come.” His mentor navigated down the row of cars,



toward the gate blocking Carson’s SUV. “Thegringaisn’t going anywhere.”

He scoured the visible layout of the junkyard for any sign of lvy, but all had gone
still. A sick knot twisted in his gut. “What do you mean she isn’t going anywhere?’
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Sebastian waved the gun over his shoulder. “Y ou think thisis how | wanted to spend
my retirement? In a junkyard? No, no, no. This place isn’t one of the fancy safe
houses the lieutenants run to.” The cartel soldier lowered his voice, slowed his pace.
As though they were approaching a cornered animal. “ These cars are part of a maze.
They funnel trespassers right where | want them. Like a spider catching a fly in her
web.”

A bark echoed through the property. Then another. Though Carson didn’t have eyes
on Max’slocation or Ivy, he forced himself to remain.

Sebastian brought him to the edge of a dark expanse of dirt tucked between two rows
of vehicles. No. Not dirt. A massive hole nearly invisible at this time of night.

And there at the bottom lay his partner. Unconscious. Unmoving. Max circled around
vy’ s body, staring up at him for help.

“This is whereel jefesent his enemies to be questioned and die.” Sebastian smiled,
proud of his accomplishment, before turning back to Ivy at the bottom of the hole.

“He sent them to me.”

Carson didn’t have a chance to process what Sebastian meant as his recruiter shoved
him forward. The ground rushed to meet him. Too fast. And the world went black.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Something grimy coated the inside of her mouth.



Her pulse pounded at the back of her head as she tried to bring herself back into
consciousness, but the delirium of sleep worked to drag her back down. There was no
pain there. No pounding in her ankle. No headache.

Warmth framed her jaw, turning her face this way and that. Too easily. As though she
were nothing but a rag doll. “Come now,senorita. I1t's no fun if you're not awake for
this next part.”

Next part? What was the next part?

vy put everything she had into forcing her eyes open. But the world seemed to have
turned upside down while she’' d been asleep. Not asleep. Knocked out. The outline of
a man shifted in front of her, letting her brain first take in the position of her body.
Gravity pulled on her every muscle, pain igniting in her feet. Like they’d fallen
asleep. No. Like the blood supply had been cut off.

She dragged her chin to her chest, a feat in and of itself. Upside down. A prickling
took hold in her fingers. Her hands had been tied behind her back. With a zip tie,
from what she could feel.

“Ah, there we are.” The man in front of her took his seat. Though she couldn’t pick
out any distinguishing features with the lighting so low. Little of her surroundings
were distinguishable, but he seemed to be avoiding showing his face altogether.
“That’ s better, don’t you think?’

His voice grated against her nerves. The kind of voice that visited in nightmares.
Gravelly but calm at the same time. Low and threatening.

vy pulled at the zip ties binding her wrists at her lower back. She'd trained her
operatives to beat such flimsy safeguards. It wouldn't take much to break through the
thin plastic, but the angle had to be right. Upside down was not a good angle.



“Where...?

Snippets of memory—of running for the gate of the junkyard—pieced together as
slowly as the puzzle she’ d been working on since Christmas. She and Max had gotten
sights on the gate. They’d run while Carson intercepted Sebastian. Then...inky
blackness.

A hole. Her stomach lurched as she recalled the sensation of falling. She’d landed
feetfirst, but her right foot had made contact with a rock protruding from the basin.
Her ankle had shot one way while her foot had gone the other before her head had
collided with another rock jutting out from the side of the dirt wall. And Max...
Where was Max? Where was Carson? “Wheream |7’

“Does it matter?’ Her captor shifted in his chair, but there was a hint of resistance in
the movement. As though his body were fighting against him. She hadn’t been able to
estimate his age without looking at his face directly, but the thin, papery skin along
the backs of his hands said older rather than younger. Crusted jeans were stained with
what looked like oil and grease, but from what little light illuminated the room, she
noted perfectly clean, trimmed nails.

Not the mechanic he wanted her to believe he was.

Interlacing his hands against his low belly, Sebastian waited. It was an interrogation
technique. Silence created pressure to fill the void. Lawyers, law enforcement and her
own operatives used it as a weapon, but vy was conscious enough to recognize it
forwhat it was: establishing power. He wanted her to believe he was in control. That
the only way out of this was to comply, but she’d been through worse. Had survived
worse. And he sure as hell would have to try alot harder to get anything out of her.

Sebastian reached for something off to one side, pulling a sidearm into view. Her
sidearm. “No wallet or keys in your possession. Just a gun, a little pocketknife and a



lie about who you are. You failed to realize | knew exactly who you were before you
showed up at my gate.”

“Then why let me in? Why go through this whole charade?’ Ivy tried to take in the
rest of the room. Find any potential objects that could be used as a weapon. But
despite what her brain wanted this place to be, she couldn’t pick out equipment, tools
or machinery relating to a junkyard warehouse. No. This place, this room, was
something far more dangerous. Unique.

“To cut the head off the snake.” Sebastian detached the gun’s magazine from the
main frame, seemingly counting the bullets lined up like little soldiers inside. “You
and your private military contractors have tornSangre por Sangrelimb from limb.
Y ou've hunted us, stolen from us, murdered us.”

“Yes. Well, I'm so sorry about stopping your lieutenants from slaughtering thousands
of innocent lives so you can push your drugs, steal their women and children and
make a profit off other people’s misery.” Pure vitriol spread through her at the
thought of al the damage the cartel had inflicted. All the hatred they’d created. The
families they’d torn apart and the homes they’d destroyed. Raids, explosions,
underage recruitment. Socorro had saved lives, and now he was going to try to
convince her she was the bad guy?“1 won’t do it again. Promise.”

Sebastian’s low laugh brushed against a buried part of her memory. As though she'd
heard it before. Except that was impossible. Running Socorro kept her out of the
field, and there hadn't been a single instance in whichSangre por
Sangrehadsucceeded in getting past her security measures. “I can see why Dominic
likes you so much. Why he couldn’t kill you himself.”

Carson. Her heart jumped into her throat. Nothing in her peripheral vision suggested
Carson or Max had been invited to this little party. The lack of windows in this place
kept her from deducing how long she’'d been unconscious, but her internal hunger



cues gave a few clues. Not enough time for her insides to start eating themselves.
Couple of hours. Maybe less. Which meant they had to be somewhere €else.
Somewhere within the warehouse or on the property. Sebastian wouldn’t have had
time to dispose of their bodies and conduct this worthless interview.

The cartel soldier shifted forward, dark hair coming into view as he stood. Heavy
footfalls seemed to echo through her with each connection to the cement floor.
Sebastian circled to one side, just out of reach. “I imagine you're the reason for my
protégé's recent lack of commitment to the operation. Why he's been
S0...distracted.”

“What can | say? I’m in very high demand.” vy took the opportunity of being out of
his direct sight to study the apparatus keeping her hoisted above the floor. While
Sebastian had secured her hands with zip ties, he’d doubled up on chains around her
ankles, hanging her from an oversize metal hook used to tow vehicles. And
considering Carson most likely hadn't helped secure her for the impending torture
coming her way, Sebastian would have needed to lift her in place himself. Meaning
he wasn't asinvalid as he wanted her to believe.

A fist rocketed into the side of her face.
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Lightning exploded behind her eyes. Her teeth cut into the soft tissues of her mouth
and forced blood to the surface. Momentum swung her body away from her attacker.
Sebastian caught her before the pendulum could be completed, and a visceral stain of
evil leached through her clothing and deep into bone from histouch alone. “Why
don’t you tell me what you managed to get out of Dominic, eh? What was your end
goa?”’

“If | told you that, I’d have to cut this conversation short.” vy struggled to breathe
through the blood clogging her airway. “And we just started to get to know each
other.”

Another strike spun her a full one hundred and eighty degrees. Only this time, one of
her back teeth dislodged. Her face pulsed in anger. The adrenaline that had numbed
the area was aready dissipating, and pain moved in to replace it. Her vision wavered.
She fisted her hands in an attempt to stay conscious, but there were no guarantees.

Searing pain spread across her scalp as Sebastian pulled her head back by her hair.
Exposing her throat. A small blade pricked at the thin skin there as he got close
enough to whisper in her ear. “You know, I’ve seen a pocketknife like this before. A
few years ago now. You don't realize how very sharp they are until someone stabs
you with it.”

Warning pooled in her gut.
“1 know why you came here, Agent Bardot.” Puffs of air tickled her ear and triggered

a shiver, but she wouldn't let him see the effect he had on her. That his proximity had
on her. “I know you’'ve been searching for me al this time. That I’m the one who



haunts your dreams and influenced every decision you' ve ever made in the past two
years. You built Socorro to protect yourself from me, but where is your team now?
Hmm?’

AgentBardot. NotMs.

Ice coursed through her veins as that voice took its rightful place in her memory.
There was areason it had felt so familiar, why he'd tried to hide hisidentity.

Sebastian moved into her line of view, fully exposing his face in the light, and her
insides knotted tight.

“You.” All this time, Carson had been tasked to uncover the identity of the man
who'd killed three women from withinSangre por Sangre. And the son of a bitch had
been in front of him the entire time. Though it wasn't clear until this
moment—hanging upside down from her ankles with blood trailing into her
hairline—that Carson hadn’t set eyes on the man who'd nearly killed her.

That night, those memories she’'d tried to bury, flooded through her mind in a rush
that stole her breath. Of waking in a basement not unlike this room, of feeling the
killer's hands on her. Of knowing there was a possibility she would die, that she'd
never see her partner again. In an instant, lvy was right back in that position.
Vulnerable, helpless. It was all too much of a reminder of those nights her stepfather
had drunk too much and exerted his power over her mother with flying fists, hard
shoves and broken bones.

Until she hadn’t been able to take it anymore.

vy saw herself in her mind’s eye pulling her stepdad’s gun from his nightstand as a
ten-year-old. She saw herself fisting her pocketknife in that basement two years ago.



And in this moment, she saw herself snapping through the zip tie binding her wrists
and ending this for good.

“That’s right,senorita. Me.” Sebastian released his hold on her hair, letting the blade
of her own pocketknife cut through the first layer of skin at her neck. “You and | have
some unfinished business to attend to.”

All he couldhear was barking.

Incessant and sharp and panicked.

Carson felt as though an elephant was sitting on his chest, ready to crush him to
death. He tried to reorient himself, but he couldn’t seem to get his body to obey. The
last memory—of falling, of being shoved, of trying to avoid landing on Ivy—took
center stage.

Sebastian. That son of a bitch had captured vy and Max. And now... Now Carson
didn’t know what had happened to his partner. Though from the sound of it, Max
wasn't too far away. Her barks cleared the haze from his head second by second.

He tried to bring his head up. Too fast. His forehead collided with something metal
and large. Lightning exploded behind his eyes, and he fell back. Cement smacked
against the back of his skull. If he hadn’t sustained a concussion from the fall into a
dark hole in the middle of a salvage yard, he sure as hell had now.

His next inhalation caught hints of motor oil, gasoline and rust. His chest seemed to
fill any available space, but it was too dark to get a sense of his situation. It was like
he’' d been sandwiched between two oversize forces. Carson maneuvered his hands at
his sides. His weapon had been taken from him. Sebastian hadn’t wanted to take any



chances of him shooting his way out of...whatever this place was. Not a surprise but
still a disappointment. He'd been positioned on his back. Cement beneath him had
been sealed. Most likely afloor. Inside the warehouse? He couldn’t be sure yet.

Another round of barking pierced into awareness.

“Max?" Carson’s vision adjusted the longer he focused, but there was still too much
unknown for him to create a strategy to get out. Her responding whine confirmed
what he needed to know. She was alive. She was okay. “Good girl.”

He managed to get his elbows into his rib cage and feel the wall hoisted above him.
He followed the curves of what felt like car parts. Only there was something distorted
about their shape. As though they’d been crushed. Burned crust flaked off and fell
into his eyes, nose and mouth. He spit at the chemical bite, but there was nothing that
could get rid of the taste of asphalt and heat. “Damn it.”

Sebastian had pinned him beneath a crushed car somehow.

The narrow cavity giving him enough space to keep breathing must've been
maintained by one of the hoists. Though the son of a bitch had set it on the lowest
level. Without the vehicle s tires, there was no room to navigate an escape.

He was trapped.

An animal-like scream escaped his chest as Carson shoved against the vehicle
balanced above him with everything he had. It echoed off the warehouse walls but
failed to change anything. He needed to get out of here. He needed to locate Ivy.

He' d brought her here to ease the pressure of this investigation, to give her hope the
past two years hadn’t been for nothing. But all he'd managed to do was make things
worse. He'd trusted the wrong person, and now she would be the one to pay for his



mistake.
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Carson braced both palms against the underside of the car. The muscles in his neck
and shoulders strained against the weight of the vehicle. There was no moving it. Not
on hisown. “Come on!”

There was no telling what Sebastian would do to Ivy. How much pain he would
inflict. Or if the bastard would just kill her for her connection to Socorro.

Max’ s barking seared his nerves with every protest. Until it was al he could focus on.
His heart rate ratcheted into his throat as he released his hold on the vehicle above.
He couldn’t lose Ivy. Not after everything they’d fought for. Not after what they’d
survived. They’d sacrificed too much to only come this far and get nothing in reward.
He didn't want to imagine all the ways Sebastian was punishing her for her crimes
against the cartel, but he couldn’t stop the thoughts either.

He' d taken this assignment to do something good with his life. To earn the kidneys
both his mother and Ivy had donated to save his life. But what had he readly
accomplished? What did he have to show for it? There was no end to the amount of
eviland violence he and Ivy took on every day, and no matter how hard he fought, it
felt as though every step forward was ripped out from underneath him. He'd given up
his friends, what little remained of hisfamily, hislife. All he had left was lvy.

“And Max.” Carson shifted his body weight to one side of the cavity stabilizing the
hoist. There wasn't enough room for him to roll. He had to leverage his heels and
palms into the floor and slide. Dim light bled through the gaps between the crushed
vehicle and the platform meant to support the tires. He could make out movement
through the holes. “Max.”



Stillness followed her gruff response.

More details came into focus the longer he forced his brain to account for the
obstaclesin his vision. He could just make out the K-9's paws if he concentrated hard
enough. “Come here.”

Max took a few steps forward but was prevented from making it to his position.
Which meant Sebastian had most likely tied her to something in the shop. Only
Carson couldn’t tell with what. There was a difference between a chain and a section
of rope. She whined about not being able to fulfill her orders. “It’s okay. We're going
to get out of here. We're going to find your mom. | promise.”

Though how he was going to do any of that still hadn’t made itself clear. Either way,
he wouldn’t give up. Not on them. Not on their future. One they’ d earned through the
countless hours of blood, sweat and tears. Of losses on both sides and the hurt they’'d
inflicted. On victims who hadn’t been given the justice they deserved. Because he
believed in them. Him and lvy. These past two years had been about doing what they
each thought was best to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves, but no future
was worth not having her in it.

Carson angled his head in a way to give him a better view of whatever had been tied
around Max’s collar. An earthquake-sized relief rocked through him. Rope. He and
Max had trainedfor thisin the times they weren't assigned perimeter security or guard
duty. It had taken up silent hours waiting until the next Socorro raid, and he' d never
been more grateful for those hours now. “Max,packen.” Bite.

The German shepherd stared at him as though trying to decipher if a crushed car was
the one giving her the order. Carson fit his finger through one of the gaps in the

metal .“ Packen.”

His K-9 partner took the command to heart, turning on the section of rope securing



her to something out of sight. She clamped down on the twine and got to work.
Within minutes, Max had chewed through the rope and gained her freedom. A few
feet of rope still remained tied to her collar, but she didn’t seem to mind. Charging for
his position, she put some bounce in her step. Showing off. She pressed her nose
against his exposed finger.

“Good girl. Good girl. I’'m getting you the largest steak | can find as soon as we get
out of this place.” Carson rubbed at her nose, but the affection fell short. “Okay. We
need to find the controls to get this thing off of me.”

How the hell he was going to manage that in his current position, he didn’t know, but
Max was smart, and he'd prepared her for anything. He didn’t have a whole lot of
knowledge when it came to mechanic shops and salvage yards, but there had to be a
button or lever that would lift the vehicle.” Knopf.” Button.

Max sniffed at his finger for a few more seconds, then pulled back. Out of sight. Her
nails clicked against the cracking cement. Strong at first, then less so. A rise of panic
coated Carson’s throat, but as long as he was trapped here, Max wouldn’t leave. It
wasn't in her nature to abandon the people she loved.

“What do you see, Max?’ He tried to maneuver farther down the cavity, but the angle
of the tire platform dropped off toward his feet, and his toes hit the underside of the
vehicle.“ Knopf?’

No answer. No sound of her nails on the floor.

“Max?’ he asked.

The car jolted above him.

His nerves spiked into dangerous territory. Carson braced for the potential of the two-



ton vehicle to drop directly on him, but nothing happened for a series of seconds.
The car shifted again. This time increasing the light coming in through the gaps
between the hunk of metal and the hoist. It was moving upward. A laugh clawed

through Carson'’s chest. “Max,knopf!”

A mechanical groan filled his ears, and the car lifted higher. It cleared the platform,
but there still wasn’t enough room for him to squeeze through. Not yet. “Keep going,
baby.” Another round of moaning raised the oversize paperweight higher.

The hoist continued its upward ascent. Any mechanic would' ve spotted the signs the

weight had been unevenly distributed and stopped, but he couldn’t expect that from a
German shepherd.

The vehicle had started tipping toward him. Off-balance.

But there still wasn't enough space between the bottom of the car and the tire
platform for him to escape. Carson didn’t have a choice. He had to move. Now.

He kept his attention locked on the unbalanced vehicle as he hauled himself over the
brim of the cavity holding him hostage.

Carson hit the cement floor, free of his makeshift prison.

Just as the vehicle dropped.

Two thousand—plus pounds of metal screeched from the impact. In the exact same
location as he' d been held hostage. Shattered glass escaped the confines of the car’s

shell and skimmed across the floor to his position.

Max’s bark called to him from the back of the hoist. He scrambled to his feet, out of



breath and in one piece. Because of his K-9 partner. Max nearly knocked him over as
she stretchedonto her hind legs to give her version of a hug. He buried his hands into
her fur. “You' re getting as many steaks as you want tonight.”
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She licked at his face, then sneezed from the amount of crust that covered his skin,
before dropping onto all fours.

“Had | known you were going to kiss me, | would' ve showered first.” He caught
sight of a toolbox splayed open with an array of potential weapons. Sebastian
might’ ve taken his gun, but the son of a bitch wasn’t going to take anything else from
him. Carson collected a heavy wrench capable of a lot of damage if swung hard
enough. “Now, what do you say we go get your mom?’

CHAPTER EIGHT
The crash jolted her awake.

Though she wasn’t entirely sure she'd fallen asleep as Sebastian—if that was his redl
name—fed into his own desperation for answers. Where was her team? Where would
they strike next? Had they learned about this location? Her body hurt. Every inch.
Blood dripped from her hair onto the floor below, staining the cement.

A bark reached through the haze closing in around vy’ s awareness. Through the seal
her brain had created to protect itself. She knew that bark.

“I never liked that dog.” Sebastian stepped into view, her pocketknife in hand. Coated
with her blood.

“She’s a...good judge of character.” She'd lost count of how many lacerations he'd
cut into her arms, legs and stomach. Nothing vital. He knew what he was doing, how
to bleed her to death without so much as raising her body’ s alarm systems until it was



too late. Her mouth felt full. Asthough she' d attempted to swallow a handful of bees.
Adrenaline had left the party a while ago. She couldn’t count on it to get her out of
this as she had so many times before. Adrenaline didn’t consider logic or others. It
was pure survival. Her arms ached as she attempted to break through the zip ties one
more time. In vain. The angle was wrong. Not enough force.

“Don’'t go anywhere. We're not finished.” He flipped the pocketknife to face down in
his palm and stabbed it into thedrywall near a door she hadn’t noticed until then. In a
single breath, her abductor—her torturer—was gone.

A dliver of hope that had no business sparking lit up inside of her. The crash. She
wasn't sure of the source, but given Max was alive, Ivy was willing to bet Carson
was, too. That he'd been the one to cause the disruption of Sebastian’s latest
masterpiece. Ivy struggled against gravity and exhaustion to duck her chin into her
chest. There wasn’t much she could do in the way of getting her hands around her
feet for better access.

But there was another way.

She forced air into her lungs, then breathed out harder than necessary. It had been
years since she' d dislocated her shoulder, courtesy of her stepfather, but old wounds
never really healed right. There was a chance this could work. If she was willing to
endure just a little longer. For Carson. For Max. For the family she'd created in a
world full of nothing but brutality and betrayal. Ivy clamped her back teeth together,
stretching her bound wrists toward the floor.

Theidea of inflicting pain on herself when she’'d intentionally built Socorro to protect
her and others from going through what she had as a child gripped her hard. But the

possibility of losing everything—nher partner, her team, her dog—nhurt so much more.

“One.” Her stomach protested the pain coming. “Two.” She bounced her straightened



armsto get afeel for the momentum needed. “ Three.”

She put everything she had into disconnecting her right shoulder. The muscles
screamed as they twisted in the entirely wrong direction. Inky blackness encroached
into the edges of her vision, but she had to hang on. She had to keep going. Her wrists
followed the path of the zip tie as she brought them forward. Every breath helped
ease the pain, but her body had hit awall. It couldn’t take much more.

vy fought through the drowning sensation pulling her into unconsciousness. If she
blacked out now, Sebastian would have free rein to kill her and everyone she loved.
There would be no one to stop him. No. She couldn’t give in. No matter how much
she wanted to. She'd survived before. She coul d—she would—do it again.

Reaching for her feet, she attempted to curl her upper body forward. But the
lacerations across her midsection only slowed her down. She fell back and let the
relief take hold. Just for a moment. There was a chance she’'d never be able to lift a
weapon with her damaged arm, but for now, all she needed it to do was get her closer
to the tow hook holding her hostage. Ivy tried again. A groan backed up in her throat
as her fingertips brushed the end of the hook.

“Closer.” She collapsed again. The room swirled in her vision as she released the air
she hadn’t realized she' d been holding on to. Time seemed to dlip through her fingers
without any effort. Seconds, minutes, an hour. She wasn't sure how long she hung
there. The rhythmic patter of blood dripping onto the floor kept in time with the pulse
thudding in her throat. Thiswasn’'t how it was supposed to end.

She pried her eyes open.
And stared straight into the face of a dead man. Asreal as Sebastian, as Carson, asthe

operatives on her team. He hadn’t aged a day despite twenty-seven years since she'd
seen him.



“What did | alwaystell you, Ives?’ her stepfather said. “Y ou're not strong enough to
beat me.”

“You're not real.” The words slurred due to the swelling in her face and lips. “You're
not here.”

His sneer pooled dread at the base of her spine. It was that same sneer he'd given her
when he'd dared her to pull the trigger that night. Right before he'd lunged at her to
take the gun. She’'d shot him at just ten years old, scared, desperate tohelp her mother,
to keep him from killing them both. Then she'd shot him again. He'd dropped to the
floor right there in the entryway of their small Jacksonville house, hand to his chest.
And she’'d stood over him, watching. Waiting for him to take his last breath. Her
mother had called the paramedics with a broken arm and two missing teeth, and the
EMTs had somehow kept him alive. Only he'd never come home after leaving the
hospital. He was still out there. Still haunting her memories, her nightmares.

“You're a coward, Ives. Same as you've always been.” Her stepfather moved in
closer. So close, she could almost smell that sickening scent of his aftershave. “Y ou
think you' re protecting people, but the truth is, you're just protecting yourself. Like a
child. All you ever cared about was yourself, what you wanted. That’s why you shot
me. It wasn't to protect your mama. Look what happened to her after that night.”

“No.” Tears burned in her eyes, giving away the echoing feelings of helplessness
when faced with this particular threat. She didn’t want to think about that. About how
after the incident her mother hadn’t been able to find ajob, how she hadn’t been able
to put food on the table and then just gave up trying. Life had beaten her mother
down long after her stepfather had gone, had stolen any glimpse of hope. Until there
was nothing left but drugs, arevolving door of men and afinal overdose.

“She died because of you. You know that, right?’ His words surfaced and took shape
from within; they’d followed her through high school, college, into the FBI, and were



controlling her now. “If you hadn’'t shot me, she'd still be here. You're pathetic, Ivy
Bardot. Y ou’re nothing. Y ou can’t save anyone. Y ou can’t even save yourself.”

“Stop.” Tears mixed with blood across her face. The image—the hallucination—of
her stepfather waned. Y ears of building her personal armor, of becoming the woman
she was, seemed todisintegrate at the accusations living in her head. vy shook her
head as though it would make him go away. “It’s not true.”

The thing that made everything not so bad was knowing, sooner or later, | was
coming home to you.Carson’s words cut through the self-hatred and worked to repair
the damage done to her heart. They burned through her, cleansing and clarifying. Ivy
set her attention on the figment of her imagination. Carson was out there right now.
Fighting to survive. Fighting for her. Just as he'd done during their last case together.
They were still here because they’d refused to give up on one another. And she
wasn't going to let the past stand in the way now.

“You're wrong.” Confidence replenished some of the strength she'd lost since
coming to this hellhole. “I was a child, asshole. Everything that happened in our
family was the responsibility of two adults who should’' ve made better choices.”

Anger creased her stepfather’s expression. He reached for her, but Ivy thrust herself
upward with everything she had left. Her fingers latched on to the tow hook. She
gripped the cold steel with force enough to crush a diamond, hauling her bound
ankles over the lip of the hook. Just as quickly, her strength gave out. She hit the
floor, her legs collapsing out from under her. It was enough. She was free.
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Her stepfather had returned to the small space in her head where she'd buried the
memories of him. At least he’'d been good for something after all this time. She
managed to untangle her ankles from the rope, but the filaments of torn muscle in her
shoulder wouldn’t like what came next. Hiking her hands above her head, she
slammed them down against her thighs with as much force as she could muster. The
zip tie broke. Setting sights on the door, she fought through the dizziness closing in
and locked on her pocketknife stabbed into the drywall there. “That’s mine.”

Crusted blood stained the handle and blade, but it would be enough in the coming
fight. Because this wasn't over. Throwing open the door, Ivy stepped out into a black
expanse of warehouse. Her ankle ached under her full weight, but she couldn’t stop
now. She had a family to protect. Every cell in her body homed in on picking up the
threat before it dapped her in the face. A single fluorescent light flickered at her left,
and she scanned for movement.

“You were right, Sebastian.” Her words bounced off the sheet-metal walls, and the
confidence in her voice invigorated her to keep moving. “You and | have unfinished
business.”

No answer. No sign of Max or Carson. It would be easy to panic if she let herself, but
she’'d just conquered one of the demons that kept her up at night. Now it was time to
face the second. Gripping her pocketknife in her nondominant hand, she pressed her
back into the walls of whatever room Sebastian had held her in. “Come out, come
out, wherever you are.”

“Are you sure you want to play this game, little girl?’ Sebastian’s answer felt far
away and yet too close at the same time. “The last time | checked, you weren't cut



out to face me.”

She' d sustained a good amount of injury hung upside down as his personal punching
bag. Her brain could be messing with her, but vy got the feeling her perception
hadn’t changed. Sebastian knew this warehouse better than she or Carson. There were
spaces he'd most likely created to track his enemies, watch them, ambush them. He
wouldn’t be so lucky today. Memories of that voice threatened to slow her down, but
she' d already made up her mind. There was no turning back.

A shadow shifted in her peripheral vision.

She didn’t hesitate. She arced the blade of her undersized weapon.

And hit something soft.

“My pocketknife says otherwise.” lvy fisted Sebastian’s collar and dragged him into
the light. Victory charged through her as pain creased into his face. “This is for

Nafessa Pidl.”

Agony seared through her side. Exposing a thin saw blade where her right kidney
used to be.

“And thisisfor stabbing me two years ago,” he said.

She stumbled back, forced to leave her pocketknife in his shoulder.

And dropped to her knees.

“No!” Carson watchedon as though things unraveled in slow motion.



vy pressed a hand to her side. Then turned her gaze to him down the length of the
maze of in-progress automobiles before going limp. She hit the floor with nothing
more than the sound of afeather landing lightly.

Everything in him froze. His worst nightmare had come to fruition. He'd lost her.
Carson’s bellow filled the entire warehouse.

Sebastian wasn't ready for the rage boiling over inside of him.

Carson raced to close the distance between them. He swung the heavy-duty wrench
with every ounce of control he had left. Sebastian dodged the first attempt but
couldn't avoid the second. Metal connected with bone in a sickening crunch that
would haunt Carson for the rest of his life. The man he’d once considered a mentor
within the cartel—a friend, even—had taken away the only person he had left. There
was no one left to ground him to this life. His father had left when he’d been a kid,;
his mother had died after an infection started eating her from the inside. The FBI
wanted nothing to do with him, and the men and women he'd fought beside on the
battlefield were six feet underground. And now lvy. Taken by the very person he'd
saved from being buried under megatons of rock, cement and steel.

He swung the wrench back for another blow. To end it.

Only Sebastian wasn't ready to accept his fate. The cartel soldier caught Carson’s
wrist, but the wrench’s momentum ripped the tool out of Carson’s hand. It skidded
across the cement and was lost to shadow in an instant.

A fist rocketed into Carson’s face. Once. Twice. Lights exploded behind his eyes, but
it wouldn't slow him down. Sebastian held on to his wrist. Except there was more
than one way to win afight. Carson thrust his forehead into the bastard’ s face.Sangre
por Sangre’ s most fearsome killer fell back, releasing his hold with a groan. Another
fist came at him, and Carson raised both forearms to block it.



“Max,bring!” Retrieve. The K-9 leaped from her hiding place with a sharp protest,
vaulting for Ivy. She'd never had to pull an entire person out of a hostile situation
before, but Carson had his faith placed in her. It was the only way they were all going
to get out of this alive. The German shepherd latched on to Ivy’s boot and started
jerking Ivy out of sight.

“I’m going to cut you and gut you for what you've done, Rojas. You should know
better by now. No one escapesSangre por Sangre.” Sebastian added some distance
between them, swiping the back of his hand beneath his shattered nose.

“What did you just say?’ That phrasing. He'd heard it before. No. He'd read it
before. Carved into the backs of four women, one of whom had been killed a mere
two days ago. But...it wasn't possible. Was it? The man standing in front of
him—who'd served as his recruiter and guided him through the ranks of the
cartel—couldn’t be the same one he' d been searching for all thistime.

“There’'s no saving Agent Bardot. Even if you make it out of here alive, | will hunt
you both for the rest of your lives.” Sebastian’s threats were more growl than words
now. “You will never be safe. Y ou will never have afuture. I’ [l make sure of it.”

Agent Bardot. Not Ivy Bardot of Socorro Security. Sebastian had known Ivy since
before she'd founded her private military contractor operation. But it didn’t matter
what the son of a bitch called her. Every second Carson wasted here was another
second Ivy didn’t have. She’'d been stabbed. He didn't know how badly, but he'd
lived through the experience enough to tell him there was a chance she could bleed
out if he didn’t get to her.

“We've survived worse than you.” Carson kicked out. His heel connected with
Sebastian’ s midsection and sent the cartel soldier straight back into atool bench.

“You have no ideawho | am, do you, boy? What | can do to you and your partner?’



Sebastian grabbed for a section of chain coiled on the surface and whipped the heavy
metal. He was grabbing for anything and everything. Always putting his own survival
first. It was a wonder Carson had gotten this far withinSangre por Sangrewithout
seeing it until now. “You’ ve never known the kind of pain | will bring down on you.”



Page 21

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 2:31 am

Sebastian lashed out with the chain.

The links snapped against Carson’s raised wrist as he attempted to block the strike
and coiled around as tight as a boa constrictor might. Muscles burned as he, in turn,
pulled the chain tighter and brought Sebastian into his personal space.

A fist thrust into hiskidney.

Carson arched backward as the pain lightninged across his back and down into his
legs. Three surgeries—two transplants and a stab wound—should have prepared him
for the pain, but the opposite seemed to be true. One knee hit into the ground.
Sebastian released his hold on the chain. Only to secure it around Carson’s neck in
his next breath.

The metal dug into Carson’s flesh. Pinched his skin between the links as his air
supply lodged in his throat. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Pressure built in his
chest to the pointhe was convinced his lungs might pop. He tried to twist out of the
man’s grip, but Sebastian only held on tighter.

Black waves pierced into his vision. Trying to convince him to give up, to sink into
the gravitational pull of unconsciousness. Carson threaded his fingers around the
chain, but it was no use. Sebastian had the upper hand. He put everything he had into
his heels, kicking back. But the leverage did nothing to relieve the weight of
suffocation.

Sebastian’s hands shook from the effort. The only reminder the cartel recruiter was
human. That he could bleed just as well as Carson. Aslvy.



Max would get her out of the warehouse. She and Ivy were going to make it. His
partner had out-strategized some of the top supervising agents back in the FBI. When
she set the rules, failure wasn’t an option. There was only winning in her book. And
she wouldn’t let something like a stab wound slow her down. Not when there were
potential lives at risk. The partners who'd come before him had seen her as a
narcissist, selfish, someone bent on having control and only concerned with her own
survival. He'd been warned of her intensity, that she tended to mow people
down—rpartners, witnesses, supervising agents—to get her way.

But that wasn't vy at al. Not the real her. Not the woman she' d allowed him to see
underneath that battle armor. Though it had taken both of them nearly dying for
Carson to see the truth. That intensity every one of her former partners had feared had
been built on survival. They’d been right about that. But not hers. She fought for the
victims. For the potential victims. For those who’ d been taken advantage of and those
too scared to stand up for themselves. She fought a war no one else could see to
ensure the evil would never touch them. Hell, he admired her. Wanted to be half as
strong as her.

And he would make sure she got out of thisalive.

Because the cartel wouldn’t stop, and the innocent lives in their path deserved
someone to protect them. They needed her to keep fighting for them. She was all that
mattered.

Carson grabbed for the old man’s forearms with both hands. Sebastian had the upper
hand, the higher ground, but Carson had the strength. He put everything he had into
shoving to hisfeet. Sebastian was forced to adjust his hold.

And Carson took advantage.

He hauled the cartel soldier over his back and slammed the bastard onto the cement in



front of him. Air crushed from Sebastian’s lungs as Carson unraveled the chain from
around his neck. His cough filled the warehouse as his lungs tried to remember how
to breathe. He tossed the length of chain. “You're not strong enough to take her on
alone. No one is. So tell upper management if they want a war, they’ll have it, and
they will lose. Because you have no idea what you' re up against.”

The old man grabbed for his back, rolling onto one side. Giving up the fight.

Carson stepped over the son of a bitch, and exhaustion hit hard. He'd been running
off fumes and adrenaline. A potent combination that only inflicted more damage the
longer he pushed himself. He located the point where Ivy had collapsed, noting the
trail of blood left behind as Max had dragged her out of the building. He had to go.
He had to get her to the hospital. Now.

“You don't get to walk away from this. None of us do.” Sebastian’s voice was the
only warning Carson received as a pipe came down on his shoulder.

The pain exploded through his neck and down his arm, but it wasn’t enough to stop
him from turning on his former mentor. He caught the pipe on Sebastian’s second
attempt and ripped the weapon from the man’s hand. Immediately returning the
attack. The end of the pipe connected with Sebastian’s face, andthe son of a bitch hit
the floor. “Go back into hiding, Sebastian. That’'s the only way you’'re going to get
out of thisalive.”

He tossed the pipe to one side, jogging for the exit. The trail of blood took a right
turn. Headed straight for the nearest door. “Good girl, Max.”

Carson shoved through the barrier and out in the New Mexico sunrise. Cold air
burned down his throat as he sighted the German shepherd struggling to get her
human across the salvage yard gravel. His heart double-timed as he picked up the
pace. “lvy.”



Max released her hold on Ivy, pouncing on all four paws.

He skidded to a stop, kicking up gravel as he hauled Ivy’s upper body away from the
ground. Her head fell back. Swelling blocked out one of her eyes, bruises already
starting across her jaw. But it was the blood that nearly stopped his heart.

Cuts covered her arms, legs and torso. Dozens of them. Something dangerous and
more familiar than he wanted to admit clawed through him, and if Ivy weren't in a
position of bleeding out in his arms, he would go back into that warehouse. He would
make Sebastian pay for what he'd done.

But he didn't have time. vy didn't have time. Carson threaded his arms behind her
shoulders and knees and shoved to stand. Max followed on his heels, her attention
fixed on the woman in his grasp. “I’ ve got you, partner. |’ ve got you.”

CHAPTER NINE

People were dying to get into their graves.

vy wasn't one of them.

Bright fluorescent lighting agitated the migraine somehow behind her eyes and every
other inch of her brain. She wanted to go back to sleep, but the damn rhythmic pulse
on the EKG machine wouldn’t let her. The IV line in the back of her hand itched and
hurt at the same time. And the bedsheets had obviously come straight from hell.

Ugh. She' d been admitted to a hospital.

“You're awake. That's a good sign.” The voice she expected was not the one

speaking to her now. Styled dark hair consumed her attention. Not a single hair out of
place. White coat—physician.
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“l don't know you.” Her heart hurt at the reminder Dr. Piel wouldn’t be the one to
clear her for fieldwork or to go head-to-head with Congress again. Ivy scanned the
room, but there was no sign of her team. No sign of Max. Or Carson.

She didn’t know what to think of that right then. Didn’t really want to think about it.

“No. | expect you wouldn’'t.” Her doctor faced her, his clipboard leveraged against
his lower abdomen. Sharp features built out a handsome face. A little too perfect for
her taste. She'd always been attracted to men who had a little wear on them, alittle
life experience. This one was brand-new. “I'm Dr. Cavill. I'm your attending
physician during your stay here.”

“And where exactly is here?’ lvy tried to sit up, but her body seemed to have other
plans. In the way it screamed at theslightest movement. How her right shoulder
refused to take any weight. She could see out of both eyes. That was comforting. The
swelling she'd sustained from Sebastian’s fist colliding with her face multiple times
had gone down. Which meant she hadn’t just taken a nap in the time she' d passed out
and woken here. It was now most likely days since she and Carson had stepped into a
fight they hadn’t been prepared to handle.

“Alpine Valley.” Dr. Cavill made a note on the clipboard. Presumably in her chart.

“I'm in the clinic.” That explained the sheets. Alpine Valley, while home to amost
two thousand residents, kept a small-time feel with family-owned businesses and a
medical clinic that mostly handled broken bones and people who knew each other’s
names. “Can | get an early checkout?’



“I'm afraid not.” His laugh did nothing to ease her discomfort. “You're lucky to be
alive, Ms. Bardot. You've suffered from multiple blows to the face, dislocated a
shoulder, and we can’t forget about that nasty stab wound in your side. If you still had
akidney, we probably wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Don’t forget the sprained ankle.” Her nerves were ticking higher with every pulse of
that damn machine. She’ d never liked being held against her will. Though she’'d have
to say this was far more preferable than being hung upside down from atow hook and
used as a pifiata. “ Asfor the kidney, someone elseis borrowing it.”

Dr. Cavill set the clipboard on the side table and unwound the stethoscope from
around his neck. Practiced movements. As though done thousands of times. Maybe
he wasn't so brand-new after al. “Yes, I’ veread your medical history.”

Goose pimples spread over her skin as he slipped the cold metal between her shoulder
blades. She tried to keep her breathing steady, but the more she tried to force herself
to relax,the farther away she seemed to get from her goal. “Not sure how you would,
seeing as how that is confidential information.”

“1 contacted your employer when we couldn’t find any next of kin to ask permission
for your history. One of your employees—Cash, | think his name was—was kind
enough to send it over while you were recovering. He's in the lobby with a couple
police officers waiting to take your statement about how you ended up in my clinic.
Along with what | believe is everyone else who works for Socorro.” Dr. Cavill
withdrew his probing and recentered the stethoscope around his neck.

Her team was here?
“1 have to say it's a miracle the damage you sustained wasn't any worse. The dozen

or so lacerations over your body were all relatively surface cuts. We' ve cleaned and
bandaged each one.” The physician picked up his clipboard once again, making



another note. “As for the stab wound, we sewed you up with two levels of stitches.
We found some rust flakes in the wound, so we made sure you were up-to-date on
your tetanus shot. Y ou should make a full recovery with no ongoing issues as long as
you take it easy for the next few weeks, but based off your past X-rays, I'm willing to
bet thisisn’t the first time you’ ve dislocated that shoulder.”

Her past X-rays. Dr. Piel had insisted on collecting as much past medical history and
films as possible for each Socorro operative. Ivy couldn’t even remember the number
of broken bones she'd sustained the first ten years of her life. Each had heded, in
their own way. None perfectly. “No. Not the first time.”

A deep ache that had nothing to do with her injuries took hold. “What happened to
the man who was with me? Carson—" She had to stop herself. Because Carson Lang
didn’t exist anymore. That part of his life had ended a long time ago, and there was
no getting it back. Not as long asSangre por Sangrestill hadpower. “Dominic Rojas.
He would' ve had a German shepherd with him. Is he here?’

“He was.” Dr. Cavill finaly looked up from that damn clipboard. He pointed to the
door with the end of his pen. “I think one of the nurses finally convinced him you
would be okay if he got afew hours of sleep. I'll seeif my staff can locate him.”

Something released inside of her. He was alive. They both were, and it didn’'t escape
Ivy that they’ d been in this situation before. Not that long ago they’d faced akiller in
acartel hideout. The samekiller. A sinking sensation interrupted the steady rhythm of
her heart rate on the EKG, but Dr. Cavill didn’t seem to notice.

“Try to get somerest. You've been through alot.” The physician headed for the door.
“I"ll be back to check on you in a couple hours. Until then, try not to make matters

worse by thinking you can check yourself out, Ms. Bardot.”

Before he could exit, Dr. Cavill stepped back as the heavy metal door opened from



the other side. Carson. “Well, that saves me having to track anyone down.”

The doctor closed the door behind him, sealing her and Carson in the same room.

“Hi.” As a professional, she ran a multibillion-dollar security firm. She lobbied for
additional resources from the Pentagon. She shot down congressmen and made public
statements. And the only thing she could think to say when seeing her partner washi.

“You're awake.” Carson moved deeper into the room, heading straight for the side of
her bed.

“That’s what they tell me.” She grabbed on to her injured shoulder wrapped securely
against her chest. “Can’t say it's been a great experience thus far, but it’s better than
being used as a punching bag for a cartel soldier.”

He settled on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under his weight, but there
was a distance between them. Something thick and unspoken she didn’t want to deal
with right now. “lvy, I’'m sorry. | made a mistake—"

“Stop. It's...” Wdll, it wasn't fine. It wasn’t close to fine, but blaming him for what
had happened wouldn’t get them closer to bringing Dr. Piel’s killer to justice. “It’s
him, Carson. Sebastian. He killed those women.”

Understanding dlid into his expression. “All this time I’ ve been looking for the man
who abducted you—almost killed you—and he was standing right in front of me.”

“What better way to hide than in plain sight?’ Images kept coming back to her. Of
the warehouse. Of seeing Carson before she collapsed. There were sensations and
memories and confusion. And it had all led to this. To them. Ivy shut down a shiver
prickling aong her spine. “Did you...? Is he dead?”’



“No.” Regret laced that single word. “I sent him back to upper management with a
message. They want to come for you, they’ll lose. I’ [ make sure of it.”

The wrongness of that statement collided with her need to know she wasn't alone in
this and pressed the oxygen from her lungs. A warning that had been there since the
moment she'd found him in her apartment slithered into awareness. It had taken a
back seat in her subconscious over the course of two days, but it was growing now.
“Y ou had the chance to put an end to this, and you let the killer off with awarning?’

“You'd been stabbed, Ivy. You were bleeding everywhere. | wasn’'t sure how long
you had until...” Color drained from his face. “I didn’t want to lose you again. | did
what | thought was right.”
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Right. Of course he had. Because that was what partners were supposed to do. vy
chastised herself for seeing a potential threat where there was none. She didn’t know
whether it was fromthe painkillers or the trauma she'd sustained that raised her
defenses, but there had to be a point where she let herself take something at face
value. There wasn't always a hidden agenda. She reached for his hand, pressing her
thumb between his first two knuckles. “Thank you. For getting me out of there.”

“Actually, that was Max,” he said. “Turns out she'salot better at retrieval than | gave
her credit for.”

“I’ll be sure to thank her, too.” vy pulled on his hand until Carson’s upper body had
to come with him.

“You're going to have a hard time getting her attention with all your operatives
keeping her busy out in the parking lot.” A smile pulled at one corner of his mouth,
instantly erasing the memory of Dominic Rojas. The partner she'd fallen for locked
his gaze on hers as he leaned into her.

“Inthat case, | think we should enjoy this time we have aone together,” she said.

“Believe me, Agent Bardot.” Carson pressed his mouth against hers, and the pain,
reality and awhole lot of bad disappeared at the contact. “I intend to.”

They couldn’t goback to the cartel safe house.



Not as long as Sebastian—or whoever the hell the killer was—was alive. Whatever
remained of Sangre por Sangrehad been called to a final fight, with Sebastian at the
forefront. There was no going back. There was no more Dominic Rojas or the
connection he'd built over the past two years. No resources. No team he could rely
on. And Carson couldn’t help but feel a hole beginning to develop at an entire two
years of hislife gone just like that.

Once they’d given their statements to Alpine PD, they’d been permitted to leave the
clinic. Aslong as vy promised to rest. An impossible task for a woman determined
to take on the weight of every suffering human and find a dozen solutions inthe
process. He pulled the SUV off to the side of the road of a little neighborhood he
hadn’t stepped foot in since he'd gone undercover. Max’s tail hit him in the face as
she climbed over the center console and across Ivy’s lap to look out the window. “ Get
out of here, you giant fur ball.” He tried to maneuver her into the back seat, but there
was no derailing the German shepherd.

She was home.

“What are we doing here?’ Ivy studied the small house with its pristine stucco,
traditional-style roof and maintained front lawn. The tree out front looked much
bigger than he remembered the last time he'd been here, and the garage had been
painted black instead of its original white, but everything else pulled memories from
a happier time.

A time when he knew who the hell he was. Where he belonged.

The bruising along one side of 1vy’s face had darkened to a sickening purple and blue
but told him Sebastian favored his right hook. Something to keep in mind the next
time they met. “You redlize | don't live here anymore, right? | live part-time in that
place full of bullet holes we escaped four nights ago and the other part in a stronghold
with ateam of mercenaries.”



Carson shouldered out of the vehicle. His forearms ached with the use of the small
muscles extending from his wrists to his elbows. Protecting his head from being
bashed in with a pipe had left its stain beneath his skin, but it was nothing compared
to the pain Ivy had to deal with. They needed somewhere she would be safe, that gave
her the time she needed to recover. Where nobody could find her. Rounding in front
of the SUV, he felt Ivy’s eyes follow him as he approached her door. He opened the
passenger-side door and offered his hand. “ Trust me.”

Max took the opportunity to spring out of the vehicle. She bounded up the driveway
and pranced around the front yard as if she owned the place.

Ivy stared at his hand, then cut her gaze to the house behind him. He could practically
see the wheels turning in her head, considering all her options. Trust him or die at the
hands of akiller who'd been playing mind games with them all this time? The choice
should' ve been easy, right? Slipping her uninjured hand into his, she let him pull her
and her go bag from the vehicle. “What did you do?’

“Nothing big. Just convinced the people who bought the place from you to sell it to
me.” Carson led her up the driveway, slower than he wanted to go but fully aware of
her limitations after surviving what she had.

Disbelief and something along the lines of joy etched into her features. Ivy couldn’t
seem to take her eyes off of the house. “When did you do this?’

“While you were recovering in the hospital. Not sure you know this, but you were
asleep for along time.” A move of this magnitude had taken precision planning and
people skills. But, in the end, he knew it was worth the effort. Just for the look on her
face. “I know you had to give this house up when | went undercover. We couldn’t
hold on to our old lives when we started this war, but considering our options are
limited to usingSangre por Sangreresources or putting you in the crosshairs with a
Socorro safe house, | figured this would be the best place to lie low for a couple



days.

“How...? How isthis possible?’ she asked.

Carson offered her the key. “Want to go inside?’

She nodded, seemingly incapable of responding. They moved as one up the rest of the
driveway and past the black iron gate protecting the front door from solicitors and
anyone else looking for their pound of flesh. Ivy dlid the key into the dead bolt and
turned.

Max pushed past both of them, nearly knocking Carson off-balance. Her nails clicked
against the simple, oversize tileinstalled throughout the entryway as she raced
through the maze of rooms. The rug positioned to greet visitors crumpled behind her.

“Knock it off! You're going to break something.” Carson guided his partner over the
threshold, and for a moment, he couldn’t help but think of the night Ivy had invited
him inside this place for the first time. How she'd kissed him right here at the front
door. It had been a simpler time then. All they’d had to contend with was the FBI’'s
rules on office romances. Everything had gotten so...out of order since then.

“It al still looks the same.” vy unwound her hand from his and limped down the
narrow hall leading to the rest of the house. “What did you do, ask the previous
ownersto leave their furniture and belongings and get out?’

“Something like that.” A lot like that actually. Though he' d certainly made it worth
their while. Hundreds of thousands of dollars over value. The thing about working for
criminals for so long was he'd learned to become one. He'd known his days as
Dominic Rojas would have to come to an end eventually. He hadn’t known the exact
moment when, but Ivy’s influence had trained him to prepare for every threat. Every
possibility. The cartel wouldn’t get the drop on him. No matter the circumstance, and



so Carson had ensured his own future. With the help ofSangre por Sangre. He set
lvy’s belongings by the door and followed after her into the kitchen. “It’s purchased
under another alias for obvious reasons. Your operative who works your team’s
security—Scarlett—hel ped with the details.”

Ivy ran her uninjured hand the length of the expansive kitchen island. Large enough
to seat four people, though Carson had never known his partner to invite anyone into
the space but him. The tension drained from her shoulders minute by minute. “I
didn’t think | would ever get to be inside this place again. | drive by it sometimes.
Wasn't too happy with them paintingthe garage a different color, but they took good
care of it, from what | can see.” She surveyed the kitchen and the attached living
room. “Do you think there' s a chance they left anything to eat?’

“Already on it.” Carson dodged Max’s beeline for the living room couch. “If you
don’t calm down, I’ m going to put you outside.”

Ivy’s laugh followed her into the living room, where she sat down on the sofa beside
the German shepherd, and in that moment, it was easy to imagine they were on the
other side of this investigation. That they’d survivedSangre por Sangreand Sebastian
and everything else the world threw at them, and all that was left was...this. This
peace.
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It had been so long since he'd allowed himself to relax, he wasn't sure he knew how
to anymore, but right now, here with vy, he saw their future. A future he'd killed for,
had nearly died for and sacrificed for.

In an instant, guilt—thick and hot and acidic—burned in his gut, eating away at his
stomach lining. He' d built alife within the cartel. Dedicated himself to protecting the
people he served with. They’d become his team at a time when he’ d needed them the
most.

But choosing Ivy meant abandoning them. Delivering them up to the slaughter when
Socorro brought down the final judgment.

His fellow soldiers. The people he'd laughed with around bonfires in the middle of
the desert while they waited for their next orders. Who'd pressed their backs against
his in the middle of a firefight with the DEA. Who'd stood watch over him so he
could grab a couple of hours of sleep out in the open. For the first time since he'd lost
his mother he'd had afamily of his very own.

Sebastian had been included in that group. Now there wasn't anything Carson
wouldn’'t do to keep him from putting his hands on Ivy again, but his insides still
raged as the two lives he' dcreated battled for dominance. “I'll see what | can
scrounge up for food.”

He set to work on inventorying the cabinets. Lucky for him, the previous owners had
left a good amount behind. While he'd never been anything but a ramen chef as an
FBI agent, there were some skills he'd been forced to rely on within the cartel. Being
able to create a densely nutritional meal out of few ingredients, for one. Within



minutes, Carson plated a sizable helping of homemade macaroni and cheese complete
with hot dogs and brought two plates to the couch.

Max eyed him scornfully as he handed off Ivy’s plate.

“Yoursisin the kitchen. Try not to make amess,” he said.

The K-9 took that as permission to fly off the couch and skid across the tile floor.
Only shefailed to stop in time, crashing into the lower cabinets.

Ilvy’s laugh interrupted her initial bite, and she had to cover her mouth to keep the
macaroni from falling back onto the plate. “Happy to see she’'s held on to some of
that puppy excitement. It’'s nice, knowing she's still the same troublemaker | brought
home so long ago. | missed that.”

He had to remember that. That as much as Carson had missed of the real world over
the past two years surviving and thriving within a drug cartel, Ivy had missed a lot,
too.

“Y ou should see her when | manage to get my hands on those specia chips you used
to eat.” He took his first bite, and his entire body clung on to that single influx of
calories as though he’d gone weeks without food rather than twelve hours. “You
think she’s hyper now. She practically flies on that stuff.”

“Salt-and-vinegar chips aren't specia.” Ivy took another bite and seemingly melted
as quickly as the cheese. “Kind of a delicacy for a cartel soldier. Apart from the fact
the one time | offered you one, you threw it into the neighbor’ s backyard.l think you
said something like vinegar isn’t meant to be consumed.”

“Yeah, well.” He couldn’t help but smile at the memory. A dliver of time when they’d
been allowed to be nothing but themselves. “I might have changed my mind alittle.”



“Good to know.” She speared her next bite of macaroni onto her fork, only didn’t
bring it to her mouth. In fact, Ivy let the fork skid along the outside of the plate. “Is
there anything else you might’ ve changed your mind on | should know about?’

“Yeah. There is.” Carson set his unfinished plate on the coffee table. He'd been
putting this off long enough. Unwilling to let go. But there was no future for him in
the cartel. Not anymore. “1I’ m ready to come home.”

CHAPTER TEN

Carson rolled into her from the other side of the bed, jarring her back into the present.

She' d been awake for hours. Replaying Sebastian’s claims. That he'd killed Dr. Piel
and those other women, that he' d been biding his time, proud of himself for taking up
so much of her life. Every cell in her body wanted to live in denial, but none of it did
hisvictimsabit of good. And that was all that mattered. The victims.

Ivy turned her attention to Carson. It hadn’t mattered before, but she needed to know.
Had Dr. Piel been involved withSangre por Sangre, or had Sebastian used Socorro’s
physician as bait? To lure Ivy out into the open. To take someone she cared about
away. To hurt her. The last few seconds before she’d collapsed into unconsciousness
played at the edges of her mind. Of seeing Carson in the middle of the warehouse. Of
not knowing which side he would choose in the face of her death. Would he have
gone back to the cartel given the chance? Or had he meant what he'd said earlier
about coming home?

Her mind was playing tricks on her again. Trying to create a threat when she was
positive one wasn't there. It did the same thing every night, keeping her awake for
hours. Imagining scenarios in which everything she loved was taken from her. Where
the Pentagon refused to re-up Socorro’s contract, leaving her team ungrounded and
scattered. And where she learned of Carson’s death. Two years was a long time to



give her anxietythe playground it needed to thrive. But, at the same time, had
prepared her for the worst.

There was no way she was going to be able to sleep tonight. Dr. Cavill’ s orders to get
as much rest as possible could go to hell. vy slipped from the bed she and Carson
shared, careful not to wake the mound of fur at the end. Her go bag had supplied
everything she' d needed to survive for up to two weeks, but somehow she’ d forgotten
to pack something to sleep in. As though she'd tried to convince herself that survival
didn’t require sleep. Instead, she' d taken one of Carson’s extra T-shirts. It was too big
and drapey and exactly what she’ d needed. Something comfortable that didn’t scratch
at the dozens of bandages keeping her from falling to pieces.

She tiptoed to the bedroom door, looking back to ensure she hadn’'t woken either
Carson or Max. And froze. She’d come close to losing them back in that warehouse.
She never wanted to feel that way again.

vy navigated through her old house as easily as she had done years ago. Muscle
memory. This place... It had been her safe haven. Not just a house. She’d come to
think of it as home. The first place she felt comfortable enough to be herself, to let go
of the hurt and the pain and the defenses she’d weaponized on the job. Something
entirely hers. Not connected to her past or her origin. Though there were times when
those memories penetrated these walls, they didn’t have as much hold on her as they
had back then. This was where she'd become her own person. Separate from the
trauma and abuse and sexism.

It hadn’t been until Carson signed on as her partner that she’d imagined this home as
anything more than her own personal barricade against the world. It had become
something more. He'd somehow maneuvered his way into her life and made himself
at home. As though he'd always belonged here, and, in a way, he had. He'd even
made it easy. And when she' d broughtMax home to meet him, it had felt like they’'d
become a family of her own creation. A team.



But when he’'d accepted the assignment to go undercover withinSangre por Sangre,
everything had changed. She'd no longer had the option to fantasize about the future.
She had to give al that up in an attempt to keep him alive.

vy couldn’t help but run her fingers the length of the hallway as she headed toward
the kitchen. This home was supposed to be theirs when the time was right, but that
didn’t feel possible anymore. She spotted her go bag by the door where Carson had
left it and dragged it to the kitchen counter. He'd made it clear she couldn’t contact
her team or use any of the devices registered in her name, but she wasn’t going to
sever herself from the intel she needed either. “Thank goodness for VPNS.”

Her operatives were equipped to handle any situation, including disappearing off the
grid. While she preferred to use the resources available, she couldn’t risk bringing the
cartel down on Carson and Max. Ivy unpacked a clean laptop, formatted and wiped
thanks to her security operative for situations just like this. The subscription and
credit card she' d registered the VPN under was set to an alias she'd used while in the
FBI. Still active the last time she’d checked. The payments were made through an
endless loop of shell corporations set up to keep anyone trying to track her going in
circles. To give her the time she needed to drop off the radar. Just in case.

“Show me what you've got.” Ivy took a seat at the kitchen counter and logged in to
her Socorro email. Hundreds of unread messages filled the queue. But she was only
looking for one. “Bingo.”

She tapped the bolded message from Chief Halsey. Incident report: 914 NM-516,
Aztec, New Mexico.
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Followed up on your statement. Partnered with Aztec PD to raid the salvage yard.
Suspect has not been located. See report attached.

Halsey had always been a man of few words. Maybe that was why she' d always liked
him. His significant other, Jocelyn, was the complete opposite. Always offering a
baked good in hopes of getting people to open up. They were perfect for each other.

The Alpine Valley chief of police would' ve had to pull a good amount of strings to
get his hands on the incident report from another jurisdiction, but she couldn’t think
about how she' d repay him right now. Opening the email, she scanned the first page
of the file before moving on to the crime scene photos.

Y ellow tents punctured through the whitewash of spotlights directing investigators to
evidence. A saw blade tipped in blood, a stain directly below a hook mounted to the
ceiling in the back office. A wrench angled diagonally across the floor twisted with
dark hair.

Every image resurrected the pain in her side, but she moved on, forcing herself to
takeit al in. To relive the hours that would haunt her nightmares for years. There had
to be something. Something to tell her who Sebastian really was. Blood, swest, hair,
fingerprints, cell phone GPS. It was impossible to interact with an environment and
leave nothing behind. Especially given the advancements in forensics and technology.

She made a mental note to have Alpine Valey PD look into the Sensorvault data
during the duration of her and Carson’s stay inside the warehouse. If Sebastian had a
cell phone on him, the largest collection of phone GPS in the world would register the
number. Possibly even locate it. “ Come on. Give me something | don’t know.”



“Still talking to yourself?’ Carson’s voice hitched her heart rate higher. He turned on
the lights, coming into the kitchen.”You know that’s considered a red flag, right? |
bet your Socorro psychologist would be very interested to hear about it.”

The onslaught to her vision receded after a few moments but broke her concentration.
“The FBI didn't seem to think it was a problem, and my current boss doesn’t give a
crap. She just wants results. And Socorro doesn’t employ a psychologist.”

Which felt like an oversight on her part right then. Her operatives had come close to
death, each and every single one of them, and while she believed in the power of love
and finding their significant others to share that burden, love wasn't aways a
solution.

“The FBI didn’t know about it. And your current boss is you.” He moved into the
kitchen, opening the first cabinet. Only he didn't seem to find what he was looking
for. He continued on to the next and grabbed a glass from the shelf. “Still not sure
how you were able to pass the psych eval after everything you’ ve experienced.”

“Compartmentalization is a superpower.” She was only half invested in this back-
and-forth they’d always had together. It had become something of a habit in the
course of their partnership, but her attention was almost entirely focused on getting
through Aztec PD’ s crime scene photos.

“And is running off no sleep a superpower?’ He filled his glass with water from the
fridge and took a drink. “Y ou were stabbed less than forty-eight hours ago, Ivy. You
lost alot of blood. When are you going to give your body a chance to slow down and
heal ?’

“As much as | appreciate your concern, it's actually none of your concern.” Her own
words pulled her out of the flow state she’d sunk into while studying the photos, and
lvy regretted them instantly.



Carson stepped back as though he’d been sucker punched. He stared down into his
glass, and she couldn’t help but wonderif he was wishing he hadn’t come out here at
al. “And here | thought we were still partners who gave a crap about each other. Has
that changed?’

“We are. | do. I'm sorry. | just...” lvy tore her attention from the computer. Because
this...they were important. “1 didn’t mean that the way that sounded. Of course | give
acrap about you.”

“And yet you’' re not convinced you' re worth giving a crap about.” The accusation hit
harder than it should. “Do you know why | asked to be your partner all those years

ago?’

That information caught her by surprise. “I wasn’t aware you had a choice.”

“1 did. Your former partners, none of them wanted to work with you anymore. They
saw you as a wild card who would do anything to close a case. No matter who you
had to bulldoze in the process. Y ou were difficult to work with, too blunt, too brash,
too intense. Y eah, you closed more cases than anyone in our office, but it was at the
expense of being one of the team.” Carson set his water glass on the counter. “I saw
an agent who needed to know she wasn’'t alone. That she had someone she could rely
on, someone she could trust. I’ve tried to be that person for you, Ivy, but you're still
operating as though you' re the only one who can finish this mission.”

She didn’t know what to say to that, what to think. Except the truth. “1’ve always felt
better alone. Because then no one could hurt me.”

“Do you really think, after everything we' ve been through, that | would hurt you?' he
asked.

“Everyone is capable of hurting the people they care about.” Ivy let her gaze drift



back to the computer. And she froze. Her brain latched on to the photo within a photo
on the screen. “What the hell?’

Carson penetrated into her peripheral vision, coming around to get a better 1ook.
“What isthis?’

“Crime scene photos. Of the salvage yard. It's a long story.” She pointed to the
burned remnants of paperwork and photos captured by Aztec PD. “Look at this.
Whereisthis?’

“I don't know. | didn't come across a room like that,” he said. “It looks like an
office.”

“It’s not the room | was hung upside down in. This is someplace new.” She tried to
enlarge the photo, but there was only so much her Iaptop could process.

“S0?7’ Carson didn’'t see what she saw. Not yet.

“S0, look at this partially burned photograph. Sebastian didn’'t burn the entire thing
before leaving it behind.” Dread spilled into her gut. lvy shoved away from the
counter and tipped her go bag upside down. She grabbed for the burner cell stuffed
deep inside and punched in one of the numbers shed memorized in case of
emergency. Like now. “I’ve seen it before.”

“What am | missing?’ Agitation tensed his shoulders.

“Dr. Piel wasn't involved withSangre por Sangrelike we originally believed.” The
phone rang. Once. Twice. Three times. Voicemail kicked in.Hey, it's Jocelyn. Leave
your—Ivy hung up and dialed again. No answer. “I think she was just the first
target.”



*
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“Can you makethis thing go any faster?” Ivy held on to the handle above the
passenger-side door as they raced into Alpine Valley. She'd tried calling her logistics
coordinator, Jocelyn Carville, a dozen times without any answer.

Alpine Valley’s chief of police wasn't answering either.

Carson floored the accelerator. Dirt gusted across the unpaved road in front of them,
blocking out his view of the lights up ahead. Months ago an entire cliffside had
buried Alpine Valey after a bitter chief of police attempted to bring downSangre
porSangrehimself. Even before that, the cartel had raided secluded towns like this,
burning everything in its path.

Now akiller could be loose in Alpine Valley’s streets.

The engine revved higher at his touch, and the SUV bolted forward. “Try the police
chief again.”

vy alowed herself a moment of unbalance and grabbed for her phone with her
uninjured hand. She wasn’'t supposed to be here. Her physician had specifically
instructed her to rest, but trying to talk her out of helping one of her fellow operatives
had been out of the question. She raised the phone to her ear. And waited. “No
voicemail. It just keeps ringing. It's like his phone is turned off. That's not like
Baker. He' s never been out of reach.”

Carson didn't want to offer theories as to why Alpine Valley’'s chief of police
suddenly wasn't available. No good came of catastrophizing. But there was a chance
Sebastian or someone within the cartel had gotten to the chief and his Socorro partner



first. There was no other reason why a photo of Jocelyn should’'ve been in that
warehouse office. “Thisisn’t your fault, Ivy. You didn’'t bring this down on them.”

“That’'s easy to say when you aren’t the one who is supposed to protect them.” She
inhaled audibly. “My operatives—my team—have been there from day one. They
believe in the cause just the same as | do, if not more. They’re the ones who arein the
field. They’re the ones getting shot and stabbed and abducted. Because | pay them to.
They risk their lives and the lives of the people they love because of me, and it’s up
to me to make sure they make it out of thisalive.”

Carson checked the rearview mirror, targeting Max lying across the back seat. The K-
9 locked her gaze on him. “Max has been undercover with me since the day | was
recruited by Sebastian. It was a risk bringing her with me, especially as young as she
was, but | knew | needed the extra protection. | didn’t have anyone else as long as |
was part of the cartel. She's riskedher life for me more times than | can count. Not
because | asked her to. But because she loves me. Those operatives you have working
for you, lvy, they’re not just doing ajob because you give them a paycheck in return.
They believe in you. They trust you. They would’ ve found ajob that doesn’t get them
shot and stabbed otherwise.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Should you get the chance to meet my team, | don’t
recommend you tell them you just compared them to a German shepherd. It might not
go over well.”

He couldn’t help but smile at that, at her willingness to add a bit of humor to a
terrifying situation. Carson set his hand on her knee and squeezed. “It’s going to be
okay. | promise.”

“I’'m not sure that’s something you can promise, Carson.” lvy faced him, the dim
glow of the SUV’s control panel washing her in a blue tint. “We don’t even know
what we're walking into.”



“It doesn’t matter.” He didn’t know how to explain his own brand of confidence right
there in that moment. “Because we' re walking in there together.”

Carson followed the navigation mounted between them, taking a hard right onto
Alpine Valey’'s Main Street. Evidence that the cartel had left its mark was
everywhere, in half-burned buildings, new construction, and shaded windows this late
at night.

“Up on the left.” vy was aready peeling herself out of her seat by the time he came
to afull stop in front of the modest rambler coated in a dark stucco. The house itself
stuck out among the ones on either side of it with their traditional Mexican style and
coloring, making it an easy target. She unholstered her weapon with her nondominant
hand, but not as awkwardly as he’ d assumed she would. Which meant she'd practiced
shooting with both hands. Always ready for the next threat. “No lightson inside or
vehicles on the streets. Do you see any movement around the perimeter?’

Carson shoved the SUV into Park, getting Max’ s attention. She perked up in the back
seat, then scanned her surroundings out the window. Ready. “No. Nothing.”

Still, something didn’t feel right. It was the same sensation of dread he’ d experienced
inside the salvage yard. He pulled his backup sidearm and checked the rounds left in
the magazine. “We go in together. Y ou go where | go. Understand?’

The last time they’d entered into a house with cartel inside, vy had ended up under
the killer’s control, and it had taken Carson losing another kidney to get her back. He
couldn’t go through that again.

“1 understand.” No argument this time. No trying to take control of the situation. She
was trusting him to put her operative and the chief of police at the top of his priority
list. “They have a German shepherd. Maverick. He's a bomb detection K-9 and
fiercely protective of Jocelyn.”



“In that case, we'll let Max go first.” Except Carson didn’t want to leave the safety of
the vehicle. No. It wasn't that. He' d gone headfirst into any number of situations with
higher stakes. He didn’t want Ivy to leave the safety of the vehicle. But asking her to
stay behind would betray their partnership, and he couldn’t turn back on his decision
to come home now. Not when he was so close to getting the future he'd always
wanted. “On three.”

“Three.” lvy didn’'t wait for the countdown. Every second they hesitated could cost
her teammate, and she was the kind of person to take mistakes personally.

So Carson followed. He let Max out of the back seat, approaching the front door low
and fast. lvy moved in time with him despite her injuries. Whether by force or by
habit, he wasn’'t sure. They reached the front door, but Carson was the one to pull
back the heavy metal screen protecting the aged wood. Itwas a recent installation.
Considering the nature of the couple’'s work, he was willing to bet the Socorro
operative had added the extra measure of security. “Does your logistics coordinator
have a Socorro security system, too?’

“No. Baker wouldn't allow it. He doesn’t particularly agree with our values, but |
imagine he's got his own security system in place.” Ivy stood back enough to give
him room to swing the screen door wide and test the doorknob.

The dead bolt hadn’t been engaged.

“Is he the kind that dares criminals to break into his home, or was this supposed to be
locked?’ Carson tried to make out a layout of the home with his limited vision, but
the only way to get aread on the place was to step inside.

vy raised her weapon, taking the first step over the threshold. She led him straight
into the living room with a hallway branching directly to the back of the house and
what he assumed was the kitchen. Another branch went right. Most likely to the



bedrooms. She scanned the living room gun first and allowed his nerves to take a step
down. “Clear.”

He moved in behind her, then pushed ahead down the hallway. Max beat him to it,
her tags tinkling together as she advanced. The kitchen was small and looked to be
original, from what little he could see of the streetlights coming through the windows.
No movement. No one waiting to ambush them. “Clear.”

They turned their attention to the hallway. “1’m thinking nobody is here, or Maverick
isn't avery good guard dog.”

lvy didn’t answer, seemingly bracing herself as she moved into the hallway. The first
bedroom housed an office. It belonged to the chief, from the disarray of paperwork on
the surface of the desk. No logistics coordinator would be so careless. The room
straight across from it looked to be a guest bedroom. Madeup nice and tidy. Small
bathroom with no windows midway through. A heavy metal garage door on the other
side. Locked.

Two bedrooms sat at the end of the hall, amost making a T formation. Ivy took the
one on the right. Carson the one on the left. He kicked the door inward. But the door
stopped short of hitting the wall behind it. He hit the light switch near the door.
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And found a body.

“Son of a bitch.” Holstering his weapon, Carson dropped to both knees and flipped
the uniformed officer onto his back. Blood leaked from a head wound most likely
caused by someone bashing his head in from behind. The man’s phone lay in pieces
beside him. Would explain why Ivy’s calls never made it through. “I’m guessing this
isthe chief you're looking for?’

Ivy abandoned her search. “Baker. Damniit.”

“He's dive.” Carson amost lost himself in the relief at the feel of the chief’s pulse
against his first two fingers. Broken skin and blood across the officer’s knuckles told
a good story. “Busted up, from what | can see. Man put up a fight. Whoever was on
the other end isn’'t going to get far.”

More details came into view as Max bounded for another body across the room. Only
this one wasn't human. She sniffed at the unconscious German shepherd in concern.

The chief’s groan filled the room. Baker Halsey blinked at Carson a few times before
some deep-rooted pain no one could see set in. Alpine Valley’s elected hero pushed
his upper body off the floor. “Please tell me you're here to get the recipe of Jocelyn’'s
famous chocolate chip cookies.”

“Chief, you were attacked,” Ivy said. “Did you see by who?”

“No. Sons of bitches caught me from behind. Must’ ve been waiting behind the front
door when | got home.” He set sights on the K-9 still unmoving a few feet away.



Chief Halsey practically crawled to the dog and brought the German shepherd into
hislap. “1 got you, bud. Hell, Jocelyn’s going to murder me for letting them touch
Maverick. Where is she?’

“She wasn't with you?’ Carson asked.

“What? No. | just got off shift. | came home. The house was dark, but | saw
Maverick...” Fear contorted the chief’s face, and he maneuvered Maverick off his
lap. Baker shoved to stand—unbalanced and grabbing for the nearest wall. Carson
moved to assist but was rejected. “Jocelyn never goes anywhere without Maverick.
They’re ateam. lvy, where the hell is my partner?’

Chief Halsey didn’t wait for an answer. He shoved into the hallway. “ Jocelyn!”

“We've already searched the house. She isn't here.” vy tried to keep up with the
chief of police. In vain. The man was on a mission, the same kind of mission that had
held Carson in its grip in that damn warehouse: getting to the woman he loved.
“Baker, think. What can you remember up until you blacked out?’

“Jocelyn!” Baker flipped on every light in the place. The chief was reaching for his
weapon, but the holster on his hip was empty. Whoever had attacked him had
stripped him of his weapons. The man was close to losing it. He threaded both hands
into his hair. “All right. Give me a minute. The dliding glass door. It was open when |
came home. | thought something was off. We never go out there.”

Ivy bolted for the kitchen and out the back door.

“Stay here, Chief.” There was no telling what they would find. Carson followed Ivy
into the backyard.

“Goto hell,” Baker said. “That’s my partner.”



The motion-sensor spotlights it up.

Exposing the woman left for dead in the middle of the yard.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

“He's targeting us one by one.” vy couldn’t forget the images of Jocelyn as she'd
lain there. Left in the middle of her own yard. The message gouged into her back was
the same as the one found on Dr. Piel.

There' s no escapingSangre por Sangre.

Except Jocelyn had somehow survived. EMTs had managed to get a breathing tube
down the logistics coordinator’ s throat in time. Ivy’s operative was recovering in the
hospital with Chief Halsey and Maverick refusing to leave her side. The dog had been
taken down with a sedative but would make a full recovery.

It had been too close.

Too personal.

lvy stared out the wall of windows in her office. The weight of her team’s attention
pressed between her shoulder blades. She was supposed to keep things like this from
happening. She’'d been responsible for training them, for getting them through the
hard assignments and out onto the other side. Now two of her operatives had been
attacked, with one of them dead.

“1"ve sent Elena and the baby to her parents’ house.” Cash Meyers, Socorro’s forward
scout, prided himself on seeing the threat from a distance, on knowing when an attack
was coming. But there was no way for him to see this. His new family had been put at
risk. Because of her.



This threat had come directly from Ivy’s past. Something she’ d never shared with any
of them. She’d never seen any value in being anything more than their fearless |eader.
Who wouldfollow her if they knew she couldn’t face the nightmares she'd created, let
alone send them out into the field to confront new ones? She faced what was left of
her team and, in that moment, felt considerably under-experienced in finishing what
she' d started two years ago.

Carson stood in the corner of her office, so out of place, and yet necessary. To this
mission. To Socorro. To her. He hadn’t contributed to the discussion, and the truth
was, she hadn't expected him to. It was easy to imagine him shouldering the
responsibility of what had happened, just as she had. Being crushed underneath it.
The only way they’d get through this was together. He'd said that. “What about
Maggie, Jones? Have you been able to get any information?’

Jones Driscoll—Socorro’s combat coordinator—wouldn’t take an attack on this team
lying down. He' d risked his life to pull awar correspondent out from the cartel’s grip
without hesitation and brought down a corrupt senator in the process. Of every
operative she employed, he would be the one to burn everything to the ground. And
maybe that was exactly what she needed now. “We thoughtSangre por Sangrehad
gone to ground before—the entire organization is a ghost now. No chatter. No corner
deals on the streets. I’ ve been monitoring the smuggling routes, but all | found was a
bunch of abandoned trucks with product still inside. The cartel’s been forced to cut
back on operations over the past few months. Now it’s like they’ ve given up entirely.
Maggie reached out to a couple of her contacts, but all she’'s managed to uncover is a
couple of low-level soldiers who don’'t know what the hell is going on. We've got
them in one of the holding cells downstairs, but they’re not talking. Whoever killed
those women and attacked Jocelyn is staying to the shadows. Feels like he's waiting
for something.”

“Not waiting. He's compartmentalizing.” Carson unfolded his arms and raised his
chin. Confident and ready to take charge.lvy needed a bit of that right now. “There



are protocols the cartel follows when it’'s in danger. First, consolidate information.
The fewer people who know of his plan, the less chances there are of a betrayal.
Sebastian will only trust the people he's known since he joined the cartel twenty
years ago. Next, he'll take an account of Sangre por Sangre's assets. Safe houses,
cash, product and alliances. The cartel hasn’'t had any luck attacking Socorro directly.
Picking us off one by oneis hisonly option, but he won’t do it slowly.”
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“And you know all of this how? Who are you?’ Granger Morais's graveled advice
had been Ivy’'s voice of reason from the beginning. The former Department of
Defense counterterrorism agent was the first operative she'd recruited, and he in turn
had brought Socorro’s security consultant on board. He pushed for the logical
decision in every scenario, questioning every turn and vetting every fact. Without
him, vy wouldn’t have come thisfar.

“You don't recognize him?’ Scarlett Beam—Socorro’'s security expert—studied
Carson from head to toe. Her fiery red hair only gave a glimpse of the wild card
underneath. Scarlett was the type of operative to make her own rules while still
getting the job done and protecting the people she cared about. Her DEA partner and
his son could attest to that after Scarlett had managed to uncover a massive shipment
of cartel fentanyl and somehow managed to bring the boy home alive. She genuinely
worked to protect and defend, and she took the safety of this team personaly.
“You'rein the presence of our very own undercover source within the cartel. The guy
who's been giving us all the good info onSangre por Sangre’s lieutenants, shipments,
targets and assets to hit.”

“This is Carson Lang, though some of you may know him as Dominic Rojas. He's
been vital to neutralizing theSangre por Sangrethreat for the past two years,” Ivy said.

Except Carson was more than a tool Socorro had used to its advantage. He was Ivy’s
partner. The man who'd saved her life. Twice. Who'd sacrificed everything he'd
known and loved, to protect her and bring a killer to justice. He was passionate for
their cause, carrying around a heavy heart that had lost too much over the years. A
misfit who'd never really adapted to anyone except the chosen few he allowed into
hislife. He was creative and isolating and seemingly stuck in a never-ending cycle of



|oss.

And she loved every facet of him. Would give up this entire company if asked to
keep him in her life. Because they belonged together. They were partners.

Granger seemed to grow in size as he crossed Ivy’s office and closed the distance
between him and Carson. Max shook herself out of a deep sleep and got to her feet in
response. At the ready for a confrontation. “Y ou’ re the one who told us the cartel was
targeting Charlie Acker and using her extremist family to strike the state capitol
building last month.”

“Yes,” Carson said.

The counterterrorism agent extended his hand. “ Thank you. For saving her life. If it
weren't for you, | wouldn’t have made it to Charliein time.”

The men shook, and an air of agreement wove through the office.

“Aah, | can feel the love.” Scarlett leaned back in her chair, smile wide. Pulling her
phone, she skimmed her finger across the screen and raised the device. “Now hug. |
want it for the company newsletter.”

“1 will kill you and your little dogs, too.” Granger shot her alook that would send any
cartel soldier running for cover, but it had no effect on this team. They were all well
aware of when an empty threat wasn't so empty.

“Good luck.” Scarlett snapped a photo and sat back in her chair. “I’m teaching the
twins some new commands. Primarily how to break into locked rooms. You'll never

hear them coming, Granger.”

“As much as | hate to break up...whatever is happening here, we need a plan,” Jones



said. “I don’t know about any of you, but I'm not willing to sit back and let these sons
of bitches pick us off. What’' s the move, boss?’

The team looked to Ivy.

And she...looked to Carson. For a little bit of that confidence and maybe some
assurance. She' d built this company from the ground up. She' d battled against corrupt
congressmen and Pentagon officials. She'd coordinated with local law enforcement,
her old FBI office and the DEA on assignments. There wasn't a single battle she
wasn't willing to take on aone. And yet, right then, she felt the need to rely on him.

The shift rocked through her. Because he’'d been right: she didn’t have to do this
aone. Not anymore. Maybe she never had. She had an entire team willing and
waiting to fight this war alongside her. But constantly living on the edge of survival
had left her feeling isolated. Convinced her threats were everywhere even when there
weren't any, lied to her about who she could trust. Carson had seen through all of it.
He always had.

“The man we know as Sebastian seems to hold a good amount of power withinSangre
por Sangre.” Ivy filled her lungs to the point of stretching the stitches in her side.
“He's made connections and most likely built a few of his own he'll be calling on to
come after usindividually. We're not going to let that happen.”

She steepled her fingers on the surface of her desk, looking at each one of her
operatives in turn. “We've been fighting this war through small assignments and
conflicts up to this point. We've been shot and stabbed and tortured for information.
There havebeen broken bones and explosions and entire buildings coming down on
top of us. Our loved ones have suffered. We've lost team members and people close
to us. We've watched entire lives be destroyed by the cartel. Homes gone, towns
buried underneath muddslides, families ripped apart. Our K-9s have stood by our
sides, risking their lives to please us. All of that has led us here. To the end of the



line.”

She set her sights on Carson. “I’m not going to pretend I’ m not responsible for what’s
happening now. This killer is targeting each and every one of you to hurt me. To
force me to watch as | lose everyone and everything | care about because | have
declared war on the cartel. He won't stop until he's put every one of us in the ground
and burned this building to the ground. So I’ l| give you a choice.”

vy held herself alittle taller. “Y ou can walk away. All of you. You can go home, be
with your families. | will write you references for your next job, and I'll pay your
severance for your service to this company and to me. I’'ll provide new identities, if
that’s what you require, and there will be no hard feelings. But I’m realizing now |
can't do this alone. | need you at my side. All of you. | need my team. Will you help
me?’

Silence ate into her nerves as she dared study her operatives for a reaction. Seconds
ticked off, excruciating and hard to swallow.

Until Scarlett shoved to her feet. “Looks like Hans and Gruber will get to test out
those new commands we' ve been working on after all.”

Jones stood. “It’ s about time we finish this.”

Granger nodded, sharp and curt. He wasin.

Cash folded his arms across his chest. “I love seeing Bear take bites out of cartel
soldiers. I'm in, whatever you need, boss.”

Ivy turned to Carson. The same speech applied to him. He could walk away from this.
From her. No hard feelings. Shewould acquire a new identity from her contacts at the
Pentagon and pay him the severance he'd risked his life for. But a large part of her



needed him more than anyone else on this team.

Carson pulled his phone from his pocket and headed for her office door. “I’ve got to
make acall.”

* * %

Carson picked uphis pace toward the elevators.

The call wasaploy. To get out of that room. Away from Ivy’s team. Honestly, he had
no idea where the hell he was going, but one of the operatives had said the cartel
soldiers they’d brought into custody were being held downstairs. He'd find them
sooner or later.
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He hit the elevator’ s down button with a little too much force and stepped back. Max
caught up without so much as a huff. As though she was as disappointed in him as
much as he was with himself.

Movement registered in the reflective stainless steel, and he turned to find Ivy
standing there. She'd changed back into her slacks and blazer, washed her hair,
scrubbed the dirt and blood from her skin. The woman he'd pulled out of that
warehouse was buried beneath the armor she'd built for herself over the past two
years. Never to surface again as long as she could help it. “Tell me what’s going
through your head.”

He didn’'t want to have this conversation. Not yet. Not here. Carson hit the elevator
call button a second time, but the damn thing wouldn’t speed the hell up. “You did a
good job rallying the troops in there. | can see why they’ ve stayed on with Socorro as
long as they have. You should start working on your strategy to track down
Sebastian. Every second counts.”

“And what will you be doing?’ The fabric of her slacks rustled as she moved in close,
and aflare of heat shot up his neck.

It spread down his spine and wrapped around his rib cage, squeezing him in some
invisible vise. “There' s something | need to take care of .”

“Would it have anything to do with the two cartel soldiers Jones brought in?’ she
asked.

He didn't want to lie to her. She deserved better than that. The elevator arrived, doors



parting, and Carson took a step into the car. Max followed, planting her butt at his
feet.

Except Ivy was right behind him. She threaded her arm between the doors and
prevented them from closing. “Just tell me what’s going on, Carson. After everything
we' ve been through the past few days, everything we've promised one another, you
at least owe me that.”

She was right. Of course she was right. That same sinking feeling he'd experienced
before Sebastian had betrayed him at the salvage yard took hold. He was standing on
the edge of a blade. Tip too far in one direction, make one choice, and he lost the
family he’ d found within the cartel. Tip too far in the other, and he lost Ivy. His cartel
world and his personal world were mutually exclusive. He couldn’t have one without
losing the other. The idea of helping Socorro slaughter and arrest the soldiers—the
people—he’d come to know and rely on surged acid into his throat. There were good
people in those ranks. Not just killers. People who'd had no other choice than to join
the cartel to save their families, their friends, their way of life. At the same time, these
were men and women he'd only known through becoming someone he wasn't, and
choosing them over Ivy threatened to tear his heart in half. “1 think you already know
the answer you're looking for.”

Color seemed to drain from her already-pale skin. Her mouth parted on a strong
exhalation, but it was the only sign she'd filled in the blanks. Like always, she was
trying to hold herselftogether, to keep anyone from seeing her vulnerabilities.
“You're going back. To the cartel.”

“l don’t have a choice,” he said. “There are people there who were just following
orders, Ivy. They don’t have anything to do with calling the shots. They weren’t the
ones who targeted Alpine Valley or retaliated for a missing fentanyl shipment. They
were just trying to survive. Like me. They deserve a chance to get out while they still

can.



“If by survive you mean kidnap an eight-year-old boy to force his sister to turn
herself over to their lieutenant.” Ivy’s voice lost the confused quality it had taken a
minute ago, growing stronger. Puncturing him like a thousand needles. “Or when
they abducted and tortured a war correspondent because she witnessed the cartel
slaughter ten American soldiers in the desert. How about when they put a bounty on
an innocent woman's head because she refused to be connected to her extremist
family of preppers? Was that your friends' way of surviving? Was it yours?’

She could list a dozen more incidents. With good reason. A chill spread along his
back as he realized the position he'd put himsef in. If he wasn't choosing
Socorro—if he wasn’t choosing Ivy—he was choosing to become her enemy. Black
and white. No going back. “That’s not the least bit fair, and you know it. | agreed to
go undercover. We both knew what that would entail, what | would have to do to
work my way up the ladder and gain the cartel’s trust, but | don’'t expect you to
understand what it means to be part of ateam. All your former partners were right.
Y ou bulldoze anyone and everyone to get your way and solve a case, and | was fine
with that for along time. Because you provided justice to those who deserved it. You
kept more people from getting hurt and you saved lives. But you' re so blinded by one
man’s atrocities that you're not willing to see there might bemore innocent lives
involved in thisinvestigation than the ones you found in the desert.”

Silence built between them. Heavy and thick and unrelenting.

vy stepped over the threshold into the elevator, her heels on the verge of getting
caught in the tracks.

“1 have watched the cartel tear apart peopl€e’ s lives. They’ve sold girls and women for
profit. They’ve spread their drugs and killed children. They punished Dr. Piel and
Jocelyn for simply having a connection to this company, and they’ll continue killing
my team unless | put astop to it. Do you know what that tells me?’ Ivy didn’t let him
answer. “That tells me that every single soldier, contracted killer, lieutenant and



supplier is complicit in the cartel’s actions. You talk about the low-level soldiers,
these friends you made while undercover, as innocent? There are no innocents inside
theSangre por Sangrecartel, Carson, and | will not let any of them walk away without
answering for their crimes.”

“And that’s why | have to leave,” he said. “I have to give them a chance. Just one of
them. Please.”

She smoothed her expression, as though he were a stranger. “From the moment |
found you in my safe house four nights ago, there was a part of me that wondered
where your loyalties redly fell. Your insistence on hiding out in a cartel safe house
was just the start, but | think it was your connection to Sebastian and your willingness
to consult with a cartel soldier on this investigation that gave you away. | convinced
myself | was being paranoid, that there was no way my partner could’ ve been turned,
but all of that paranoia was with good reason. Because you're not my partner
anymore.”

His heart shot into his throat with denial. But Carson only let her words hang between
them.

She dropped her hand away from the elevator door sensors and allowed the elevator
to start closing. “You have two hoursbefore Socorro comes for your organization,
Dominic Rojas. | suggest you get the people you're trying to save as far from here as
possible. Before you' re caught in the fight.”

The doors sealed between them.
Carson stared into his reflection as gravity shoved his stomach higher in historso. An

emptiness he’'d managed to keep a rein on grew bigger, as he added more distance
between himself and Ivy.



Max moaned at his feet, echoing the hurt and the pain doubling inside his chest, but
there was no going back for them. He'd made his choice, and Ivy had made hers.
Neither of them was willing to consider the other’s position, and everything he'd
hoped for the future—for them—stayed behind in Ivy’s office.

Second by second, the Carson Lang he’ d been over these past few days slipped to the
back of his mind. The elevator doors parted on the level below, and he stepped into a
black-on-black corridor. Every inch the cartel soldier he' d trained himself to become.
Within minutes, this building would become enemy territory. A maze meant to
confuse and trap him and keep him from getting what he wanted. He had minutes to
locate the two soldiers taken into custody and get out.

Carson’s fingers tingled to unholster his weapon, but any threat inside the building
was sure to alert the security system and the woman behind it. He and Max moved
along the corridor with an abstract idea of how the building had been laid out,
according to vy’ s and the other operatives descriptions.

It was enough.

They made aright at the end of the main hallway, coming face-to-face with awall of
glass. Not so much a window. One-way glass that looked into a single interrogation
room. Carson recognized the woman inside. Her dark hair had been braided back
tight enough to pull at the frame of her face. She paced back and forth, stripped of her
weapons. She'd never liked being put in a closed-off space with no exit. Always had
a knack for findingthe best way out of any given situation. It was one of the reasons
he'd been able to get himself and Sebastian out of the cartel headquarters when the
entire building had started coming down on them. She'd been the one to lead them
out.

He went for the door and threw it open.



She turned on him. Every inch of her lean frame ready for a fight. Confusion creased
her wide, heart-shaped face, and she backed off, lunging for the door. “Dominic?
What the hell are you doing here?’

“Getting you out of here.” He didn’t wait for her response, moving on to the room
next door. Carson threw the second door open, confronted with one of the younger
recruits brought into the cartel within the past couple of months. The rookie didn’t
have a lot of know-how about how things worked yet, but he’' d been willing to learn
from the beginning. “Come on. We don’t have alot of time.”
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“How did you find us?’ thefirst soldier asked. “How did you know we were here?’

“I"ve got my ways.” They didn’t have time for twenty questions. There was no telling
if lvy’s two-hour head start would hold with the other operatives. They had to move.
Right the hell now. “Do you want to get out of here, or do you want to wait to see
what Socorro is going to do to you to get you to talk?’

“Right behind you.” The second soldier added a hitch to his step, and the three of
them and Max retraced Carson’s steps. He hit the elevator call button, every cell in
his body on fire considering the possibilities waiting for them downstairs.

But Ivy had kept her word.

Carson, Max and both cartel soldiers hit the parking garage, located an SUV with
keys sitting in the front seat and sped out of the garage. Leaving Socorro—and
| vy—Dbehind.

CHAPTER TWELVE

“You're just going to let them leave? Granger’s logic wasn't going to help her right
now.

“Carson made his choice.” Ivy watched plumes of dirt kick up behind the SUV racing
across the New Mexico desert. Her heart twisted hard every second it kept driving

away. “ Give them thirty minutes, then activate the GPS.”

Though she already had an idea of where Carson and his fellow soldiers were headed.



This final war betweenSangre por Sangreand Socorro had practically been fated.
She'd only let him leave because they could track him.

“Do you know what it took to capture those two?’ Jones extended one hand toward
the massive wall of windows, motioning to the retreating vehicle. “The woman nearly
gutted me like afish. I’'m lucky to be alive, and you're just letting them |eave?’

“Easy, tiger. The boss knows what she’'s doing.” Scarlett’s insistence on being the
voice of reason didn’'t sit well. Socorro’s security operative didn’t usually agree with
lvy’s strategy, which had led to the installation of a hundred pounds of C-4 lining
every hallway in the building in the past in an effort to protect the team. It had
worked. And also destroyed the garage during a cartel ambush a few months ago.
Scarlett’s calm demeanor made Ivy wonder what the woman had up her sleeve. “Y ou
gotta make them feel safe, give them a reason to let their guard down. Then when
they least expect it, you trigger the explosive.”

“Come again?’ Granger asked. “Are you telling me you've wired our SUVs to
explode? How far is the frequency?’

“Anywhere in the world. That’s the beauty of satellites,” Scarlett said. “Don’t give
me that look. The next time you or Charlie or any one of us is abducted, you'll be
begging me for akill switch. Thisway, we're prepared.”

“Wait. Does King know about this?’ Jones asked. “Does he let you drive his son
around in an SUV wired with explosives?’

“I'm not allowed to drive Julien,” the security consultant said. “But that’s not
connected to the C-4. No.”

“Enough.” Ivy couldn’'t deal with this right now. She swallowed to counteract the
emotion clogging her throat since her final conversation with Carson. But, worse, the



idea of coming face-to-face with him on opposite sides of the divide triggered a grief
so intense she couldn’'t breathe. She’'d trusted him. Counted on him. She'd...loved
him, damn it.

They’d agreed how far they would go to see this through, and now... Now he was
choosing the wrong side. He was choosing the enemy over her. Over their
partnership. To make matters worse, he'd taken her dog in the process. Part of her
was still in denial. She’'d wanted him to turn back, to choose her over the mission.
Wondered if she'd been right in letting him go, but if he was hell-bent on saving a
few cartel soldiers, she'd at least use his exit to her advantage. “Jones, check in with
the hospital. | want an update on Jocelyn’s recovery. Get ahold of Chief Halsey if you
have to, and let him know of our plans to initiate contact withSangre por Sangre.
Granger, contact the medical examiner and see if he has any more to add from Dr.
Piel’s autopsy. And, Scarlett, get those explosives off my SUV's before someone ends
up hurting themselves.”

“Yes, maam,” Scarlett said. “But to be clear, it's not easy to trigger the explosives.
There's a whole security code you have to put into the system to connect to the
devices, and—"

“Thank you, Scarlett. That will be all.” She just needed to be alone. To figure out
what to do next. She'd given Carson a two-hour head start with the intention of
providing him the opportunity to change his mind, but he' d called her bluff.

Movement registered behind her as the team headed for her office door. And her
heart hurt, damn it. As though Carson had taken it between both hands and squeezed
as hard as he could just to see what would happen. Air rushed from her lungs as the
betrayal hooked into her. She was about to fall into a thousand shards of glass from
theinvisible pain.

“Boss.” Granger's reflection took position behind her injured shoulder. Then Jones



and Scarlett and Cash. “We're your team. Every single one of us has experienced loss
and betrayal. Sometimes from the people we love the most. You don’t have to hide
from us. We' ve got your back. Whatever you need.”

“l need...” Shedidn’'t know what she needed. A single tear escaped her control, and a
rush of embarrassment flooded through her. Ivy immediately swiped it away as she
turned to face them. The men and women who'd devoted themselves to carrying out
her own personal crusade. Except two had been taken from their ranks. Jocelyn was
recovering, but Dr. Piel would never step foot in this building again. “1 need this to
make sense, but no matter how | reframeit or pull it apart, it just doesn’t.”

“Which part of this war has made sense in the past two years, Ivy?’ Cash asked.
“Sangre por Sangredoesn’'t follow the rules. Because no cartel has gained this much
power in the entire history of the drug epidemic. Thisisall new territory, for all of us.
But we knew one day they would come for us. They’'ve tried en masse in the past.
Now it seems this Sebastian guy has figured out how to slide the blade in without us
even noticing.”

“Doesn’'t mean he gets to walk away in one piece,” Jones said.

That hadn’'t been at al what she’d meant, but exposing her lack of judgment—her
grief—wasn’'t in her DNA. Maybe that was the problem. She and Carson were
supposed to be partners. Had made a commitment to one another. They'd started this
war against the cartel together. Only now... He was gone. He'd been there when
she’d needed him the most, but had she returned the investment? Had she been as
committed to him as Carson had been to her, or had she let her past dictate their
relationship? Was her stepfather still finding ways to show her she wasn’'t strong
enough—for this job, to finish what she started, to keep a partner—from beyond the
grave?

vy wanted to deny that man had anything to do with the life she'd built for herself,



that he’ d encouraged her to rise above her trauma and finally take control. Except she
couldn't. Every experience, every conversation, every fantasy and hope she'd had
since the age of ten had made her into the woman standing in this office. Including
the abuse she’'d suffered at the hands of a parent who was supposed to protect her.
She couldn’t forget any of it, and that failure to disassociate from that part of her life
had followed her into the most important relationship she' d ever had.

And cost her everything.

What that meant for the future, she didn’t know. All she could do was focus on the
next step. “Every battle between this team and the cartel has ended in one place.”

“Sangre por Sangre’s headquarters.” Granger folded his arms across his broad chest.
“Hell, is there even anything left of that place? Charlie and | were nearly crushed to
death when al of the new underground tunnels collapsed last month.”

She remembered. Having been the one to pull him out of the collapse. “ Check out the
latest satellite images before disabling the explosives you installed on the fleet,
Scarlett. If there’s movement, we' |l have a better idea of what we're up against.”
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“1 can bring it up now.” Scarlett took her phone out from her back pocket and tapped
both thumbs against the screen in a nonsensical order to anyone but her. “I'm
repositioning the Pentagon’s satellite over the headquarter coordinates. Should take
just a couple minutes.”

Scarlett’ s phone chimed. “ That’ s not good.”

“That might be the worst response you could possibly come up with.” Jones had
never been one to hide his criticism of others, but there’ d been less of it since he and
Maggie had gotten involved in the past year.

“Isthere a problem with the satellites?’ vy asked.

“No. | was able to reposition them without any problems.” Scarlett turned the phone
to face lvy. “Thisisthe problem.”

vy lost control of her exhalation and took the phone from the security operative.
“When were these images taken?”’

“Less than an hour ago.” Scarlett looked to the men at her side. “SeemsSangre por
Sangreisn’t on its last legs as our intel suggested. There has to be at least a couple
hundred vehicles parked around that building.”

“It's Sebastian.” vy didn't know where the theory had come from. She felt it as
nothing more than an instinct that had been trying to warn her over the past four days.
But now, staring at the screen, she’ d never been more sure of anything in her life. She
handed Scarlett’s phone to Granger, who in turn tensed as though he'd watched



someone kick hisK-9.

“What do you mean, boss?” Cash took the phone next, refusing to allow his
expression to give away the dread they were all feeling.

“There’'s no way a low-level cartel soldier would have been able to round up this
many recruits in a matter of two days. Not as long as upper management was still in
control and as sure as hell not just because of me or Carson.” Energy she had no idea
what to do with skittered through her as the pieces started falling intoplace. “This
kind of power only comes from years of earning your subordinates respect, of
sending warnings and exacting punishment when orders aren’t followed, and people
try to get out.”

Granger seemed to grow another two inches. “Y ou’re not saying—"

“We' ve been looking for the identity of Sangre por Sangre’ s founder since we got into
this mess. Carson was never able to get a face-to-face. Didn’t even have a clue as to
his whereabouts or his name. Lieutenants were handed orders through coded
messages and delivery services. Everything was hands-off. Every soldier we've
gotten to talk has only called himel jefe, and | think now we know why.” She slapped
her hand against the nearest window. The entire pane shook under the force, but it
was nothing compared to the frustration burning through her now. “He was right
there in front of his own soldiers the whole time. Pretending to be one of them,
keeping an eye on them, making sure they did what they were told.”

“You mean this Sebastian, the guy who attacked you at the salvage yard, is actually
the leader of the cartel?” Scarlett asked.

“It's the only way this makes sense.” lvy was till trying to process this new
possibility. Her mind was working faster than her mouth. “He killed those women to
send a message.No one escapesSangre por Sangre.But in the two years Carson has



been undercover, no one was willing to offer information on a killer in the network
who carved symbols into hisvictims' backs. Because they knew who was responsible
and what would happen if they identified their leader.”

“Wait.” Cash stepped forward. “ Then doesn’t that mean this Sebastian would' ve had
to have known that Carson was part of an undercover operation from the beginning? |
mean, he couldn’t identify the top brass for two years.”

Acid pushed into her throat. Ivy raced for her cell phone and pressed the autodial to
call Carson. Despite the lingering effects of their last conversation, she couldn’t let
him go through with this. “He’ s walking straight into a trap.”

This place wason the verge of total collapse.

Carson wasn't sure the structure could take much more.

The multistory building had been designed to hide in plain sight. Meant to bring the
cartel together, to pool resources and serve as a headquarters as efficient and deadly
as the very people trying to destroySangre por Sangre. But a handful of explosives
had broken it down, eroded its foundation and turned it into something worthless.

Not entirely unlike the emptiness coiling through him.

“Get rid of the vehicle.” He tossed the keys into the back seat to the youngest of the
soldiers and shoved free of the SUV. Knowing Ivy, he was sure she’ d have equipped
her fleet with GPS and possibly even better countermeasures. But she had promised
him a two-hour head start. He trusted her to keep her word—for now—but her
patience would run out sooner or later.



There was a small chance Sebastian had managed to contact upper management since
their showdown in the salvage yard, but the way Carson had left him unconscious and
bleeding would buy him the time he needed to defend his case. At least, that was the
hope.

The soldier positioned behind him had caught the keys and gotten out, letting Max
hop down from the back driver’s-side door. In less than a minute, dirt kicked up
behind the stolen vehicle but disappeared over the ridge of the man-made bowl acting
as a defense system around the building. If anyone came close to this place, the cartel
saw them coming. Especialy now that upper management seemed to have caled in
every asset,soldier and resource on and off the books. “There a party | don’t know
about?’

His female companion didn’'t answer, taking the lead into the partialy collapsed
garage. In truth, she probably didn’t know what the hell was going on either. Both she
and her younger associate had been apprehended downtown for a number of hours.

Though Ivy’s operative hadn’'t said where. If the street dealers had been pulled off
their corners, why had two soldiers been left behind? Carson’s curiosity had always
gotten the better of him. He'd never been able to look an answer straight in the face
without questioning the premise. It was one of the reasons the FBI had brought him
on board. Why they’d trusted him to go into this assignment.

He followed in his companion’s tracks through debris, pools of water and what
looked like pulverized cement toward the entrance into the building. One point of
entry. One point of exit. He gauged the chances of being able to turn back now and
scanned the property over one shoulder. They weren’'t looking good. “So how did
Socorro get the drop on you two?’

“It was stupid, really.” Sheled him into the building, and a sensation of being crushed
took hold, with a healthy hint of resistance. Though his companion kept moving as



though they couldn’t possibly die within these walls. “We were on a stakeout, and my
phone died. We didn’t get the word about pulling back until it wastoo late.”

“A stakeout?’ Carson hadn’t received a single order the past month, but apparently,
that wasn't the case for the rest of the soldiers he'd served beside. It didn't make
sense. Someone was still operating the cartel despite the limited resources and
manpower, and yet they’d managed to pull this many soldiers out of thin air. His gut
clenched tighter with each step he took deeper into the belly of the building. He
tookthe time to memorize the route they were taking through the maze of corridors.
Or maybeSangre por Sangrewasn't as injured as upper management wanted everyone
to believe. “Whereabouts?’

“Across the street from that Socorro bitch’s apartment. The one who runs the place.”
She slowed her pace. Just enough to maneuver behind him in the narrow corridor.
“We were told there was a potential rat in our ranks, and that he would be there. Our
orders were to drag him back to face his punishment.”



Page 32

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 2:32 am

Carson scanned the hallway up ahead. They hadn’t come in contact with anyone else
from the cartel, but his instincts said the moment they did, he was out of options. He
dlipped his hand into his opposite pocket, out of his companion’s sight, and secured
Ivy’s pocketknife in his palm. He hadn’t meant to hold on to it, but the chaos of the
two days since the battle in the salvage yard had prioritized more important things.
“You got aname of thisrat?’

“Funny you should mention it,” she said. “Because | wastold it was you.”

She didn’'t hesitate to make the first strike. His companion latched on to his shoulder
and dug her fingernailsinto his skin. He arced the pocketknife toward her temple, but
there was a reason she'd been recruited intoSangre por Sangre. Her background in
street fighting had only served her when cornered. She blocked his attack. Carson
took the opportunity to go for the other side of her head.

Max’s barks filled the hallway and threatened to trigger aringing in his ears from her
proximity. She waited for her turn to attack, but he wouldn’t give the order. Not yet.

His fist connected with the soft tissue of his companion’s cheekbone. He brought his
heel up and kicked straight into her chest.

She fell back into the corridor wall, sliding down until she hit the ground. Out of
breath.

“Come on, Max. We gotta get the hell out of here” Carson didn't wait for his
companion to get back up. He bolted back the way they’d come, playing through each
turn they'd taken in his head. Except there seemed to be no end to this place. He



picked up the pace. The cartel’s top brass knew he'd handed intel from within the
organization to Socorro. They knew about his relationship with Ivy. And if they were
waiting for him at her apartment, they’d most likely intended to use her to punish
him. “Where the hell isthe exit?’

This was the way they’d come. He was sure of it. Only now...

A barrage of flashlights assaulted his vision as he took the next turn.

Carson pulled up short, though every cell in his body screamed for him to turn
around. He brought one hand up to block the brightness of the flashlights, but his
vision refused to adjust. It was no use. They had him pinned. Going back would only
extend the inevitable.

Max made her discontent known almost instantly, her low growl threatening anyone
who dared touch her handler.

“Dominic, you made it.” An outline shifted forward through the wall of individual
lights. And presumably the weapons trained on him. Sebastian had somehow
remained in one piece. Considering the beating Carson had given him, his quick
recovery only credited the complicated design to the mask the cartel soldier seemed
to wear. Thiswas no ordinary recruiter for adrug cartel. Carson didn’t know what the
hell he was. “We were getting worried.”

Thiswas it. The moment he'd dreaded for two years. His cover had been blown, and
there was no going back. Not to Socorro. Not to the cartel. Not even to the FBI.

They’d all abandoned him. But, worse, he’ d abandoned them. The power of knowing
an entire organization—that a partner—had his back in case the cartel had learned of
his true identity wasn't there anymore. He was on his own.



“Sorry I'm late” He tried to count the soldiers at Sebastian’s back through the
shadows. Too many for him to number. Too many for him to fight alone. His blood
ran hot at the idea of dying right here in this place. With nothing but his weapon and
Ivy’s pocketknife on him. And Max. She'd be forced to watch before Sebastian had
her put down and buried somewhere nobody would find her remains. Hell, she
deserved better than this. “Hell of a party you’ re throwing.”

“All in your honor, my friend. Please.” Sebastian angled one side of his body,
completely at ease with the potential of an attack. In fact, Carson had the feeling the
son of a bitch was betting on it. “Join us, won’t you? This moment has been coming
for along time.”

Carson didn't have a choice. He scanned the walls, clutching on to Ivy’s
pocketknife—just to have something to keep him in the moment—and took a single
step forward.

Pain splintered across the back of his skull.

He fell forward, losing his grip on the pocketknife, and hit the floor on all fours.
Lightning didn't come close to describing the patterns exploding behind his eyes.
Max’s revolt went into overdrive as she lunged at his attacker. Loud screams pierced
through the haze closing in around Carson’s mind. He couldn’t think, couldn’t force
his limbs to obey his commands.

“Enough,” Sebastian said.
A single shot sucked the life out of Carson.
The K-9's whimper etched into his brain and refused to let up. Then silence. It

bounced off the cinder-block walls and dug deeper holes into his heart. His pulse
rocketed higher as rage spread hot and thick through his veins. Carson shot to his



feet,turning on his heel. His fist connected with the soldier who'd clocked him. The
man dropped hard beside Max’ s still frame. “No!”

His knees couldn’t hold his weight anymore as grief overwhelmed any thought of his
own survival. Carson pressed his face into Max’s, and she licked at the tears. She was
alive. For now. He skimmed his hand down the length of her body, coming away with
blood. He' d done this to her. He' d trained her to protect him, and now... Now he was
going to lose her.

Fingersfisted into his hair and pulled him away from his partner.

“1’m sorry to say dogs are not invited to this fiesta.” Sebastian dragged him across the
dirt and tossed him back onto the front lines of infantry ready to fire.

Flashlights danced around Carson as he looked up at the man who' d brought him into
the cartel. A man whose life he'd saved. “I’'m going to kill you for that. Every single
one of you.”

Sebastian’ s knees popped as he crouched beside him. Fisting another handful of hair,
the cartel leader forced Carson’'s head back. The physical damage from their brawl
had darkened, sharpening some features and downplaying others on the older man’'s
face. “You asked me to give my bosses a message the last time | saw you. Consider
your message delivered, Agent Lang.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

She'd aready lost one of her operatives.

She couldn’t lose another.
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lvy massaged her uninjured palm into the steering wheel, but no amount of
distraction could take away from the desperation clawing through her chest. Carson
had made his choice to go back to the cartel in an effort to warn the friends he’'d made
of the danger headed their way. She should let him deal with the consequences of that
choice. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t leave him to Sebastian’s sadism. She couldn’t
let him suffer as she had in that small room at the salvage yard.

She was angry with him—more than she'd been when he'd taken this
assignment—but that didn't mean she'd stopped caring about him. Loving him.
Nobody, not even her worst enemy, deserved that kind of pain. She’'d watched her
mother endure it for years and had finally gotten the strength to put it to a stop. It had
taken everything she had, and she wouldn’t give anything less now.

Because she loved him.

Because the best thing she could do with this life was to protect someone else. But
Carson hadn’t seen her devotion to stop the pain of this world from touching those
she cared about as selfless. His accusation, that she bulldozed everyone and
everything in her path to get what she wanted, had left her feeling carved out and
empty. She’d known what her former partners had thought of her. She'd heard their
whispers and knew about their transfer requests. With Carson...she’'d beendifferent.
She'd let him through her guard. She'd smiled more. She' d laughed. Their banter had
kept her from spiraling into the nightmares of the past, and his touch had kept her
warm.

But old habits died hard.



She could see where she’d messed up, like along line of dominoes. Tip the first one
and the others were bound to feed into the final outcome. The end of their partnership
had been coming for a long time. The wrong turns she' d taken were clear as day as
she looked back. By not fighting his acceptance of the undercover assignment. By
keeping her distance when he'd brought back intel to Socorro. By telling him her
safety and health weren't his concern. It was al there, staring back at her in a mirror
of failure. She'd just been too late to put a stop to the final domino from falling.

“You're going to tear that steering wheel in half if you keep it up.” Granger Morais
kept his attention straight forward, his laptop open as he provided the GPS info on
their stolen SUV. But she already knew where they were headed. No matter what the
tracking said. “We're about a mile out.”

“We're not going for the SUV. Send the coordinates forSangre por Sangre's
headquarters to the rest of the team.” She targeted each of the SUVsin her rearview
mirror. Four vehicles in total with two police cruisers in the rear. She'd tried to
convince Chief Halsey to stay with Jocelyn, but there’ d been no persuading the man
from getting his pound of flesh. Sebastian would regret the day he' d put his hands on
one of her operatives.

The cartel would see them coming from a mile away. That was the point. To take a
stand. To make a point. That nobody messed with Socorro Security.

“You're sure that's where this ends?” Granger was looking at every angle, every
possibility. The idea of them showing up to an empty building was probably the
worst that could happen in his eyes.

She directed her attention to the SUV up ahead. Angled off the side of the road.
Abandoned. Except somewhere in the back of her mind she realized someone
would' ve had to have driven it out into the middle of the desert. Someone most likely
waiting to ambush them. “More sure than I’ ve been about anything elsein my life.”



Ivy grabbed for the radio velcroed to the dashboard and hit the talk button. She'd had
Alpine Valey PD tuned in to their private channel in case they got separated. “We're
coming up on our stolen SUV. Be prepared to take on fire.”

Granger reached into the back seat and pulled his Kevlar from beside his bull terrier,
Zeus. The dog was more fat than muscle, but when it came to protecting his handler,
the K-9 never failed. Mostly by sitting on anyone who dared get close enough. The
counterterrorism agent threaded himself into his gear. He leaned forward in his seat,
studying their SUV through the windshield, then took the radio and opened the line.
“Movement. Passenger side, back wheel well. Scarlett, that’s all you.”

“Understood.” The security consultant’ s voice crackled through the line.

vy sped past the sitting SUV, then watched as Scarlett hung back and let Alpine PD,
Jones and Cash pass. The SUV at the rear of the pack moved out of line.

Then the shooting started. The cartel soldier presumably responsible for ditching the
SUV opened fire on the caravan. Bullets thudded against Ivy’s back window but
didn’t penetrate, thanks to bulletproof glass and armored panels.

Scarlett’ s vehicle suddenly sped up.

And targeted the back quarter panel of the abandoned SUV. The security consultant
rammed her vehicle straight into the other. The cartel soldier was caught by the
collision and thrown clear.

“What the hell is she doing? | wanted her to trigger the explosive. Not ram the other
vehicle.” Slowing, Ivy brought the rest of the vehicles to a halt to assess the situation.
She forced her upper body to turn in her seat. Waiting. The driver’ s-side airbag had
deployed in the rear vehicle.



“Guess Scarlett has her own ideas of what qualifies as ‘that’s all you.”” Granger
didn’t seem surprised. Or worried. It was his calm nature that would get her through

what was to come. “ See? She'sfine.”

lvy caught sight of her operator punching down the airbag. Scarlett shouldered out of
the vehicle, not an inch worse for wear. In fact, a wide smile had taken over the
security consultant’ s expression as she hitched aride in one of the other vehicles. Ivy
turned back to the road. “I need to up her liability insurance.”

The radio staticked. “Am | supposed to ignore the fact Scarlett intentionally rammed
another vehicle and most likely killed everyone inside?’ Chief Halsey asked.

Ivy nodded to the radio. “That’s all you, Morais.”

Her counterterrorism operative fisted the radio. “Yes” One word. End of
conversation.

The hum of tires on dirt worked to settle her nerves as they approachedSangre por
Sangre’s headquarters, but she couldn’t trust that feeling. Not yet. Not until they had
aclear read on the situation and Carson’ s location. “ Remember the priority.”

“1 got it.” Granger thumbed bullets into the magazine of his pistol, laptop now angled
sideways at his feet. “Get Lang out. Make sure Sebastian doesn’'t leave. Easy
as...Jocelyn’s homemade chocolate chip cookies.”

“Have you seen the amount of ingredients that goes into those?’ she asked. “They are
not easy. But, damn, are they worth the wait.”

He didn’t respond right away, the pressure of his attention boring into her as strong
and slow as an oil drill.



“She’s going to be okay, Ivy. Jocelyn is strong,” he said. “She'll be back in the field
innotime.”

lvy’s grip tightened all over again. “But will she forgive me for putting her in the
crosshairsin the first place?’
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Granger didn’t seem to have an answer to that.

A chain-link fence materialized as they drew closer to the massive man-made crater
protecting the cartel’s hideout. It was a forty-five-degree angle down, but vy had
prepared for this. “Hold on to something.”

She pressed the accelerator as Granger grabbed for the dash. They closed the distance
between them and the flimsy barrier and blew straight through it. Sparks lit up as
metal met metal, but the fence had never stood a chance against her vehicle.

The SUV instantly dipped over the edge and down into the bowl. Gravity lost its hold
on lvy's stomach as they plummeted toward the basin. Four vehicles followed
behind, al catching air as they launched over the rim and down. Her team had chosen
to follow her into the depths of hell, and she would never forget it.

lvy twisted the wheel as the SUV hit flat earth and got out of the way of the convoy
behind. Within seconds of touchdown, bodies started appearing through the wide
field of cars preventing them from driving straight to the front door.

Another round of bullets bounced off the vehicle.

Granger shoved the magazine into his weapon as he fought to stay upright from the
wicked turns she was forced to make. “Head for the garage. It’ sthe easiest way in.”

She forced the SUV into a skid in order to get as close as possible to the entry point.
All four vehicles behind her did the same, setting up a semicircle of protection.



The radio lit up. “Get inside. Alpine Valley PD will cover you. We got this.” Chief
Halsey’ s insistence told her he was all too happy to pick off as many cartel soldiers as
he could.

lvy responded. “Copy that. Try not to get shot.”

“Can’t promise anything, but I'll keep it in mind.” Halsey’s patrol cruiser lit up, his
voice registering over the PA. “Thisis Alpine Valley police. Put your weapons down
and your hands on your heads. No? Okay, then.”

Return fire thumped through the windows.

lvy and Granger took advantage. She unholstered her weapon, using only her free
index finger to go for the latch, and kicked the door open. The driver’s-side door
protected her from the spray of gunfire. She couldn’'t advance until the bullets
stopped. She couldn’t get to Carson and Max.

A length of silence punctured through her raised senses. She nodded at Granger over
the hood of the SUV. “Go.”

vy pumped her legs as fast as they would go. The stitches in her side screamed and
stretched, threatening to tear from the effort, but she wouldn’t stop. Not until she
found her partner. They made it to the overhang of the garage and ran straight into

shadow. It took afew seconds for her vision to adjust, but she refused to slow down.

“This way.” Granger took the lead as Jones, Scarlett and Cash brought up the rear
with their K-9sin tow. All free of bullet holes.

“1 was really hoping | would never have to come back here,” Jones said.

Cash moved to lvy’s left side. As though they’ d each taken position as her personal



bodyguard. “Imagine how | feel. | blew this place to hell and back with C-4, and it's
somehow still standing.”

“Did you use the right amount? Y ou’ ve got to get the measurements right or it does
no good at al. I've told you thata dozen times.” Scarlett was a little too buoyant for
someone who'd just sent a cartel soldier flying through the air.

“Quiet.” Granger pulled up short at the single entry into the building. He raised a
hand, beckoning them forward.

Scarlett’s twin Dobermans rushed through the door, and the other K-9s fought to
catch up.

The team moved as one into the darkened corridor, and a dampness she didn’t want to
think about slipped beneath her blazer. “This place is worse than you guys wrote in
your reports.”

“You have no idea.” Jones switched the flashlight mounted to his pistol on. “I got
something over here. Oh, hell.”

“What isit?’ It took Ivy a second to get avisua as all four of her operatives crowded
around some kind of mass in the middle of the floor. The K-9s were whining, shifting
on their feet and circling. She saw the fur first. Then the watery black eyes staring up
at her. Unblinking. Her stomach flipped as she lunged to put pressure on the German
shepherd’ s blood-matted fur. “ Get Chief Halsey in here! Now!”

So thiswaswhat dying felt like.

Carson’s head skimmed the cement underneath him. Above him? He couldn’t think



straight. Whatever direction, there was no getting out of the mess he’'d put himself in.
Strung up by his ankles. Surrounded by armed gunmen willing to pull the trigger with
asingle word. Nope. He wasn't going anywhere. Not without a miracle, and he didn’t
see lvy and her team showing him any kind of grace when they burned this place to
the ground.

Blood coated the inside of his mouth. He'd lost one of his back molars during the
many fists to his face. Turned out Sebastian had been hiding more than his true
identity al this time. An aging old man, he was not. No. There was a contained
strength hidden within the cartel recruiter's bones. Something Carson had never
Imagined.

And, damn it, he hurt. Everywhere. He spit the next rush of blood to clear his mouth.
“Bet it feels good to finally be yourself, Sebastian. Hunting and killing those women
must’ ve been too easy.”

Except the son of a bitch hadn’t gone easy on Ivy. He'd done this to her. Tortured
her, humiliated her, nearly killed her. Would have if she hadn’t bested Sebastian with
her training and will to live.



Page 35

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 2:32 am

“Easy?’ Sebastian wiped his bloodied hands on the shirt of another soldier on the
periphery. His voice almost echoed off the open two-story cinder block that had taken
too much damage over the years. “No. Those women, they fought. They begged.
They madeit fun. You? 1 just want to kill you.”

It was the same room the war correspondent had been brought into and tormented for
information concerning photos she' d taken over a period of three days—evidence of
the cartel working in cahoots with a state senator. Carson had been powerless to stop
it, and so he'd volunteered to take the place of her abusers. Holding back his strikes
without giving away hisintentions. He'd at least given her the chance to regain some
of her strength, to escape. Thankfully, one of Socorro’s operatives had helped her
survive. “Then what’s the holdup? Y ou know who | am. You know what I’ve been
doing insideSangre por Sangreall these years. Why wait?’

Blood rushed to his head, darkening his vision. Lack of sleep. Lack of nutrients.
Heartbreak. Possibly a concussion. They would all play avital rolein the next hours.

Sebastian finished cleaning his busted knuckles and turned his attention back to
Carson with nothing but death in his eyes. “You know, | never married. Never had
children. Building this organization took everything | had. The lieutenants | recruited
became family. My soldiers, my children. We worked together tobring about change.
To finaly take what was stolen from us so long ago.”

Sangre por Sangre's founder—Carson still couldn't wrap his head around
that—withdrew a blade from one of the soldiers looking on. He moved faster than
Carson expected. The blade stabbed through Carson’s upper arm. His scream failed to
drown out Sebastian’swords. “Every single soldier I’ velost in the past two years was



because of you. Men and women who devoted their lives to my cause, who fought for
me, bled for me and died for me. You're going to pay for ther lives. Slowly.
Painfully. Then I'm going to leave your body in the desert for Agent Bardot to find.
Then I’'m going to kill another of her operatives. Then another. Until she has nobody
left, and she’ll know the pain that you two have caused me.”

Excruciating pain burned until it overrode every sense Carson owned. He lost his
control to the point a laugh escaped his chest. It rolled through him, gaining strength,
blocking out the pain. Blood dripped beneath his shirtsleeve and tendriled over his
collarbone.

“Thisisfunny to you?’ Sebastian asked.

“This? No.” Carson tried to shake his head. “I’'m just imagining what Ivy’s going to
do to you. Especially if she finds out you shot her dog. Y ou have no idea the kind of
hell you' ve brought down on yourself. On the soldiers you claim to care about. Y ou
think you're some kind of protector. You have no idea what that word means
compared to her. And | can’t wait to see you fall.”

A fist rocketed into his face. Carson’s body swung away from his attacker, then back
for another strike. His head snapped back. Pain unlike anything he'd experienced
before kept him conscious and urged his body to shut down at the same time.

He wouldn’t be able to take much more.

But of all the ways to go, he'd choose this a thousand times more. Because he knew
the end result in his bones. He knew thatlvy would finish the assignment they’d
started while they’d still been partners in the FBI. Despite his betrayal, she would

remain the same woman she’ d always been.

Valiant. Committed. Courageous.



He' d never been any of those things. Not like her. Carson had taken the easy way oui.
He saw that now. How going undercover within the cartel gave him the mask of hero,
but Ivy had been on the outside. Fighting. Risking her team and her reputation and
her own life. She’'d earned atarget on her back to protect him. How hadn’t he seen it
before?

Their last conversation played on repeat at the back of his mind. He' d accused her of
doing it all for herself. For the glory, to keep building awall between her and the rest
of the world, but that couldn't have been farther from the truth. She was brave.
Braver than Carson. He'd believed her inability to separate herself from their
Investigations over the years had built her into an unyielding, closed-off partner, but
that wasn't the case at all. The hell she'd suffered as akid had led her to use her work
to distract herself from dealing with the trauma. The grief. At ten years old, she’d had
to shoot a man who beat her and her mother. How could he have seen her intensity as
anything more than a way to ensure she never had to suffer like that again? That all
she needed was for someone to choose her? Ivy Bardot loved fiercely. The proof was
right there in the two bullets still cataloged in evidence in her stepfather’s
investigation box. She risked everything in pursuit of holding on to the people who
meant the most to her.

And he' d done the stupid thing and turned his back on her. He' d become a coward, so
different from the times he'd come home with a black eye or a bloody lip because
he' d refused to back down from the bullies who made fun of his mixed race.

Because he'd just wanted Ivy to choose him, too. To love him as much as he loved
her. Losing his mother had takeneverything from him, but Ivy had been there to step
into that role of companion. And when he’d gone undercover and lost his constant
connection to her, he'd tried to replace it with the very men and women who would
kill him with asingle order now. To live up to her expectations.

He' d relied on other people to love and support him without ever considering he



could do it himself. That he was the one responsible for his own happiness. Not his
mother. Not Ivy. Not the people he'd convinced himself could give him what he
needed from within the cartel. Him. The redlization hit him harder than Sebastian’s
next fist. And he wanted to figure out how to fix it. To move forward without that
external validation. For once, he wanted to find out what made him happy. Other
peopl €' s interests be damned.

Only that seemed impossible now. Hanging upside down in the middle of a drug
cartel headquarters surrounded by soldiers ready to kill him.

“Unfortunately, I’'m not the one who will be falling today, Agent Lang.” Sebastian
nodded to one of the soldiers off to one side. His female companion stepped forward.
“Get him ready. | expect Socorro is aready on its way, and we don’'t want to keep
them waiting.”

Socorro. lvy. Carson pulled at the rope binding his hands behind his back with
everything he had left. Which wasn't much. The threads didn’t even stretch as the
cartel soldier waved two more companions closer to assist. “You knew who | was.
All thistime. Y ou knew what | was doing.”

“Of course | knew,” Sebastian said. “How else was | supposed to keep an eye on my
old friend Agent Bardot?’

Son of a bitch. Carson had served within the cartel to provide Ivy and her team a leg
up in this war, but he'd only been Sebastian’s puppet. Putting Ivy and Socorro in
danger. Drawing them into a trap. “You can't win this, Sebastian. It doesn’t
matterhow many soldiers you throw at them or how many guns you buy. She won’t
stop until you' re behind bars or six feet under.”

Sebastian wiped blood from the blade used to stab Carson’s arm on the same rag he'd
used to clean his hands. “Don’t worry about me, my friend. There's areason | lured



those Socorro dogs here.”

“What are you talking about?’ Carson struggled as three soldiers braced his shoulders
and started hauling him down. The world righted itself as they held him upright. They
maneuvered him toward the corridor. Three to one wasn’t good odds.

“Let’sjust say my focusis no longer on keeping operations moving or making more
money. I've moved beyond mere survival.” The cartel founder smiled, easy and
relaxed, despite the monster hidden within. “It's al about the future now. | must
thank you, Agent Lang. Without you, | never would ve learned the identities of
Socorro’s operatives, their protocols, their weapons preferences. You will be the
reasonSangre por Sangrelives on to fight another day. Thank you.”

Carson hadn’t provided any of that.

“You son of a bitch.” He fought the strength of three soldiers as they dragged him
toward the door. He didn’'t know where they were taking him. It didn’t matter. What
mattered was warning Ivy.

“Get him out of here, please.” Sebastian rounded a table Carson hadn’t noticed until
then, turning a laptop toward him. Surveillance footage. Of the complex. And there,
on the screen, a line of operatives making their way through the building. Ivy in the
lead. “ It seems our guests have arrived early. Let’s give them a proper greeting, shall
we?’

Gunfire punctured through Carson’s shallow breathing a split second before
Socorro’s private military contractors breached the room.

vy took aim at the man of the hour as her team and their K-9s filed in behind her.
“Who shot my dog!”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
No one raised their hand.

That was okay. She would find the person who shot Max. She would tear this whole
building down to do it, too. Until then, Chief Halsey was taking care of the German
shepherd the best way he could. She lost count of the number of soldiers taking aim
at her and her team. One wrong move. That was all it would take to tear apart both of
their organizations. Ivy raised her weapon, at Sebastian. “I’m going to give you one
chance to put your weapons down and surrender.”

“You must be confused, Agent Bardot.” Sebastian’s laugh inspired the rest of his
soldiers to participate. He spread his arms wide, motioning to the men and women
prepared to shoot on his order. “You see, | have far more manpower. Y ou, you have
four operatives and some dogs.”

“You'reright. Doesn't feel like afair fight, doesit?’ Ivy scanned the room. Instantly
landing on Carson. He'd been bound, beaten. Blood dripped down his arm and dlid
between his fingers. “Would you like to invite more soldiers to come help you? We'll

wait.

Sebastian’s smile dipped off his face. He stepped away from the desk he'd put
between him and her team. “Y ou’ ve been hunting me for two years. Sent your |apdog
to identify me, to undermine my operation. Y ou send your operatives to take out my
lieutenants. All while you hide in your black tower. You are not ready for what’'s
coming, little girl. You are not strong enough to fight me.”



Strong enough. When the hell had she let other people determine what she was
capable of? When had she let it haunt her to the point of paralysis? Ivy lowered her
weapon. “Shall we finish what we started in that basement, Sebastian? Y ou, me. No
federal agents. No cartel soldiers to interfere. That's what you want, right? To
proveSangre por Sangredeserves to sit on the throne. That all of this leads to one
outcome—you standing over the bodies of your enemies. I'll give you that chance.”

“lvy, what the hell are you doing?’ Carson struggled to be free of his captives. In
vain.

“I would love nothing more.” A wide smile transformed the cartel founder’s
expression. “One weapon. No guns. To the death. | win, | will kill your entire team
and your undercover operative. Socorro will be no more.”

“And if | win,Sangre por Sangresurrenders to the Alpine Valley Police Department
and Socorro. Never to operate again.” lvy passed her weapon to Granger, positioned
behind her.

“Boss, you sure about this?” Scarlett kept her voice low, but the concern was louder
than anything else in the room. “Y ou're still injured from the last time you two were
In aroom together.”

“I'll befine. | have something he doesn’t.” Her gaze cut to Carson as she stripped out
of the sling meant to help her dislocated shoulder heal.

“What's that?’ Jones seemed to take inventory of the soldiers he would like to take
out, that battle-ready energy coming off him in waves.

She handed off the sling to Granger and rolled her shoulder out. “A team who has my
back, no matter what. As long as | have you guys, | can never lose. But for him?
Every single one of these soldiers will put their own surviva first if pushed.” Ivy



turned to face Sebastian as his soldiers cleared away the desks and debris from the
middle of the room. “See the C-4 strapped to the mgor structural beams overhead?
He's not confident in his plan to getto the rest of you. He plans on bringing down the
building on top of usif this doesn’t go his way. Make sure he fails. Understand?’

“1 have some experience with that,” Scarlett said. “1’ll take care of it.”

“Granger, Jones, Cash.” She didn’t want to say goodbye. She didn’t want to admit
that this was a bad idea and that she had no way of knowing if her reason would hold
up against a man who'd already killed four women and put another in the hospital.
Not to mention the thousands of lives his organization had taken over the years when
Socorro had failed to protect the people they swore to protect. “The moment he
attacks, he’'s going to let his soldiers have a field day. Don't let your guards down.
And fedl free to take as many of them out as you can. Just make sure Carson isn't one
of them.”

“Wait. Are we friends with this guy again?’ Cash said.

“Enough waiting.” Sebastian kicked arock from in front of his foot. She'd migudged
him in the dark of a salvage yard before, then again when her eye had swollen to the
point she hadn’'t been able to see. The man had claimed to spend twenty years
building his empire, but there was still a youthfulness to him. A strength she hadn’t
considered before.

This was going to hurt. But the past no longer had a hold on her. All that mattered
was the future. Hers. Her team’s. And Carson’s. vy shrugged out of her blazer and
handed it off to Granger. The muscles in her shoulder still ached. The stitches in her
side warned her not to take another step, but she wasn’'t doing this to feed some ego-
driven show of dominance. This was how she protected her family. Just as she'd done
all those years ago.



lvy took a literal and metaphorical step into the ring. “ Sure you want to go through
with this, Sebastian? That shoulder of yoursisn’t looking too good.”

His laugh slid beneath her confidence and started to break it up into pieces. “How’s
the side, Agent Bardot?”’

She didn’t want to give away the pain she was aready in. Not to him. Filling her
lungs with as much oxygen as they could hold, she steadied her pulse with Carson in
her peripheral vision.

“lvy, you don’t have to do this. You don’t have to—" Her partner’s words were cut
short from the sucker punch to his gut. He doubled over within his captor’s grasp.

Sebastian was the first to strike. He took advantage of her distraction and launched at
her. She saw him coming. Ivy fisted his collar and rammed her forehead straight into
his nose. The son of abitch fell backward and hit the floor.

All hell broke loose.

Bullets sprayed across the room. Her team broke apart, each operative hunting for
cover. Cash returned fire as his rottweiler, Bear, ran straight for the nearest soldier.

vy threw herself behind Sebastian’s desk. A soldier reached over the edge. He
grabbed on to her tank top and pulled her across the surface. A knife arced down
toward her face. She managed to lean out of the way, letting it embed in the wood.
Gripping the handle, she pulled it free and returned it to its owner. Straight into his
chest. The soldier fell back, and she got to her feet.

Two more came for her. Both tried to cage her between them, but she was faster. vy
ducked out from the reach of one and kicked his knee out from under him. The
soldier sammed into the floor face-first. The other got a good hold on her from



behind. Locking her arms behind her. Her shoulder threatened to dislocate all over
again.

“None of you are getting out of here alive.” Sebastian stumbled to his feet. Blood
coursed from his nose and framed his mouth. Stained his graying beard. He withdrew
a blade from a sheath on his belt.

“And here | thought we were going to play by the rules.” Ivy rammed her heel into
the soldier’s foot at her back. He released his hold and tipped off-balance. He fell at
her feet, and she made sure he would never get up again. Kicking her toes into his
groin as hard as she could.
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Just as Sebastian closed the distance between them.

He slammed into her. The knife grazed the outside of her arm as the cartel founder
pinned her against the desk. She latched on to his wrist to gain control, but he was a
hell of alot stronger than he let on. Her shoulder screamed for her to let go. But she
couldn’t. Not yet.

Time seemed to slow.

Seconds distorted and stretched into minutes. Scarlett took a fist to the face as she
tried to reach the laptop dislodged in the chaos. Cash blocked one attack while
attempting to dodge a blade to the gut from the opposite direction. Granger had been
pinned against the wall by no less than three soldiers. Granger’s bellow filled the
entire room as Jones used one of the cartel soldiers as a shield to avoid getting shot.

And Carson. He' d shoved one of his captors off but failed to account for the soldier at
his back. The butt of a weapon slammed down onto his skull. His legs collapsed out
from underneath him.

They were losing. They were going to fail. Because of her. Because maybe her
stepfather—maybe Sebastian—had been right. Maybe she wasn’t strong enough to
win thiswar. But she wouldn’t stop trying.

“Look at them, Agent Bardot. See them suffer.” Sebastian struggled to bring the knife
down into her heart. Sweat dripped from his forehead and splashed onto her face. “I
can makeit all go away. All you haveto doisgivein.”



The tip of the blade penetrated through her tank top. She couldn’t hold him off much
longer. A pinprick of pain registered just below her collarbone. “I gave my word to
those women.”

vy arched her hips off the desk and threw his weight to one side. Sebastian had no
choice but to follow. She hiked his wrist upward, then straight down onto the edge of
the desk. The crunch of bone pierced through the sound of gunfire and screams.
Along with his scream. He stared up at her with nothing but violence and death.

“1 was going to make you pay for what you did to them.” Ivy kicked Sebastian’s legs
out from under him. Fisting his collar while he was down, she ignored the pain in her
shoulder. And launched her fist into his face. Once. Twice. His head snapped back.
Years of being told she wasn't strong enough to fight created a new energy that
sizzled through her. “1 keep my promises.”

Sebastian’s body went limp in her grasp. His eyes rolled back in his head.
Unconscious. Ivy let him sink to the floor. It was over. The loss. The pain. The fear.
Straightening, she left the cartel’s founder there to suffer the consequences that had
led them to this room.

The gunfire seemed to cease all at once asSangre por Sangrecame to terms with the
end result. Jones ripped out of a soldier’s hold, then pinned his attacker against the
wall. Granger shirked off the three men trying to bring him down. Scarlett didn’t
seem to notice any change in her surroundings, her focus on the C-4 ready to explode
at the touch of a button. Cash shoved one of the soldiers forward.

And Carson raised his gaze to hers through the blood seeping into his eyes. They'd
done it. Together. As a team. It had taken so much longer than she'd planned, but

they’ d—

A gunshot exploded from behind.



Then came the pain. Ivy lowered her attention to the stain spreading across her tank
top, then back to her team.

Right before the world went dark.

* * %

Socorro’s operatives fellinto action.

Each running to catch their boss before she met the ground.

Carson could only watch Ivy as she fell. The past superimposed the present as he
simultaneously saw her collapse in the salvage yard warehouse and hit the floor now.
Sebastian lowered his gun hand. A smile creased the outer edges of his face.

Carson’'s head pounded in rhythm with his increasing heart rate. He could barely see
through the blood dripping into his eyes, but struggled to his feet. The soldiers on
either side of him fought to keep him down. Under control. It wouldn’t work. A fire
had started burning in him, and there was nothing anybody could do to put it out. No
one but Ivy.

Carson rammed his shoulder into the nearest captor, throwing the son of a bitch off-
balance. His female companion he’ d gotten out of Socorro holding rushed at him. She
didn’t make it. He buried his heel in her stomach and took the air right out of her. Her
knees dropped as she gasped for breath. Movement registered in his peripheral vision.
Carson ducked to avoid the butt of the weapon coming at his face and swung around
in time to let the soldier’s momentum carry him into another moving in to subdue
him.

A third attacker came straight at him. The bastard hiked his foot up as though to land
a solid kick. Only Carson managed to capture the soldier’s boot between his bound



arm and rib cage. One tight jerk and the soldier’s ankle practically broke off in
Carson’'s grip. He forced the attacker to hop on one foot, angling the gunman right
into another threat.

Pain spidered down Carson’s back as a fourth soldier swung his weapon down. It
gaveSangre por Sangrea chance to gang up on him. Two more attackers grabbed for
his shoulders and arms. He took down another coming from the front and took out the
soldier’s knee. Carson ducked out from the son of a bitch on the left and crushed his
head into the soldier’s temple. Then had to quickly dodge a knife aimed straight for
his spine. The bladesman overcorrected his momentum. But not in time to avoid
Carson’s knee to hisface.

Men and women groaned at his feet. But the fight wasn't over.

lvy’'s operatives were dragging her off the battlefield, toward the exit. She hadn’t
moved, hadn’t opened her eyes. Even if she managed to survive, there was no telling
when Sebastian would come for her again. Come for her team.

Carson had to end this now.

He caught sight of the cartel’s fearless leader making a break for a door he'd once
mapped as a secret escape from the building. Low-level soldiers had been kept in the
dark. It was just like upper management to sacrifice the men and women they’d used
to do their dirty work while keeping their own hands clean. “ Sebastian!”

Carson crouched to pick up a fallen knife and dliced through the rope at his wrists.
Blood rushed back into his fingertips as he followed after the man responsible for so
much death. He'd been an idiot to believe there was an ounce of good within the
cartel, that the people at the bottom were simply following orders. He'd been
manipulated, used.



And now he was going to make sure it never happened to anyone el se.
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He dodged another attempt to slow him down. A second soldier pointed a gun at him,
but one of Socorro’s K-9s—a husky—intercepted and took the gunman down. Fierce
growls let him know these dogs weren’t in the mood for playing. They were hereto
protect their handlers. Well, except maybe for the one sitting on top of a cartel soldier
off to his right. The bull terrier smply grinned at him as Carson cut across the body-
strewn space. And, hell, he couldn’t blame the K-9 for adding a bit of fun to this
mess. Sometimes that was the only way to make it through the hard stuff.

Ten feet. Five.
Sebastian ducked through the door and secured it behind him.

Just as Carson lunged. His shoulder made contact, but the door had locked from the
inside. He slammed both palms against what was meant to look like cinder block, but
the exit wouldn’t budge. “ Sebastian! You coward! You can’'t run forever! | will find
you!”

Thiswas no time for caution. He had to get in there.
“We can help you with that, Lang,” avoice said from behind.

Carson turned to find two Socorro operatives, armed to the teeth and not an ounce of
exhaustion etched into their faces. To be fair, they hadn’t been tortured for a couple
of hours. He motioned them forward. Though he wasn’'t sure of their names, they
each had the look of determination of seeing this through to the end. The same
determination that had possessed him since coming back to the cartel. “By all means,
be my guests.”



The one he was fairly certain was called Cash—Socorro’s forward scout—raised his
weapon and took aim. Then fired. Once. Twice. The second operative—Jones,
maybe—rammed the heel of his boot and forced the exit open. “Y ou come for one of
us, you come for all of us. Ivy says you're one of us. So go get that son of a bitch.
WEe' ve got everything covered here.”

One of them. Three words shouldn’t have held so much weight, but Carson felt the
beginnings of the support he'd been searching for all this time. First, with his mother,
then through Ivy, and when he’' d been required to distance himself from her, from the
cartel. Only the people he'd fought beside in the fieldhadn’t ever really felt the same
for him as he had for them. It had all been a manipulation. An order. He saw the truth
now. He knew what the future held and whom he wanted in hislife, and it sure as hell
wasn'tSangre por Sangre. The haze of revenge and rage lowered to a ssmmer as he
processed the body count. Every Socorro operative was still standing. Apart from lvy.
“Thank you.”

“Hey, Lang, hold up,” Jones said. “There’s something you should know about
Socorro. We never go anywhere without our partners.”

Both men parted, letting a stubborn, bleeding, protective Ivy through. She held on to
her side. Blood seeped between her fingers.

“What the hell are you doing? You were shot.” He reached for her, unsure if she
would appreciate the contact. “Y ou need medical attention.”

Somehow she'd lost even more color since she'd confronted him in Socorro’'s
headquarters. “When have | ever let a wound slow me down? Besides, | may have
played up the seriousness of the shot.” She pulled her hand away, revealing a stained
tank top. “There was no way | was going to be able to fight Sebastian on my own
with a dislocated shoulder and a stab wound. So | let him take me out of the
equation.”



Disbelief stole the air from his lungs. “But the bullet—"

“Was very real.” Her laugh took the tension out of his shoulders. She was alive. She
was okay. vy lifted the edge of her shirt, showing off aline of blood and burned skin.
“But it wasjust agraze.”

“You guys know the longer you stand here, the farther our suspect gets, right?’ Cash
pointed toward the door.

lvy set clear green eyes on Carson, and the entire world seemed to make sense again.
As though for the first time in two years, he’'d given himself permission to make his
desires knowninstead of bowing out to everyone else’s. “Are you ready to end this?’

“Let’s do this.” Carson shoved through the door. His heart rocketed into his throat
every step he stumbled in the darkness. Grief charged through him at the realization
he didn't have Max to help guide him with her higher senses. Except he wasn’t
entirely on his own.

He had his partner.

“I’ve never been through this corridor before.” Carson felt his way along the wall,
following the sharp turns that seemed to never end. “This must’ve been how the
cartel was still able to operate over the past few months.”

“Where does it go?’ she asked.

He didn’t have a chance to answer as sunlight pierced into the darkened space up
ahead. “I’'m guessing outside.” Carson offered her his hand. Which she took. “Come

on.”

Ivy unholstered her weapon—the same one she’ d handed off to one of her operatives



earlier—as they ran. They left the protection of the building and scanned the open
desert. “Where did he—"

An engine revved from their |eft.

And shot directly at them.

Carson pulled Ivy with him, just as she'd done that night in her apartment when
they’d been under attack. Saving his life. They hit the ground as one, and he tucked
her into his body. Dirt worked into his mouth and nose with each roll, but they’'d
avoided dying. For now.

The vehicle crashed into the exit, sealing it off. Sebastian shoved free of the driver’'s
seat, armed with what looked like along piece of rebar.

vy was the first to get to her feet. And took aim. “Drop it, Sebastian. Or | will
shoot.”

“You took everything from me!” The cartel founder brought the metal weapon down
on her forearm. The gun went off. A bullet shot into the wall of the building and spit
dirt.

vy fell forward. The gun fell from her hand, out of reach, as she cradled her arm
against her chest. Sebastian raised the elongated metal for another strike, and vy
rolled. The rebar thudded into the cracked earth. “Now |I’m going to take everything
you love from you.”
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Carson dragged lvy to stand, maneuvering her behind him. “It's over, Sebastian.
There's nothing left of your cartel. Give yourself up, and you might live another
twenty years.”

Sebastian unpocketed some kind of device. A small black box with an antenna. A
detonator? “ Say goodbye to your team, Agent Bardot.”

He hit the button.
Except nothing happened.

Carson waited. One second. Two. Sebastian pressed the button again, then once
more. And the tension eased out of Carson’s shoulders.

“Looking for this?" Scarlett Beam rounded the corner and into view. Tossing a brick
of white...C-4? Jones, Cash, Granger and their K-9s followed. Each taking aim with
gunsin hand. “You can thank Ivy for that. She noted the C-4 wired into the structural
beams of the building. | took the opportunity to reprogram your detonator. To mine.”

The security consultant showed off her phone. Then tapped the screen with a smile
not meant for life-and-death situations.

The explosion started within, bringing the building in on itself in a series of blasts but
containing it at the same time. It was the perfect system.

“You'refinished,el jefe.” Ivy rounded into Sebastian’s vision, seemingly memorizing
his realization that he' d lost. He' doutmanned and outgunned Socorro, but he couldn’t



beat them. Because they were ateam. “ Sangre por Sangreis dead.”

Sebastian sank to his knees as he watched his headquarters collapse in on itself.

Sirens echoed off the sides of the man-made bowl. A patrol cruiser skidded to a stop
behind Carson, and Chief Halsey pulled a set of handcuffs from his pocket.

“Sebastian Aguado, you are under arrest for a whole lot of shit.” Halsey pinned
Sebastian’s arms behind his back and hauled the cartel founder to his feet to install
the cuffs. “Namely, coming after my partner, but that one will be the least of your
worries. Because you get to ride in the back seat with her German shepherd. We've
got two years of charges you’'ve earned. And I’ m going to make sure every single one
of them sticks.”

Carson couldn’t help but etch this scene into his brain. To convince him it was real.

Alpine Valley PD shoved Sebastian headfirst into the back seat of the patrol car.
Chief Halsey secured the cartel founder inside with anod in vy’ s direction.

“It's finished.” Ivy stared after the cruiser, the sun highlighting the bruises and
scrapes along one side of her face. “ After two years, we finally took downSangre por
Sangre.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Three days | ater

She was supposed to feel some kind of relief, wasn’t she?

vy moved the paperwork that had stacked up over the past week to the other side of
her desk. This office had been her command center. She'd stood at this company’s



helm, given orders and developed strategy to keep her operatives safe and a drug
cartel from spreading across the state.

And now? Now she didn’t realy know what she was supposed to do. A nervous
energy urged her to review the dozens of threats that had crossed her desk and pick
one to focus on. The Pentagon, of course, was appreciative of her and her team’s
effort in neutralizingSangre por Sangre, but the cartel had merely been a drop in the
bucket. There were a handful of other cartels the DEA, the FBI and the ATF were
trying to get a handle on, and not just in the drug arena.

At the same time, the muscles in her shoulder were protesting, and the stitches in her
side had torn during the fight three days ago. She hadn’t been sleegping since walking
avay from the cartel’s headquarters after Scarlett had finally brought the whole
structure down on itself, and her team... Well, they all had families to go home to.
Livesto maintain.

She had a bullet-ridden safe house or the couch in her office. She’d gone for the
couch the past few nights. The regret had started instantly. Ivy stretched the muscles
in her neck on either side. She should replace it with a pullout until the buildingowner
could patch up the holes in her walls. Which, according to him, wouldn’'t be for
another two weeks.

The state prosecutor had made the argument to try Sebastian—actually identified as
Silvio Juarez, according to his fingerprints taken in early arrest reports from two
decades ago—on afederal level. The US Attorney General was inclined to cut out as
many obstacles in the case as possible. Though Ivy was sure Sebastian’'s lawyers
would do their best to slow everything down.

The low-level cartel soldiers who'd managed to survive the final minutes of Sangre
por Sangre's demise had been offered dedls. Testify against Silvio Juarez or face a
life in prison. Most of them had taken the deal. They’'d given their statements and



signed affidavits negotiating their sentences down to two to three years. It was the
best they were going to get. The shooter who'd ambushed her and Carson that first
night had admitted to being ordered to shoot Carson if he came into contact with any
operatives from Socorro. And considering her partner had waited inside her
apartment, the shooter had taken it upon himself to follow through.

TwoSangre por Sangresoldiers had admitted to replacing the couch in Dr. Piel’s
home after Sebastian had killed her. A deep dive into the physician’s background,
another pass at her references and interviews with others within Socorro had
convinced Ivy of what she’d known from the beginning: Nafessa Piel had not been
involved with the cartel. She'd just been the target of a man devoted to making his
enemies suffer.

As for the gunman who'd shot Max, his or her identity had yet to come up in Alpine
Valey PD’s interviews. Whether out of fear or because the cartel soldier hadn’'t
survived, she didn't know. Either way, they would get what they deserved. Max
herself was recovering nicely in Socorro’s vet clinic. She'd been pamperedwith top-
of-the-line meals, round-the-clock care and all the attention she could possibly want
or need.

And Jocelyn was recovering just as well. Though slower than Max. Chief Baker had
sent regular updates, but if vy knew her logistics coordinator at al, Jocelyn was most
assuredly enjoying the time off.

Three knocks pulled her out of convincing herself she should take alook at the case
files the Pentagon had sent her way. They wanted her and her team on the next
assignment. But something inside of her needed the breather. Two years without a
vacation or so much as a night off of being on call had compounded into
this...exhaustion. It was something she’ d never allowed herself to feel before. But her
body wouldn’t heal unless she gave it the chance.



Ivy brushed the imaginary wrinkles off her blouse and raised her gaze. And locked on
Carson. “Oh. Hi. | wasn't...” A rush of heat stole her train of thought. “I didn’t know
you'’ d been released from the hospital .”

The bruises he' d sustained from Sebastian’s assault had gone from swollen and dark
to a little lighter. The shape of his face had changed dlightly, mostly in his nose.
Possibly broken. Though she hadn’t followed up with him since he'd been taken in
one ambulance at the site and she in another. With his wounds fresh, the EMTs had
determined the clinic wouldn’t be enough. He' d been brought to one of the hospitals
in Albuquerque to recover. Fortunately, no one else on the team had been injured.
They’d somehow gone up against an entire army and come out the other side
unscathed. Apart from the bullet graze along her ribs.
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“1 checked myself out.” Carson stopped at the door. As though he was on his way
out. “I couldn’t sit there anymore.”

“1 know how that feels.” She traced her fingers over the stack of proposals. Stories
of Sangre por Sangre’' s defeat hadhit the media within hours. Mostly thanks to Maggie
Caldwell, Jones's partner. Per lvy's past agreement on all things cartel, the war
correspondent had written an exclusive and sold it off to the highest bidder. From
there it was just a matter of time. Companies from all over the country, some
international, wanted Socorro’s expertise in their security needs. “lI was going to
come visit once | got through these proposals. Not sure if you've heard, but things
have been a bit crazy around here.”

“1"ve been watching the news.” He took a couple of steps into the office. Studying it
while trying not to look at her in the same way he did when faced with a stranger.
Was that what they were now? Strangers? A ot had changed in the hours he’ d chosen
the cartel over siding with her and Socorro. But there had to still be some kind of
feeling for her in there, something worth keeping. “Though | was surprised you
weren't the one running the press conference.”

“I would have been, but I’'m still recovering from Sebastian’s work. There isn't
enough makeup in the world to cover this up.” She was trying to make light of the
events they’d suffered over the past week, but the humor failed to make her feel any
better. Ivy tried to distract this...incompleteness from taking over by moving the files
back to the center of her desk. “Granger did well. He's a natural. We' ve got more
contract proposals than we know what to do with. Seems Socorro Security has made
aname for itself thisweek.”



Carson seemed to lose his will to keep his distance. In a matter of three steps, he'd
rounded her desk. “I didn’t come here to talk about Socorro, Ivy. | came here to talk
about us.”

“Us.” The word thrilled her and yet felt so foreign at the same time. There had been a
gaping hole in her heart since their conversation in the elevator. The edges were still
raw and pulsing, preparing for the next injury. “I contacted the special agent in charge
of your undercover assignment. The FBI hasclosed the investigation into the deaths
of the three women we were looking into two years ago. Now that we know
Sebastian—Silvio Juarez—Kkilled them and Dr. Piel, your assignment is complete.
You are officialy released from federal duty, if that’s what you want. You're free to

go.”

“Where am | supposed to go, Ivy?’ The regret and heavy dose of sadness deepening
his expression pulled at her insides. But this wasn’'t a decision she could make for
him.

She tried to keep her voice light. Tougher than it should’ ve been. Ivy sucked in a
deep breath to steady herself and turned back to the files she didn’t actually want to
go through. To detach herself from the emotion working through her. To give herself
a chance to keep the upper hand. “ Anywhere you want.”

“And what if the place | want to go is home with you?’ he asked.

She jerked at the possibility, catching her knuckle on the edge of a piece of paper.
The paper cut stung more than the freaking stab wound she’ d sustained in the salvage
yard. Not really. But close. “Damn it.”

Carson was there. Folding her hand between both of his. He swiped the blood rushing
to the surface with the pad of histhumb. “I waswrong to believe | could save anyone
from the cartel alone, Ivy. I...1 thought I’ d had something with them that I'd lost with
you, and before that with my mother, but it turns out | was being lied to the entire



time. I’ve been seeking this sense of family since my father walked out on us when |
was akid. | wanted that connection with my Hispanic heritage, and | thought | found
it with the people | was in the field with. | convinced myself they were just following
orders like | was, that they didn’'t have a choice. | was trying to re-create that feeling
of having a support system that | missed since going undercover, and I'm sorry.”

Her heart sank at the thought of how lonely and isolated he must’ve felt during his
time with the cartel. Just as she had been on the outside. “1’m sorry, too.”

Confusion etched three distinct lines between his eyebrows. “You don't have
anything to be sorry for.”

“Yes, | do.” The paper cut didn’t hurt so much in his hands. “I chose to delegate intel
exchanges between you and Socorro over the past two years. | was afraid if | saw
you, | would ask you to give up your assignment and come home. And | knew you
would do it because you were my partner, and then all of this would be for nothing,
and people would keep dying. So | distanced myself from you. | fed into my isolation
to complete this mission, putting everything | had into this company and my team,
but al | ended up doing was hurting you. | kept you on the outside the same way |
keep other people out, because that's what was easiest. But you deserved so much
better. Because | love you.”

“l love you, too.” His smile broke through the hurt and started to piece her back
together, one step at atime. “We're messed up, aren’'t we?’

“A little bit,” she said. “But if I've learned anything over the past week it’'s been that
| need a partner. | need ateam. | can't do all of this on my own. | need you. Here,
with me, and at home. Where you belong.”

“Isthat ajob offer?’ he asked. “Because, to be honest, | think I’ m unemployed—"

She kissed him. Totally and deeply. With everything she had. A fury of relief coursed



through her veins as Carson secured her in his arms. The graze on her side put up a
little bit of afight, but she didn’'t care. He couldn’t hurt her. Not as long as they were
on the same team. “Welcome back to the land of the living, Agent Lang. From here
on out, Dominic Rojas is dead. Think you can handle that?’

“With you at my side, Agent Bardot?’ He kissed her again. “I can handle anything.”

* %k % % %



