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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (volunteer EMT / company excavator) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Open-pit slough, highwall collapse, muck, excavator near-death, and industrial rescue

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past haul-path failure and a delayed ambulance call (not on-page as the main plot)



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.

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 4
Chapter 1 — The Path

The path in Blackridge didn’t happen.

It got made. It got cut out of last night’s shout by a man in an excavator who had learned, in a different hole, that a pretty was a lie with a grade on it, and Jace Colter’s whole personality, boiled, was not making a pretty. Bucket. Toe. A road that would hold a dump at 5:40 in an October dark that had already decided to be a freeze by noon if the rain on the rim had opinions, which rain on a plateau always did.

He was thirty-two. Muck. Excavator. Blackridge Aggregate. The Cut at 5:18 was a wound with benches and a crusher coughing on the upper level like an animal that had never learned to sleep. Wind on the highwall. Thin. Mean. The plateau held October’s leftover heat in the flood-basalt and gave it back wrong, a radiation people in town called quiet because they didn’t sit in a cab with a pile in the mirrors and a radio that could make you a plaque.

Jace checked the bucket. Teeth. Pins. The old scar across the back of his left hand pulled when he closed the joystick, a seam of pale Odette Fenwick at the clinic had called work in the voice people used for hands that should have been a warning. Work was a word for wheat. He was muck. He didn’t do wheat. He did the path, and he did the toe, and he did not cut a maybe, which was a sentence he had said to Reid Breck over eggs in a winter that was not this one and had meant with his whole body.

The radio clicked.

Corin Yost, dry as a tonnage sheet. “Colter on Twenty-eight. Face is a face. Window held last night. Harlow’s pattern went. Breck’s first on the pile. Belk wants a haul road before the county contract wakes up. Don’t you sermonize a grade. Sermons are how excavators become minutes.”

Jace did not say copy like a man who believed in sermons. He said, “I’ll give you a road that holds. I won’t give you a pretty with a number. If the catch is a hair I’m sitting. Sitting is a path. Path that sits is still a path. Path that cuts a slough that hasn’t finished being a slough is a plaque.”

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

“Catch is a catch until it isn’t,” Yost said. “You’ve got the toe. Don’t you make the toe into a chapel. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put a machine on a bench that might be a mood.”

Jace put the machine into the pile.

The muck took the bucket the way the Cut took everything: with a sound that was not a shout and was the memory of one. He lifted. Swung. Cut. The first belly-dump sat where it always sat, a mouth with a number, waiting on Reid’s bucket and on a road that did not exist yet except in Jace’s hands. He made the start of one. He did not think about Brin Loomis, which was a lie he told the cab the way other men told the cab they weren’t afraid of the wall.

He thought about her anyway.

The Weigh Ticket opened at four. He had already been there. Eggs that weren’t a metaphor. Coffee that could stand a spoon. Brin in two-bay blues with a mouth that would not, except when it did, which was often, and the way she had told him the lot on 74 was a two-bay religion if he didn’t salt it, which was as close as an EMT came to a hymn, and as close as he had come to saying the other thing, which was: I salt it because I don’t want your bag in my lot. I salt it because I want your bag in my lot. I want both. I want you. I have wanted you since you rolled without a call for a name on a catch and looked at me like I was a mood.

He had not said it. Saying it made her a special. Specials got chalk. Chalk got a town. Towns ate EMTs who rolled for names and then got claimed by a man who cut roads that might not hold.

He dumped the second bucket into the start of a grade. Odell, in the dump, lifted two fingers. Jace lifted one. That was conversation. That was the hole being decent.

Reid Breck sat the loader on the pile, first, a religion that had already been a book and was now furniture. Thirty-four. Sleeves. A man who had fallen first and sat. Jace left it. Leaving it was how you didn’t steal a grill. Wynn Clegg had Reid. That was a fact. Facts that held became hash browns without looking.

Lev Inman’s drill was already a toothache on Twenty-nine. 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, which was a spark Jace left in the drawer because the drawer was the point of a twelve-book town and he was trying, against his will, to be a man who opened only the drawer that had his name on it. Iona Hoke would be in the trailer or on the lip with a tube. Holt would pack looking. They held. Jace was glad. Glad was a small word. He used small words. He saved the large ones for a two-bay he had not yet claimed.

Dax Harlow came down the access with the ticket in his pocket and the burned knuckles public, a man who had come down in a different October and stayed down, which Jace 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. Jace did not steal charges. He made roads under them.

Cal Rigg painted the catch with water that would be dust by nine if the rain didn’t take the job. The plateau in mid-October was sage and bunchgrass gone the color of a held breath, rimrock like a lip the town lived under, wheat stubble on the flats, Alkali Creek a rumor with a first silver of freeze in it. Elevation two thousand four hundred. Columbia River Basalt. No mill. No harbor. No dam. A hole. A diner. A bar named for a quarry level. A two-bay. A sheriff’s annex that was metal and mean. County 74 dropping off a basalt lip, already thinking about ice.

The rain had come in the night. Not a lot. Enough. Enough on a freeze was how a catch became a scarf, and a scarf was how a bench became a slough, and a slough was a word Jace had learned in Grant County when a pretty had been a grade and a dump had gone off it and a sentence had followed him to Blackridge like dust that had opinions.

He did not cut a pretty. He cut a toe that would drain. He cut a bench that would hold. He looked at Twenty-eight’s catch the way you looked at a highwall: without mercy and without a meeting.

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

“Colter. I want a road by eight. County contract. Ulm’s got a date. Don’t you get religious on me because Grant had a dump with a personality. Grant is a file. Today is tons.”

Jace looked at the catch. The catch looked back in the way walls did.

“I’ll give you tons that are a road,” he said. “I won’t give you tons that are a maybe with a truck number. If the catch sheds, I sit. Sitting is a path. I’m not first on a rumor and I’m not a road through a slough that hasn’t told me it’s done.”

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

Jace cut.

He did not look at the two-bay from the hole, which was a rim and a world away, Scale Street, a blinking yellow, steam on a bay door if Cask had the heat on, which Cask always did because volunteer houses in quarry towns kept the same hours as grief. Brin would be there, or at the clinic with Odette, or in a truck with a bag she didn’t need and had anyway. She rolled for names. Calls were a courtesy. He had told her, in a booth, that rolling without a call was how you put a bag under a wall. She had told him names were a two-bay religion and he could salt the lot if he wanted a job that wasn’t hers. They had stared too long. Tiny. Unresolved. The slough would speak. He had not wanted it to speak. Wanting had never been the hole’s religion.

Nix Stapp walked the belt catwalk with a grease gun and a stare that had already talked to Tally Evers, which was a spark Jace left in the drawer. Tally would still have The Bench’s lights on. Nix would still tell eggs nothing. They would still not open. The drawer could wait. The drawer was the point.

Jace made twelve feet of road that would hold. He made twelve more. The catch steamed in the way rock steamed when you’d asked it to stay and it had not yet agreed. Rain in the night. Freeze in the shade. October on a plateau was a liar with a calendar.

He sat the machine and looked. Looking was a path. Cutting without looking was how Grant happened.

“Catch is a mood,” he said, on the channel, for the log, for Yost, for the hat. “I’m not dressing it. I’m cutting a toe that drains. If Belk wants pretty he can come down and be pretty. I’m not pretty. I’m a road.”

“Copy,” Yost said. “Keep the toe. I’m coning the catch until Hoke photographs it. Don’t you climb it. Climbing is a hymn.”

Jace did not climb it. He cut. He thought about salt on 74, which was flirting, which was not a story yet, which was already a story he was in whether he cut or not.

The Cut waited. He told it no. He made a road anyway. That was the job, boiled: telling a hole no until a woman in two-bay blues told you no first, and then arguing with her about salt until the argument was a hold you hadn’t named.
Chapter 2 — Two-Bay

The two-bay in Blackridge didn’t sleep.

It steamed. It sat on Scale Street with an engine and a rescue and a captain who had learned that quarry towns kept their grief in a bay door, and Brin Loomis’s whole personality, boiled, was not waiting for a courtesy to become a name. Bag. Radio. A truck that rolled for people, not paper.

She was twenty-eight. Volunteer EMT. Paid driver, the one slot Olin Cask had fought Peck Noll and the county for, because volunteer houses that had no paid body became museums, and museums did not get to plaques in time. The two-bay at 5:05 in an October dark was a metal mouth with heat on and a coffee that could not stand a spoon, which she did not apologize for, because she was not Hattie Spence and this was not a diner. This was a religion with oxygen in it.

She checked the bag. Airway. Trauma. The old burn across her right forearm pulled when she zipped the pouch, a seam of pink from a wetter county’s exhaust pipe and a night she did not put on a channel. Work was a word for wheat. She was a bag. She didn’t do wheat. She did names, and she did the roll, and she did not sit a maybe, which was a sentence she had said to Captain Cask over a bay door in a winter that was not this one and had meant with her whole body.

Cask came out of the office with a clipboard and a face that had been forty-four for a decade. “Loomis. County 74’s a liar. Watt says freeze on the lip by six. You salt the lot. You do not salt the pit. The pit is Colter’s sermon. Don’t you make his sermon yours. Sermons are how bags become minutes.”

Brin did not say copy like a woman who believed in sermons. She said, “I’ll salt the lot. I’ll salt the approach. If a name is on a catch I’m rolling. Rolling is a two-bay. Calls are a courtesy. Don’t you make me a courtesy. Make Jace salt the lot if you want a flirting I haven’t opened. I’m not opening it. I’m telling you so you don’t think I don’t see a freeze. I see it. I bag it. I don’t author it.”

Cask’s mouth almost moved. He had learned Brin the way you learned a highwall: by watching what she did when you told her to wait.

“You rolled without a call in September,” he said. “Holt’s scarf. Quade lived. Odette called it a head. You called it a name. I’m not writing you up for a name that lived. I’m telling you the hole is a mood this week. Rain. Freeze. Twenty-eight’s catch is a rumor Yost is coning. If you roll into a cone I will sit you. Sitting is a captain. Captain that sits a driver is still a captain. Captain that lets a bag under a wall is a plaque. Am I clear.”

“Clear.” She zipped the bag. “If the cone is a name I’m still rolling. I’ll take the sit after. Sits I can live in. Names I can’t. That’s inventory.”

“That’s a personality,” Cask said. “Don’t you personality a slough. Sloughs are Colter’s. Bodies are yours. The line is a line. Keep it.”

She kept it. She salted the lot. She salted the approach. County 74 dropped off a basalt lip into the pit approach like a mouth that had never learned to tell the truth in October. Ice would be a rumor by six and a religion by noon if the rain had opinions. The rain had opinions. The plateau always did.

She did not look at the Cut from the lot, which was a lie she told the salt the way other women told the salt they weren’t afraid of the hole.

She looked anyway.

Lights. A drill already a toothache. An excavator on a toe making a path that was a sketch, which was Jace, which was a mood she sat in without a scaler. Thirty-two. Muck. A man who argued about salt like arguing were flirting, which it was, which she had not opened, which she wanted to open and would not, because opening it made her a special, and specials got chalk, and chalk got a town, and towns ate drivers who rolled for names and then got claimed by a man who cut roads that might put her bag under a wall.

She had told Holt, in a lot, that Jace was a mood. Moods she sat in. She had not told Holt the rest, which was: I sit in it because sitting is how I don’t roll for a pretty. I sit in it because I want to roll for him. I want both. I want him. I have wanted him since he told me the two-bay shouldn’t roll without a call and looked at me like I was a religion he didn’t believe in and believed in more than ever.

She had not said it. Saying it in a lot with a scarf steaming was how you became a sequel. She did not do sequels. She did names.

Odette Fenwick pulled into the clinic lot next door, thirty-four, family NP, a to-go already in her hand because the clinic opened when the hole did. She did not romanticize flyrock. She did not romanticize bags. She lifted two fingers. Brin lifted one. That was conversation. That was Scale Street being decent.

“You salt like a hymn,” Odette said, not unkind. “Don’t you hymn a freeze into a call. I have a morning. I don’t have a Colter. If you bring me a Colter I will be mean. Mean is a clinic. Clinics that are mean keep heads attached. Copy.”

“Copy.” Brin dumped the last of the salt. “I’m not bringing you a Colter. I’m bringing you whoever the hole decides is a name. If it’s him I’ll still bring him. That’s the job. Job doesn’t care about moods.”

“Job cares about moods,” Odette said. “That’s why we have a two-bay. Go eat. Wynn will slam. Hattie will leave the chalk down if you sit in a booth with him again. That’s not a warning. That’s a weather report.”

Brin went. The Weigh Ticket at 5:40 was already a church. Wynn Clegg slammed a lid, thirty, hair in a knot, a mouth that would not, except when it did, which was often enough now that the choir had learned to eat through I love you at four. Reid’s stool was empty; he was first on Twenty-eight’s muck. Dax and Cassidy would come or not; they had a magazine and a trailer and a dog and a life that was not a chapel. Holt sat beside Iona. Their sleeves. The touching was a touch. They held. Brin left it. Leaving it was how you didn’t steal a pole.

Hattie Spence owned the board and had written HASH BROWNS and nothing else, which was a poem, which Brin respected the way you respected a two-key: without making it a sequel.

She took a booth. She did not take the booth because Jace took booths. She took it because counters were for furniture and she was not furniture yet, and yet was a word she hated, and she sat in it anyway.

He came in at 5:48 with excavator dust and a scar on the back of his left hand he didn’t talk about, which she had inventoried, which she wanted.

He sat. Not asking. Sitting in a booth she had already sat in was an ask. She allowed it. Allowing was a roll.

“Lot’s salted,” she said. “Approach too. Don’t you tell me 74 is a mood. 74 is ice. Ice is a two-bay. Two-bay is me. Me is a bag you argue about.”

“I argue about the bag because the bag goes under walls.” Jace wrapped the mug Wynn had slammed, which was a crime Wynn allowed in booths. “I salt the lot because I don’t want your name on a catch. That’s not a chapel. That’s a path. Paths I understand. Names I don’t. Don’t you roll into Twenty-eight without a call. Catch is a mood. Yost is coning it. I’m cutting a toe that drains. If you roll into my toe I will sit the machine and be a problem. I’d rather be a problem than a plaque with your handwriting on it.”

Brin looked at him. He looked back. The looking was the argument. The argument was the flirting. The flirting was a hold they hadn’t named.

“I roll for names,” she said. “Not calls. Names. If your name is on a catch I’m coming. That’s inventory. That’s a two-bay religion. Don’t you make me a courtesy because a cone has a number. Cones are Yost. Names are me. Keep your toe. I’ll keep the bag. If the bag and the toe meet, we meet. That’s not a sequel. That’s a morning.”

“That’s a personality,” he said.

“That’s a job.” She ate. He ate. They stared too long. Tiny. Unresolved. Wynn slammed extra onto the plate without looking, which was a cook’s blessing Brin did not deserve and took anyway.

Nix Stapp told eggs the silent version of the belt. Tally Evers was not there yet; The Bench’s night ran later than grief. Orrin Kemp ate like tickets were a religion. Cal left a twenty for nobody’s almost. Peck Noll sighed. Yost coned a coffee. Leda Mundy sat, soda, star, a sheriff who ate here. Mace staged, even sitting. Belk did not come. The hat had learned a file.

“Don’t die on a toe,” Brin said, too quiet for a choir, loud enough for a booth.

“Copy.” Jace’s mouth almost moved. “Don’t you roll into a cone. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

“I don’t say locks I won’t keep.” She stood. Two-bay blues. Bag in the truck. “I’ll roll if you’re a name. I’ll salt if you’re a mood. I’m not promising a
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