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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 Gauge is a dark small-town romance. It contains:


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (FERC inspector / hydro electrician) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Industrial accident risk, a generator-protection jumper, a near-miss in a powerhouse, and a river that can kill

	Ice, a closed mountain grade, and company politics

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and regulatory pressure

	Mentions of a past plant finding that cost a life (not on-page)



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; Wes Maddox and Lane Vickers stay, Torin Shaw and Tamsin Ward stay, Kit Farrow and Willa Greer stay, Rook Nash and Lettie Pike stay, Soren Drake and Avery Rhodes stay, Micah Boone and Juniper Lang stay, Drew Beckett and Sidra Keane stay, Pax Mercer and Sheriff Nia Crowe stay. This is Book 9 of The Iron Creek Line.

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

—

The Iron Creek Line, Book 9
Chapter 1 — The Finding

Felix Crane had a system for Rowan Hale, and the system was a finding.

As long as there was a tag, a cabinet, a plant that needed an inspector, he was a letter in a powerhouse doorway and she was a screwdriver. As long as there was a screwdriver, he didn’t have to notice that she smelled like oil and a hum and a woman who didn’t come to a suitcase so much as come to other people’s bushings. As long as he said number when she said hum, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then a Portland went in a ditch, and a finding numbered a plant as alive, and Rowan Hale looked at a letter one second too long to be a cabinet, and the system developed a crack you could hear from a bushing.

The inspector would want a fail or a pass. The electrician would want a number she liked. Felix Crane, thirty-eight, FERC, rotating outsider, wanted a clean finding more than a clean conscience and had learned, late, in a lot with a suitcase, that those were not the same rotation.

He was back.

Late November had unpacked its last shirt and decided to keep the hanger. Snow occupied the ridge the way snow occupied Iron Creek in the weeks after a freeze: like a rumor that had meant it, packed, unpacked, and then sat on the grade with a key. The canyon held the dam’s breath — that low, continuous pressure people in town called quiet because they didn’t work generation. Crest Street, a thousand feet above and a world away, had already started thinking about blinking yellow. The Gauge would stay open because Marnie Sloan did not close for weather that had not yet killed anyone. The Spillway would still have Willa Greer’s lights on, because bartenders in dam towns kept the same hours as grief.

Felix stood in the powerhouse doorway with a suitcase that had learned too many plants and a rental in the lot that had learned nothing. Coat. Correct. Not FR. Federal. A folder that was not Halvorsen’s and was also a weapon, the legal kind, the kind that closed plants and opened graves. He had numbered this plant as alive ten days ago. Alive had not been enough for Portland. Portland wanted a close-out. Close-outs wanted deficiencies. Deficiencies wanted a name.

Rowan Hale put a screwdriver on a hook like evidence.

Thirty-two. Hydro electrician. Local. A woman who hummed when she was afraid and did not stop humming when she wasn’t, which was how you knew the plant was still a plant she was in. Dark hair in the knot she used for live work. FR that had outlasted a bushing with a tongue. Hands with nicks a letter did not have. She looked at him the way a cabinet looked at a finding it was not going to be: like evidence she was not going to finish, except she might.

“You can have a finding,” she said. “Or you can have a cabinet. Or you can have a cider that isn’t a letter. I’m not picking for you. I’m sitting what you pick. That’s a hum. File it. Then decide if a plant is a plant you’re in.”

He looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the suitcase.

“I’m in,” he said, and hated that he’d said it like a steward, and did not unscrew it, because the unscrewing was how you lost a rotation and a woman in the same week. “Don’t make me a man who has to say it twice because the canyon is hungry. I said it in a freeze cabinet. I’m saying it in a snow with a letter I didn’t want to bring to a hook. Say what you need. I’ll number it.”

Rowan’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A decision, finished in a freeze cabinet and still being made in a snow.

“I need you not to make a hum a hymn between now and a fail. I need you not to make a cider a finding. I need a letter that can sit in a plant without being a plaque. I need you to ask when you ask. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

“Copy,” Felix said, and hated the copy, and kept it, because copy was how you lived in a dam town without bleeding on the furniture.

The powerhouse hummed through the floor, a cathedral. Unit 1 a number Drake liked. Unit 2 a number Lane was watching from glass. The tailrace below was white and loud and a standing offer: four minutes if you went in. Less if a gate was open. Felix did not look down at the Iron. He looked at the screwdriver on the hook. He looked at the woman who had not picked it up.

Outside, snow occupying the ridge. His rental in the lot, not leaving, a man who kept a finding so his hands had a job waiting to see if the screwdriver would come out into the weather.

Rowan Hale reached for a screwdriver.

She didn’t pick it up. Not yet.

“Supplemental,” he said, because the suitcase had a reason even when the reason was a person he had not numbered. “Holt wants a close-out on the freeze events. Bushing. Tailrace. Rest logs I already sat. She’s not satisfied I numbered you alive. Alive is not a category she files without a deficiency under it. I didn’t come to fail a canyon for being a canyon. I came because if I don’t walk it, she’ll send a letter that doesn’t sit cabinets like people. That’s a system. Confirm you heard the bins.”

Rowan looked at the hook. Looked at him. Looked at a bushing that was a number she liked and a unit that was a number she had not yet said.

“I heard the bins.” She did not pick up the screwdriver. The not-picking was a later he had not been invited to collect. “If you’re a person, sit like a person. If you’re a letter, sit the letter. Don’t you mix those on my bushing. Mix nothing. I’m a screwdriver. Screwdrivers don’t do pretty. They do numbers I like. If Holt wants a hymn, the hum is the hum. If Holt wants a fail, the fail can sit a jumper I already logged. I’m not hiding a temporary. Temporaries are a personality in this canyon. File the difference. Then decide if a cider is a cider you’re in after a letter you already wrote.”

He heard jumper. He filed it. He did not open it in a doorway with snow on a ridge and a woman who smelled like oil and a hum, because opening it there would have been a hymn, and hymns were how you killed people with pretty.

“I’ll sit the jumper,” he said. “I’ll sit the tags. I’ll sit the rest I already sat. I’m not your priest. I’m a letter with legs that came back. That’s a rotation. That’s not a threat. That’s a suitcase. File it.”

“Filed,” Rowan said, and hummed, and did not stop humming, which was how you knew the thing had decided to be a fire this time, or a spark that had gotten tired of waiting.

Felix Crane, thirty-eight, FERC, rotating outsider, stood in a powerhouse that had numbered him as extra and was numbering him now as a problem, and looked at a local who had not romanticized inspectors, and did not romanticize her back, except he did, in the crack, which he did not put in a folder.

He set the suitcase down. Not a stay. A weight his hands had needed.

“Show me the plant,” he said.

Rowan Hale picked up the screwdriver.

Not yet had become now.

The canyon, being the canyon, already had the rest in its mouth.
Chapter 2 — The Screwdriver

Rowan Hale had a system for inspectors, and the system was a cabinet.

As long as there was a bushing, a tag, a plant that needed a number she liked, she was a screwdriver in a doorway and they were a letter. As long as there was a letter, she didn’t have to notice that this one smelled like a rental and a coat that was correct and a man who didn’t come to a cider so much as come to other people’s deficiencies. As long as she said hum when he said number, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then he had numbered the plant as alive and left, and she had hummed into eggs and looked at a door that did not have a suitcase, and the system had developed a crack you could hear from a Gauge.

She had not picked the cider. She had not not-picked it. That had been a later. The later had unpacked a suitcase ten days later with snow on the ridge and a woman named Holt in Portland who was not satisfied with alive.

Rowan did not do luck. She did numbers she liked, and she did cabinets, and she did not look down at the Iron, which was a black ribbon at the bottom of the world with a standing offer she had already almost collected once, on a grating, with a bushing that had thought about fire and then had been fire, and Nell Dyer’s oxygen, and Tamsin Ward’s light, and a clinic cot she had left because cabinets did not sit cots.

She was thirty-two. Local. Bench, third house down from the cedar Lane Vickers had left for a west window above a hardware. The hum in the floor. The forebay in the glass if you stood at the sink. A knot. FR. A mouth that hummed so her hands wouldn’t.

Felix Crane was a body in her cathedral again.

She walked him through the powerhouse the way you walked a letter you had decided to sit like a person: slow, tagged, no pretty. Unit 1 a hymn that was not a hymn, a machine doing machine work. Unit 2 a mood. The excitation cabinet. The 87G. The jumper she had logged in a freeze after a bushing had written her name in smoke, because the CT circuit had gone noisy and the noisy had been a trip that was a lie, and a lie that tripped a unit in a freeze was a river Kit Farrow would have had to hold from a deck, and Rowan had jumpered the lie and written the jumper and made Drake sign it and made Lane hate it, which was the sequence, which was not a hide.

“Temporary,” she said, at the cabinet, the screwdriver a weight, the hum a second pulse. “Logged. Signed. Lane’s window is a window that wants it gone. The replacement is a truck in Madras Calum’s grade will not take while the ridge is a key. Corporate wants generation. I want a number that isn’t a lie. The jumper is a personality. I’m not dressing it pretty. Dressing it pretty is how you kill a winding. Confirm you heard the bins.”

Felix stood too close to a live cabinet for a man in a correct coat. He did not reach. Reaching was a hymn. He looked. He numbered with his eyes the way letters numbered: without romance, which was a romance of its own.

“I heard the bins.” His mouth moved. Not a smile. A person who had heard a cabinet and was trying not to hear a woman. “Cinder Gap had a temporary. Three years back. Pretty graph. Pretty killed a man named Fitch who had a kid and a truck that still had a booster seat. I numbered the pretty. I will not number another pretty because a cider was two-down and a local hummed. If this jumper is a lie, I fail it. If it’s a log, I sit the log and I date the pull. That’s a system. That’s not a feeling. Confirm you heard Cinder Gap.”

Rowan stopped humming.

The stop was how you knew the thing had decided to be a person in the room.

“I heard Cinder Gap.” She looked at his hands. Clean. No flash. Inspector’s hands. Hands that had numbered a man into a grave with a graph. She did not forgive him. Forgiving was a hymn. She filed him. “I’m not Fitch. I’m not a pretty. I’m a screwdriver who wrote the jumper in a freeze so a unit wouldn’t lie-trip into a river. If you fail the jumper, fail the jumper. If you fail me to make Holt a category, that’s a plaque. I don’t sit plaques. I sit cabinets. File the difference.”

“I don’t fail people to make regions a category,” Felix said. “I fail systems that are lies. If you’re a lie, I’ll say so. If you’re not, I won’t. I’m not picking a woman over a winding. I’m not picking a winding over a woman. I’m picking a number. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

Drake’s voice came down the stairs from glass, a graph trying to be a greeting.

“Crane. Hale. I want a sequence that isn’t a court. Holt called my window at 6:10. She wants deficiencies. I want a plant. Somebody give me a walkdown that isn’t a hymn. That’s the speech. If you want a cider, the bar is down Crest. If you want a graph, I’m a graph. Mix nothing.”

Felix looked up the stairs. Looked at Rowan. Looked at the jumper, which was a wire with a tag and a date that had already slipped, which dates in canyons did the way ice did: as a temporary they intended to keep.

“I’ll walk it,” he said, to Drake, to the cabinet, to her. “I’ll walk it true. True is not pretty. Pretty is Cinder Gap. I’m not doing Cinder Gap in your canyon. That’s the other speech. Confirm you heard the bins, Drake.”

“I heard the bins,” Drake said. “Hale is a number I like. Don’t you make her a finding she isn’t. Avery will hear. Folders hear. Then the canyon hears. Then your later is a letter Holt writes with a suitcase that isn’t yours.”

Rowan hummed again, because humming was how she kept a mouth from becoming a hymn.

Felix heard it. She watched him hear it. The hearing lasted one second too long to be a tag.

She put the screwdriver back on the hook for a breath, then took it off again, because cabinets did not wait for letters to finish being people.

“Come on,” she said. “If you’re in, you’re in a protection panel, not a doorway. Doorways are extra. Extra is a bin you don’t take on a live bus. That’s a lockout. Say it back.”

“Protection panel. Not a doorway. Extra a bin I don’t take on a live bus.” His mouth did a thing that was not a smile and was not nothing. “Copy. Show me.”

She showed him.

She did not touch him. Touching was a cider. Ciders were a later she had offered in a freeze and had not collected, and he had not sat, and the not-sitting had been a spark, and the spark had come back as a supplemental, which was a joke the canyon would file as weather if the canyon had time, which the canyon did not, because a jumper was already a verse.
Chapter 3 — Supplemental

Felix had not wanted the close-out.

Wanting was extra. Extra was a bin he numbered only when it killed someone. Maren Holt had called him in a Portland office that smelled like carpet and other people’s plants and had put a folder on a table like a mouth.

“Iron Creek is not a pass,” she had said. Fifty-one. Regional. A woman who filed categories the way canyons filed ice: mean, a personality, a maybe that became a key. “You numbered a freeze as weather. You numbered a theft as police. You numbered a memo as a memo. You did not number the electrical. Bushing fire. Millwright in a tailrace. A junior operator walking a local. That’s a pattern. Patterns are a 12. I want a 12. If you can’t write a 12, I send Gant, and Gant writes 12s the way other men write tickets. Gant does not sit cabinets like people. Confirm you heard the bins.”

Felix had heard the bins. He had also heard Gant. Gant had closed a house in Idaho for a tag that had been a day late. Gant did not do canyons. Gant did categories.

“I’ll walk it,” Felix had said. “If it’s a 12, I’ll write a 12. If it’s a plant that sat a freeze and a warrant and a rest, I’ll write that. I’m not dressing a canyon pretty and I’m not dressing it guilty to make a region a graph. That’s a system. That’s why you keep me.”

Holt’s mouth had moved. Not a smile. A regional who had kept him after Cinder Gap because Cinder Gap had made him a man who did not do pretty, and who was now looking at him like pretty had grown back in a cider two stools down.

“Don’t you make a local a finding you won’t write,” she had said. “Don’t you make a cider a category. Rotate. Close it. Come back. That’s a suitcase. File it.”

He had filed it. He had taken the grade. Calum York’s plow had been a fact and a denial. The rental had learned nothing. The powerhouse had learned him once already and was learning him again.

Now he sat in Drake’s glass with a folder and a graph and a county engineer who numbered orange by accident and on purpose.

Avery Rhodes did not look at him like a tourist. She looked at him like a line. “If you derate Unit 2 in December, the county line of it is a cold that writes. I’m not telling you not to derate. I’m telling you the number. That’s a folder. File it.”

Lane Vickers sat a window. Thirty-one going on a pull, a ring that was not pretty and was true, a dog named Clip who was not in glass. “If the jumper stays, I pull the unit. If you fail Hale to make Holt a 12, I write a finding
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