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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace power imbalance (safety officer / lineman) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	A high-voltage flash injury (on-page aftermath and memory; the original burn is past)

	Near-misses on a transmission tower and at a dam spillway

	Ice-storm danger, a river that can kill, and industrial accident risk

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past drowning (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; this is Book 12 of The Iron Creek Line, the series closer. Every couple from Books 1 through 11 is still together. That is the lockout.

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

—

The Iron Creek Line, Book 12
Chapter 1 — The Square

The Line in Iron Creek didn’t hum so much as wait.

Wes Maddox had learned the difference on a tower that had opened a white mouth and eaten the left side of him, and he had learned it again every night since, including the night before his own wedding, which the canyon had been chewing since March and had finally, in the last week of October, put on a folding-chair calendar at St. Jude Hall like a thing that could be sat.

Thursday. Four days. A square in a hall that was a town-wide later.

Night crew. Late October. First ice on the ridge like a rumor that had unpacked a suitcase and then asked if it could use the good towels. The canyon held the dam’s breath — that low, continuous pressure people in town called quiet because they didn’t work the wire. Crest Street, a thousand feet below, had already turned its one stoplight to blinking yellow. The Gauge would open at four for the shift change. The Spillway would still have Willa Greer’s lights on, because bartenders in dam towns kept the same hours as grief, and because Jed Taft’s neon still said PILLWAY, a joke he refused to fix, a witness Marnie Sloan refused to unscrew.

Wes clipped in anyway. Gloves. Hard hat. The flash-scar down his jaw pulled when he turned his head, a seam of pink and ugly that Tamsin Ward at the clinic had called lucky two winters back and had since learned not to. Lucky was a word for dice. He was a lineman. He didn’t do luck. He did grounds, and he did the radio, and he did not look down at the Iron, which was a black ribbon at the bottom of the world with a standing offer: four minutes if you went in. Less if a gate was open.

“Maddox on Nine,” he said into the radio. “Tag’s on. Grounds going up.”

Torin Shaw’s voice came back, dry as a switching order. “Copy. Drake wants this week boring. Hall on Thursday. Don’t give the safety office a sequel she has to postpone.”

The safety office. Lane.

Wes did not say her name on an open channel. He hung the grounding cluster like a man performing a religion he no longer believed in and believed in more than ever. Verify. Verify again. Ice already on the insulator string. Thin. Mean. He worked it with the hot stick and felt the old tremor in his left hand, the one the flash had taught to remember. Night wind came down the canyon and tried to take his hat. He told it no, which was the whole job, boiled: telling weather no until you couldn’t.

The radio clicked.

Not Torin.

Lettie Pike, county dispatch, the voice that had pulled Rook Nash off a belt in an ice storm and had not, since, stopped counting. “Night crew, be advised: Calum’s calling glaze on the grade after two. Clinic’s staffed. Two-bay’s awake. If you’re coming down, come down before the grade decides you’re a story.”

“Copy,” Torin said. “Maddox. Nash. Boone. You heard the dispatcher. You do not get to be a story this week. Repeat it so I can sleep.”

“Not a story,” Rook said, from Tower 11, like a man who had already decided the sky could wait until Friday.

“Not a story,” Micah Boone said, from the ground, which was a joke that had learned to reach. “I’m a punchline with a key. Punchlines come down. Confirm you heard the drawer.”

“Heard the drawer,” Torin said. “Maddox.”

Wes looked at the canyon. The dam’s lights. The Bench. The west window of the house above Crest that still didn’t have a name except ours, which was not a name Drake could file and was the only name Clip the dog recognized.

“Not a story,” Wes said. “I’m a kitchen on Thursday. Copy. Stay.”

“Stay on the steel until I say,” Torin said. “Then stay in the kitchen. Mix nothing. File the difference. Shaw out.”

Wes finished the hang. He came down. The boom truck took his weight like it had been doing it since April of a different year, which it had. In the yard, the switchyard hummed. Sidra Keane’s lights were on in the powerhouse glass. Kit Farrow would be walking a gate at dawn because the forebay was fat and fat was a religion Avery Rhodes wrote numbers for.

Lane would be asleep with Clip on her feet and a grocery list on the fridge that had hall written on it in her safety handwriting, which was the handwriting of a woman who did not do folklore. She did lockouts. She did ugly. She did a town she had stayed in when a Line she didn’t climb had made a canyon a chew.

Wes sat in the company truck with the heater on and his scar pulling and the ring in his inside pocket, the one that wasn’t pretty, the one he’d had since a grocery-store lot in March, the one Hollis Dyer had sold him at a price that was not tourist and not family, which was how you knew Hollis approved.

Four days.

The Line waited.

He told it Thursday, which was a kind of no.

The Line, being the Line, took it. For now.
Chapter 2 — Four A.M.

Lane Vickers woke at three-fifty because the plant had trained her, and because Clip had trained her worse, and because Thursday was a square she had asked for out loud in a hall in October and she was not going to oversleep a later she had already written.

The west window held the grade: a dark thread. The dam: a rumor with lights. The Line: a farther rumor that could wait. Clip put his head on her shin and judged the clock. Wes’s side of the bed was empty in the way of night crew, which was not abandonment. It was a saddle. She had signed him back to saddles. She had also told him, in a kitchen, in daylight, that if he took too long with a ring she would use a lockout tag and a hardware-store receipt and they would do St. Jude on a Thursday so the town didn’t get a Saturday to chew.

He had been faster than a tag. The ring had been in a lot. The yes had been out loud. The hall was Thursday. The town had been chewing since March and had not, yet, managed to make it a hymn, which was how you knew the thing was serious.

Lane stood in the kitchen in a basalt-colored sweater that was hers and a pair of his socks that were a crime and made coffee that could stand a spoon because she had learned Marnie’s religion by proximity. The grocery schedule was on the fridge with a magnet shaped like a grounding cluster, which Pax Mercer had given them as a union joke and which Clip had tried to eat twice. Milk. Eggs. Coffee. Folding chairs — Hollis. Pots — Marnie. Bowls — Jed. Flowers — absolutely not. Lane did not do flowers. She did a hall that could sit a later without being a plaque.

Clip drank water like a steward. Lane drank coffee like a safety officer. The faucet dripped. She did not fix it. Wes would fix it after Thursday, or he would not, and the drip would still be a drip, and that was a marriage more than a ring was.

At four she drove Crest with Clip in the passenger seat like a witness who had opinions about The Gauge’s bacon. The stoplight blinked. The two-bay steamed. Drew Beckett’s engine had a light on, which meant the captain was a person who didn’t trust weather in a wedding week. Sidra’s truck was in the plant lot already. The Spillway’s neon flickered the S. Lane parked in front of The Gauge and went in because 4 a.m. was how you lived in a canyon after you had decided to be seen.

Marnie Sloan was forty-one and a pot. She poured without asking. That was the lease.

“Eggs,” Marnie said. “Not a thesis. Thesis is a hall I will sit on Thursday. I’m sitting a board. You’re sitting a square. Mix nothing. Confirm you heard the bins.”

“I heard the bins,” Lane said. She sat. Clip stayed in the truck and judged the glass. “If the pots are a problem, say. I can take a no. I can’t take a board I didn’t give you.”

“Pots aren’t a problem. Pots are extra. Extra is a bin. Take it.” Marnie wiped a circle. “Jed’s bowls. Adjacent. That’s a sentence. The town will chew it. Let them. Chewing is not a veto.”

Jed Taft came in at four-twelve, which was late for a 5:00 and early for a man who locked a bar at two. He had a rag in a pocket and a look that had learned a pot. He sat two stools down, then one, then the stool that had become a house, and Marnie poured him the coffee that was not a later.

“Hall,” Jed said, to Lane, not a toast. “I don’t do toasts. I do bowls. Bowls are a wipe. I’ll wipe. If the moose writes a verse I’m ignoring the moose.”

“The moose can write,” Lane said. “The moose doesn’t get a hymn. Hymns are a plaque. I’m a window. He’s a sky. Mix nothing.”

Marnie almost smiled. Almost was a lot, from Marnie. “You’re mean in the morning. There’s a difference between mean and safety. It’s thin. Sit. Eat. Then go be a date. I’ll be a steel.”

Lane ate eggs that were not dry. The Gauge filled the way it filled at shift change: Calum York in a county jacket with a blade still in his head; Nell Dyer with a bag on a hook and a washer on a chain she pretended was not a ring; Pax Mercer counting overtime on a napkin; Sheriff Nia Crowe with her hat off because The Gauge was not a statute; Felix Crane with a letter in a pocket that was not a finding; Rowan Hale with oil in a cuticle and a hum she did not turn off; Hollis Dyer with ice-melt as a love language; Oren Graves with a scanner in a bag and cookies he would not admit to; Deputy Arlo Finch with a report that wanted to be a poem and was, instead, a weather log.

They looked at Lane. They did not make a chorus. Iron Creek, being Iron Creek, put nothing on the specials board, which was how you knew the thing was serious.

Wes came in at four-forty with night still on his coat and the scar bright under the fluorescents and the look of a man who had told a Line no and been allowed, for now, to leave. He saw her. He did not perform. He sat on the stool beside her, put two fingers on her sleeve, verify, and said, to the room and to the coffee and to the woman, “I’m down.”

“I heard the down,” Lane said. “Eat. Then a kitchen. Then a hardware. Then a hall that is not yet Thursday. Don’t you die between now and a square. That’s the lockout. Say it back.”

“Don’t die. Bring a body. Kitchen. Daylight.” He kissed her mouth, brief, tagged, public, a fact. “Copy. Stay.”

“Stay.”

Clip, in the truck, put a paw on the glass. The town saw it. The town filed it. Marnie poured. Jed sat. The dam hummed. The Line waited. Thursday sat in the canyon’s mouth like a gate that had not yet been cracked, and Lane Vickers, thirty-two going on a pull, and Wes Maddox, thirty-four going on a kitchen, ate eggs in a diner at 4 a.m. like people who had decided a grocery schedule could hold a wedding if you said it out loud often enough that the weather had to listen.
Chapter 3 — Last Name

The house above Crest had a west window Hollis had sold them a second hook for, and a drip Wes had not fixed, and a dog who believed the lease was a theological document with his name in the header.

Lane shut the door. Wes locked it. The sound was still a decision, even after a grocery schedule, even after a yes in a lot, even after a hall with a date. Clip sighed, put-upon, and took the rug.

“Last name,” Lane said, because somebody had to ruin the eggs still in their stomachs, and she was safety.

Wes hung his coat. The scar pulled. He looked at her the way he looked at a cluster he didn’t trust yet. “I was hoping we’d get to Thursday on stay and let the paper catch up.”

“Paper catches up in a hall. Nia’s doing the civil because she’s the law and because a priest in this canyon would make it a hymn. The form has a line. Lines are my job. I’m not walking into St. Jude with a blank.”

He sat on the sill. Clip put a chin on his boot. “You said Maddox or Vickers or neither. You said we could fight. We have lockout experience.”

“I’m fighting.” She stood in the kitchen with her coffee and her mouth and the basalt sweater. “I don’t want to be Mrs. Line. I don’t want you to be Mr. Safety. I don’t want a third name we picked to piss off Drake, because pissing off Drake is a hobby, not a marriage. I want a log that still says Vickers when a gate misbehaves. I want a radio that still says Maddox when a saddle ices. I want the hall to hear both and fail to make them one, which is how this canyon will know we meant it.”

Wes was quiet. The drip. The hum of the dam in the teeth of the world. His left hand did the tremor it did when he was thinking with the part of him the flash had not improved.

“So we stay our names,” he said.

“We stay our names. We stay the window. We stay the dog. We stay the square. Mix nothing. File the difference. Then if you want a hyphen you can hang it in the stairwell and Hollis can bill you at tourist rates.”

He laughed, once, scraped. “Hollis already raised the rent in his heart.”

“Hollis can bill a heart. I’m billing a form.” She set the mug down. “Yes or no. I need it out loud. I don’t do guessing with you. I didn’t in a lot. I won’t in a kitchen four days from a hall.”

Wes looked at her. Looked at Clip. Looked at the grade in the window like the grade might have a legal opinion.

“Yes,” he said. “Lane Vickers. Wes Maddox. The hall can choke on the and. I’m not taking your name to own you and you’re not taking mine to be owned. That’s a cluster I won’t hang. That’s a stay I will.” He put two fingers on the air between them, then on her sleeve when she came close enough. Verify. “If the town writes Mrs. Maddox on a casserole, you can write Vickers on the lid. I’ll eat the casserole. I’m not proud.”

“You’re a little proud.”

“I’m a lineman. Pride is a fall restraint I sometimes forget.” He pulled her in by the sweater. Ozone. Cold. Him. “Come here.”

“I’m here.”

“Closer.” His mouth found her hairline, the place he had learned in a cedar rental when hiding was still a footnote. “I thought you’d ask me to be Vickers. I had a speech. It was dumb. It was about the radio and the scar and how a switching order with your name on it would make Torin have a religious experience.”

“Torin can have a religious experience on his own time. Tamsin already took his gloves off. That’s enough church for a foreman.”

“Copy.” He kissed her, not sorry, the scar against her cheek, the drip still dripping, Thursday still Thursday. “We’re going to fight about chairs next. And flowers you won’t allow. And whether Clip sits under the table or in a truck like a coward.”

“Clip sits under the table. He was in the lot when you asked. He’s in the lease in his head. If St. Jude has a health code, Nia can write a waiver. She’s the law. She has a biscuit. She can have a dog.”

Clip, hearing his name, thumped a tail once, a gavel.

Lane put her hand on Wes’s nape, thumb in the short hair, the way he had taught her without teaching, the way she had learned without a form. “Don’t you die on Nine because we settled a name. That’s a different lockout. Say it back.”

“Don’t die. Bring the name I already have. Kitchen. Hall. Dog.” His forehead on hers. “Copy. Stay.”

“Stay.”

They stood in the west window until the coffee went cool and the light came up enough to make the dam a fact instead of a rumor. Lane named the weather report again, quieter: stay. He named it back. The Line, up the ridge, waited. It could wait. They had a mug, a dog, a lease, a plant that had not eaten them, two names that would not become one, and a Thursday that had been asked for out loud so many times it had become the way they breathed.
Chapter 4 — Dyer Hardware

Dyer Hardware smelled like ice-melt and sawdust and a hinge that had learned a daughter.

Hollis Dyer was fifty-eight and a counter. He did not do weddings. He did folding chairs, and he did a look that said he had already decided the west window could take the extra weight, and he did not, under any circumstance, do a speech.

“Eighteen chairs,” Lane said. “If you only have sixteen, I’ll take sixteen and the rest can stand. Standing is a canyon skill.”

“I have twenty-four,” Hollis said. “You can have eighteen. The extra six will show up anyway because this town cannot be told no on a Thursday. I’ll bill the six to the moose.” He looked at Wes, at the scar, at the hand on Lane’s nape that Wes had not remembered to take off. “You hang a cluster in my stairwell, tourist rates. You hang a life in my hall, I already raised the rent. Don’t thank me. Thanking is a hymn. Load the chairs.”

Juniper Lang came out of the back with a brass number in her palm and Micah Boone’s joke still on her mouth from whatever kitchen they had left at 6:10, which was their 7:10 moved for a wedding week. She was thirty-one going on a drawer. Micah was thirty-five going on a punchline that had learned to reach a kid who breathed.

“Brass,” Juniper said, to Lane, not a gift so much as a hardware. “For the door. St. Jude’s latch sticks when the heat comes on. I’m not having your hall become a lockout because a hinge had opinions.”

“I’ll take a brass,” Lane said. “I’ll take a hinge. I won’t take a toast.”

“No toast,” Juniper said. “I don’t do folklore. I do keys. Micah will carry chairs and he will not make a joke about a saddle until after you sit the square. That’s inventory. He asked for it. He heard it. Confirm, Boone.”

Micah put a hand on his heart like a man swearing on a cue. “I will carry. I will not joke a hall. I will joke a parking lot, which is different, which is a bin. Take it.” He looked at Wes, and the look lasted one second too long to be a punchline. “You come down Thursday. I’ll go up. That’s not hero. That’s a drawer I already cut. Don’t you make it a hymn.”

Wes’s throat did a thing. The scar pulled. “Copy.”

Nell Dyer came through from the alley with a bag and a washer on a chain and Calum York behind her like a blade that had learned a cot. Nell was thirty-two going on a hinge’s daughter. Calum was thirty-seven going on a grade.

“Grade’s going to glaze after two,” Calum said, to Hollis, to Lane, to the chairs, to the week. “I’m not closing 19 for a hall. I’m not opening it
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