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Content warning

This book is intended for adult readers. All characters are twenty-one years of age or older.

His to Prime is a dark small-town romance. It contains:


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (hardware counter / company magazine primer) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Powder-magazine two-key protocol, primer handling, a short count, a freeze-seized lock, and industrial near-miss

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past dual-control failure and a parent who left (not on-page as the main plot)

	A father’s fall and a clinic (not fatal)



What it does not contain: rape used as romance, sexual content involving anyone under twenty-one, incest, or on-page harm to children. No prior couple is un-HEA’d. Dax Harlow and Cassidy Flint hold. Reid Breck and Wynn Clegg hold. Holt Quade and Iona Hoke hold. Jace Colter and Brin Loomis hold. Nix Stapp and Tally Evers hold. Orrin Kemp and Marin Raff hold.

If any of that is not for you, close the book. Blackridge will not take it personally. The hole never does.

—

The Blackridge Cut, Book 7
Chapter 1 — The Magazine

The magazine in Blackridge didn’t open so much as wait.

Teague Holtz had learned the difference eight years back, in a different fence, when a wait had opened on one key and eaten a booster off a day-box log and a year off Teague’s sleep. Tonight was the Blackridge powder magazine, not that Gilliam face, which was a mercy he refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Paige Dorn, who had a hardware counter on Scale Street and a mouth that would not, and who had let him reach a shaker she had not asked him to reach since a freeze that had been someone else’s book and had left him a box he had not opened.

He was thirty-four. Magazine. Primer. Second key. Blackridge Aggregate. The Cut at 19:40 in late October was a black throat with a day box on the pattern and a fence that wanted two turns before it would admit it was a building. Wind on the chain-link. Thin. Mean. Dust that had opinions and settled on the hasp like a second lock. The plateau held October’s leftover heat in the flood-basalt and gave it back as a radiation people in town called quiet because they didn’t live with a magazine that took two keys and a man who had learned what one key cost.

Teague checked the log. Count. Count again. The old patience across his hands pulled when he hung his key on the ring and waited for Dax Harlow’s, a religion Odette Fenwick at the clinic had called work in the voice people used for men who should have been a file. Work was a word for wheat. He was magazine. He didn’t do wheat. He did the two-key, and he did the prime, and he did not open a fence on a courtesy, which was a sentence he had said to a partner in Gilliam over a thermos and had meant with his whole body, and then the partner had opened it anyway because a hat in that other pit had wanted a night, and the booster had taken the rest of the sentence.

He did not one-key in Blackridge. That was the religion. The religion lived in a fenced magazine far from the hole, close enough to hear the belt if the wind was a liar, far enough that a stupid would not paint Scale Street with a sequel. He lived in it with the religion, a company house on Magazine Road where the belt was a sentence through the floorboards and a silence after two, a long animal that talked in his sleep and talked to Paige whether he asked it to or not.

The radio clicked.

Corin Yost, dry as a tonnage sheet. “Holtz on the magazine. Dax is on the access. Belk wants Fifty-two in the dark. DOGAMI’s a rumor for November and a fact if you get cute. Don’t you sermonize a key. Sermons are how magazines become minutes.”

Teague did not say copy like a man who believed in sermons. He said, “I’ll give you a prime that is a count. I won’t give you a prime that is a courtesy with a number on it. If the second key is late I wait. Waiting is a magazine. Magazine that waits is still a magazine. Magazine that opens on one is a plaque.”

A pause that had a night-shift boss in it even though Rusk Belk was not on the channel yet. Yost hated himself for wanting clean tons. Teague had learned that about Yost the way you learned a highwall: by watching what it did when you told it no.

“Second key is Harlow,” Yost said. “You’ve got the fence. Don’t you make the fence into a chapel. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put rock on a road that might be a mood.”

Teague put his key in the lock and did not turn it.

Dax came down the access with the burned knuckles public and the first key on a ring that had learned not to be pretty. Thirty-five. Shot-firer. A man who had come down in a different October and stayed down, which Teague respected the way you respected a two-key: without making it a chapel. Cassidy Flint had him. That was a fact. The rim trailer was a pale box at the lip of the world with a standing offer: hold the window and make a loaded face into a sin. Cassidy would sign or she wouldn’t. Dax would wait. Waiting was a charge. Teague did not steal charges. He primed what they made.

“Harlow,” Teague said.

“Holtz.” Dax hung the first key. “Window’s a window until Flint says it isn’t. I’m not firing on a hold. You’re not priming on a maybe. That’s two religions. I’m not gluing them. I’m stacking them.”

They turned. Two-key. The magazine opened the way a throat opened between shouts: empty, then not, then a count that had to be true or it was a file. Teague logged temperature. Logged the fence. Logged the inner. Religion was repetition. Repetition was how you didn’t get a sequel.

He primed. Caps. Boosters. The small, ugly intimacy of putting a detonator where a hole would later learn it had a mouth. He did not look up at Scale Street from the magazine, which was a rim and a world away, one blinking yellow, Dorn Hardware a dark mouth that would open at seven and not close until the town had had a bolt. Paige would be there, or in the back with ice-melt that was finally the right season, or at The Weigh Ticket at four letting a magazine man reach a shaker she had not asked him to reach. They had looked too long since the freeze. Tiny. Unresolved. The magazine would speak. He had not wanted it to speak. Wanting had never been the hole’s religion. It was becoming his.

Reid Breck sat the loader on the pile below, first, a religion that had already been a book and was now furniture. Wynn Clegg had him. That was a fact. Facts that held became hash browns without looking. Teague left it. Leaving it was how you didn’t steal a grill.

Nix Stapp walked the upper with a seam on a seam and a split-ring that wasn’t pretty. Tally Evers had him. That was a fact. A till. A last round that had learned to be a morning. Teague left that too.

Holt Quade waited with a pole at the next face like a man who packed other people’s hymns and had a snitch on the lip who logged him. Iona Hoke would be in the trailer or on the lip with a tube. They held. Teague was glad. Glad was a small word. He used small words. He saved the large ones for a box he had not yet claimed.

Jace Colter made a path in last night’s shout with a ring that wasn’t pretty. Brin Loomis had him. That was a fact. A two-bay. A bag. Teague left that drawer too. His was loud enough, and it hadn’t even opened.

Orrin Kemp sat a glass box over a weighbridge and printed true. Marin Raff had him. That was a fact. A kettle. A posted. Syrup. Teague left the syrup. His was a shaker. Shakers were not kettles. He had not earned a kettle. He had earned a reach. Reaches were how you started a count you were afraid to finish.

Lev Inman’s drill was already a toothache on Fifty-two. Peck Noll stood at the exclusion with a book that wanted boring. Kit Lusk packed like a count. Mace staged, even standing. Cal painted a haul that the frost was eating. Dunne coned.

The radio again. Belk this time, production in a human throat.

“Holtz. I want Fifty-two in the dark. Don’t you get religious on me because Gilliam had a booster with a personality. Gilliam is a file. Tonight is a prime.”

Teague looked at the inner. The inner looked back in the way magazines did.

“I’ll give you a prime that is a count,” he said. “I won’t give you a prime that is a courtesy with a number on it. If the second key is a rumor I wait. Waiting is a magazine. I’m not first on a one-key and I’m not a booster through a fence that hasn’t told me it’s two.”

Belk made a sound that was not a word. Yost cut in, a cone in a voice. “He’s on the fence. Let him count. If the window speaks I’ll cone. Copy.”

Teague counted. Dax counted. The numbers held. They logged the hold of the numbers. They locked. Two-key the other way, which was the part men forgot, which was how Gilliam happened.

He did not go to Scale Street. He went to the day box on the pattern and logged the empty that would not be empty after the window, and then he stood in the wind and told it no, which was the whole job, boiled: telling weather no until a woman on a counter told you yes first.

He thought about Paige anyway.

She would be closing the hardware by now, because hardware in quarry towns kept the same hours as the men who would need a bolt at the wrong time later. She was thirty. A box. A reach. A father named Burl who sent ice-melt like a love language and was not a romance, which Teague had learned the way you learned a magazine: by watching what a town did when you put a person near a counter.

The drawer had his name on it. He had known since the freeze. Knowing was not opening. Opening was a key that had a person on it. People were how keys became files. Paige did not do files. He had learned that about her the way you learned a two-key: by watching what it did when you put a hand near a box she had not asked you to reach.

He reached anyway. In his head. In the wind. On a fence that had just been two and was now a wait. He did not text her. Texts were speeches. Speeches she put in the back.
Chapter 2 — Hardware

The hardware in Blackridge didn’t sell so much as hold.

Paige Dorn had learned the difference fourteen years back, the summer her mother put a suitcase by the ice-melt and called Portland a fact, when a hold had opened on a counter and eaten a second register and a year off Paige’s idea that people who reached were reaching for her. Today was Dorn Hardware, not that suitcase, which was a mercy she refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Teague Holtz, who had a second key on a magazine fence and a mouth that would not, and who had been reaching for boxes she had not asked him to reach since a freeze that had been someone else’s book and had left her a shaker she had not claimed.

She was thirty. Hardware. Scale Street. Burl Dorn’s daughter, which was a fact she wore like an apron and did not apologize for. The Cut at 7:12 in late October was a rumor behind the rim, a belt you could hear if the wind was a liar, a hole that employed the men who would come in for primer gloves and lag bolts and the kind of tape that held a life together if you didn’t get cute. Wind on the glass. Thin. Mean. Dust that had opinions and settled on the register like a second ink. The plateau held October like a rumor that had decided to unpack and stay.

Paige checked the drawer. Count. Count again. Ice-melt was finally the right season, which Burl treated like a hymn. Primer gloves were a Tuesday religion because magazines had Tuesdays if you were second key and did not want a sequel. She did not look at the door, which was a standing offer: a magazine man with a reach and a town with a mouth.

Burl came from the back with a carton that had opinions. Fifty-nine. Hardware. Recurring, not a romance, which the town sometimes forgot and which Paige never did. He set the carton on the counter the way he set everything: like the building might listen if you were decent to it.

“Holtz will be in,” Burl said. Not a question. Hardware men did not do questions they had already counted. “Gloves. The thin ones. He doesn’t buy the thick unless the fence is a mood. Fence isn’t a mood this week. Fence is a count. You can tell by the way he stands in the door like the door is a log.”

“I know how he stands,” Paige said. She did not say I let him reach. Letting was a drawer. Drawers you did not open in front of your father even when your father had already counted the letting and was being decent about not naming it.

Burl looked at her the way he looked at a hasp that had rusted honest. “Milk,” he said. “Houses listen better if you buy milk. I’m not giving you a speech. Speeches I put in the back. I’m giving you a fact. The fact is a man who counts a magazine like a religion and a daughter who lets him reach a box. Facts that sit get names. Names I don’t put on a specials board. Hattie can have the board. I’ve got ice-melt.”

He went to the back. Paige opened the register because opening was a hardware. She did not text Teague. Texts were speeches. She understood milk. She understood boxes. She understood a shaker in a diner at four that a magazine man reached and she let him, tiny, unresolved, a count she had not logged and had been logging anyway since the freeze.

The bell. Not Teague. Reid Breck for a pin that had sheared on a bucket that would not, and Wynn’s list in his pocket like a religion that had already been a book. Paige sold the pin. Reid paid. He did not reach for anything she had not put on the counter. He had learned, or Wynn had taught him, or a load had. Paige left it. Leaving other people’s drawers was how you didn’t steal a grill.

Cassidy Flint came in for a pack of those little binder clips county people used to keep a window from becoming a novel. She was thirty-two going on a hold. Dax had her. That was a fact. Paige sold the clips. Cassidy looked at the primer-glove hook the way a clerk looked at a fence she was not going to write up.

“He’s going to be late if Belk gets a night,” Cassidy said, not naming Teague, naming him anyway. “I’m holding Fifty-two if the gusts sit. I’m not holding your counter. Your counter is yours. I’m saying it so Hattie doesn’t get to author the sentence. Four is a fact. Beside is a vote. I’m not telling you how to vote. I’m telling you the choir eats reaches. Choirs have chalk.”

“I know about chalk,” Paige said. “Chalk I put in the back with the speeches. Four I understand. Four is eggs. Eggs I can do.”

Cassidy’s mouth moved. Almost a smile. She left with the clips. The yellow blinked. The two-bay steamed. Captain Olin Cask walked past with a clipboard and did not come in, which was a blessing; clipboards in hardware became lists, and lists became hall committees, and Elodie Sutter already had enough religion.

Teague came at 8:04 because magazines had mornings if you were second key and the night had been a count that held. Thirty-four. Dust in the creases of him. A key he did not wear on the street, which Paige respected the way you respected a two-key: without making it a chapel. He stood in the door like the door was a log.

“Gloves,” he said. “Thin. If you’ve got the ones with the grip. Grip is a prime. I’m not buying a speech.”

“I’m not selling one.” Paige reached the box. He reached it too. Their knuckles. Tiny. Unresolved. She let him. She had been letting him since a freeze. Letting was not opening. Opening was a key that had a person on it. She was not a person you opened because a man stood in a door like a log. She was a hardware. Hardwares held.

“That’s twelve,” she said. “Box is a dozen. Dozen is a count. Don’t you make me split a dozen because you want to come back tomorrow and reach again. Reaching isn’t a restock. Restock I do at six. Reaching you can do at four if you sit like an adult.”

Teague looked at her. The look had a magazine in it. Magazines waited. She had learned that about him the way you learned a hasp: by watching what it did when you put a hand on it and did not turn.

“Four,” he said. “The Weigh Ticket. I’ll sit two down unless you tell me beside. I don’t guess. Guessing is how Gilliam happens. I’m not doing Gilliam on a counter.”

“Two down,” Paige said, and hated the cowardice in it, and said it anyway because two down was a hardware that had not yet decided if a magazine was allowed to have a morning. “Beside is a vote. Votes I don’t do in front of a bell. Bells have towns. Towns have Hattie. Hattie has chalk. I’m not a special. I’m a box. Boxes close. Then they open. You already know it.”

“Copy.” He paid. Cash. He did not reach for the change she had not yet counted. He waited. Waiting was a magazine. She counted. She put the change in his palm and did not snatch her fingers back like a girl. She was thirty. She did not do girl. She did the hold of her own hand against a palm that had primed a face in the dark and had come in for gloves like gloves were a church.

Burl made a noise in the back that was not a word and was the memory of one. Teague looked toward it, then back.

“Your father,” he said. “I’m not asking for a tour. I’m asking if the carton is a mood. Moods I can lift. Speeches I put in the magazine, which is to say I don’t.”

“Carton’s ice-melt,” Paige said. “Ice-melt is a hymn. He’ll live. Don’t you lift my father. Lifting is a two-bay. Two-bays have Brin. I’ve got a counter. Counters hold.”

Teague’s mouth moved. Almost. “Four. Two down. If you want it to be last, say it in hash browns. If you want a sequel, say that too. I don’t guess.”

“I know you don’t guess,” Paige said. “That’s the problem. Problems I put with the ice-melt. Four. Two down. Don’t die between a glove and an egg. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

“Don’t die. Four. Two down.” He stood in the door like a log that had been told it could be a tree. “I’m going to count a day box. The box is going to be empty until it isn’t. I’m not texting you a novel. I’m texting you if the hole is on fire. The hole is not on fire. We are. That’s not a radio sentence. That’s a counter. I’m leaving it on the counter.”

He left. The bell. The yellow. Paige put her hands on the register until the register was a fact again. Burl came out with the hymn in a bag.

“That’s not a list,” Burl said, not unkind. “That’s a house. Houses listen better if you buy milk. Milk you understand. Don’t you put him in the back with the speeches until you’ve counted whether you want him in the front. Front is a register. Registers tell the truth if you let them.”

“I know about truth,” Paige said. “Truth is twelve gloves and a two-down. Two-downs I can do. Houses I have not logged. Don’t you log my house, Burl. Logging is a magazine. Magazines are his. This is hardware. Hardware holds.”

Burl set the bag down. “Hardware holds,” he said. “Until it doesn’t. Then it still holds, if you bought the right bolt. Buy the bolt, Paigy. I’m
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