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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (company loader / diner cook who feeds the shift) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Open-pit loading, muck piles, highwall slough risk, and industrial near-death

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame, diner gossip, and company politics

	Mentions of a prior haul-road near-miss and family abandonment (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.

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 2
Chapter 1 — First on the Muck

The muck in Blackridge didn’t wait.

It sat where the shot had put it, a basalt pile with opinions, steaming a little in the late-November dark the way rock steamed when you’d asked it to become a road and it had not yet agreed. Reid Breck was first on it. First was a religion that did not care if you had already almost died on a haul road in October. First was a bucket low, a wall you made of yellow iron, a man being a silence with a diesel heartbeat while the rest of the hole decided whether the face was a face or a maybe.

He was thirty-four. Loader. Blackridge Aggregate. The Cut at 5:10 in the morning 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 the day’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 their mirrors and a radio that could make you a plaque.

Reid checked the bucket. Teeth. Pins. The old scar across the heel of his left hand pulled when he closed the joystick, a seam of pale that Odette Fenwick at the clinic had called lucky in the voice people used for men who should have been a photograph. Lucky was a word for dice. He was a loader. He didn’t do luck. He did first, and he did the pile, and he did not muck a maybe, which was a sentence he had said to Dax Harlow over eggs in October and had meant with his whole body.

The radio clicked.

Corin Yost, dry as a tonnage sheet. “Breck on Eight. Face is a face. Window held last night. Harlow’s pattern went. Belk wants this one in the trucks before the county road opens. Don’t give me a sequel.”

Reid did not say copy like a man who believed in sequels. He said, “Bucket’s low. I’m not loading a hair until Jace has a path and Cal’s put water on the catch. If the catch is dust, the catch is a rumor. I’m not first on a rumor.”

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. Reid had learned that about Yost the way you learned a highwall: by watching what it did when you told it no.

“Water’s rolling,” Yost said. “Colter’s on the east toe. You’ve got first. Don’t you make first into a sermon. Sermons are how loaders become minutes.”

Reid 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. The first belly-dump sat where it always sat, a mouth with a number. He filled it. He did not think about Wynn Clegg, 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. Wynn on the grill with her hair in a knot that meant business and a mouth that would not, and the way her spatula had paused in October when he’d said bucket was low to a plate, which was as close as a cook came to a hymn, and as close as he had come to saying the other thing, which was: I fell first. I fell in a winter before this one. I fall every morning you slam a plate and tell me to eat or sermonize.

He had not said it. Saying it made her a special. Specials got chalk. Chalk got a town. Towns ate cooks who fed the shift and then got claimed by a loader who might not come in at 4:10.

He dumped the second bucket. The dump’s driver, a man named Odell who had a face like a closed ticket, lifted two fingers. Reid lifted one. That was conversation. That was the hole being decent.

Lev Inman’s drill was already a toothache on Nine. Holt Quade waited with stemming poles at the next face like a man who packed other people’s hymns and had not yet decided if he wanted one of his own. Nix Stapp walked the belt catwalk with a grease gun and a stare that had already talked to Tally Evers, which was a spark Reid 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.

Jace Colter’s excavator made a path out of last night’s shout. Jace was thirty-two and argued with Brin Loomis about salt and lot lines as if arguing were flirting, which it was, which was not Reid’s story. Reid’s story was a bucket and a woman who had closed the grill in October and gone to the clinic without calling it a claim.

The haul-road almost lived in his shoulders still. Not a medical mystery. A dump with a brake that had been a rumor. A dust that had been a religion. A miss by a distance that looked like nothing in a photograph and like a life in a pit. Brin had counted him. Odette had sent him home with a packet. Wynn had closed the grill and come, and then she had made him eggs at 4:40 and said, If you die on a haul road I will close for a week and Hattie will kill me, which is a hold I don’t have. Don’t die.

He had said copy. He had meant I already did the other thing. The dying can wait.

Cal Rigg painted the catch with water that would be dust by nine. The plateau in late November 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 ice 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.

Reid filled the fifth truck. First was a count. He did the count. He did not look at the rim trailer, which was a pale box with Cassidy Flint in it, county, the window, Dax Harlow’s woman in the way a two-key was a woman: public, fought-for, a fact Hattie Spence had stopped chalking every breakfast because facts that held became furniture.

Dax and Cassidy held. Reid was glad. Glad was a small word. He used small words. He saved the large ones for a grill he had not yet claimed.

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

“Breck. I want Eight in the stockpile by noon. County road contract. Ulm’s got a date. Don’t you get religious on me because October had a dump with a personality. October is a file. Today is tons.”

Reid looked at the highwall. The highwall looked back in the way walls did: without mercy and without a meeting.

“I’ll give you tons that are rock,” he said. “I won’t give you tons that are a maybe with a truck number. If the face sheds, I sit. Sitting is first. First that sits is still first. First that loads a hair is a plaque.”

Belk made a sound that was not a word. Yost cut in, a cone in a voice. “He’s on the pile. Let him load. If the wall sheds I’ll cone. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put a loader on a bench that might be a mood.”

Reid loaded.

He thought about Wynn’s hands. Flour. Burn marks from a grill that had opinions. The way she wrapped a mug and did not look at him when she looked. He had two years of four o’clocks in him. He had a stool. He had a silence she had saved for him once, which Dax had eaten, which Reid had not minded because Dax had needed a silence more than Reid had needed to be a man who sat in one.

He minded now. That was the winter. That was the fall. He had fallen first and he was still falling, and the muck did not care, and the diner would open again tomorrow at four, and he would be on the stool with diesel in his cuffs and a mouth that spoke in bucket yards when it spoke at all.

He dumped the tenth truck. The sun came up wrong, a white hand on the rimrock. Dust rose. Dust always rose. Cal knocked it down. It rose. A conversation with no winner.

Reid Breck was first on the muck. He intended to stay first. He intended, against every decent instinct a loader had about not making a cook into a special, to go back to The Weigh Ticket at the next four o’clock and sit where he always sat and want what he always wanted, which was her mouth saying his name like it wasn’t a hold she didn’t have.

He did not intend to say that out loud. Out loud was how you got a board.

The hole, being the hole, waited for the next bucket. He gave it one. The belt started, a long animal dragging rock toward a crusher that didn’t care who had closed a grill for a man who had stood up.

Reid kept the bucket low. He always did. Low was how you lived. Low was how you loved, if you were a loader, and if you had already fallen, and if the woman who fed the shift had a knot in her hair and a rule about not dying that she had said to his toast like a prayer she would not sign.
Chapter 2 — The Grill

The Weigh Ticket at 3:22 was a kitchen with a religion, and Wynn Clegg was the religion’s hands.

Thirty. Morning cook. Hair in a knot that meant the shift would get fed whether the hole had been a mouth in the dark or a quiet that was worse. Coffee that could stand a spoon. A mouth that would not, except when it did, which was how she’d told Reid Breck not to die and then spent three weeks pretending the spatula had said it.

Hattie Spence would come at three-forty with the chalk and the gavel and the look of a woman who had ended more reputations than Sheriff Leda Mundy and charged less for the service. Until then the diner was Wynn’s: grill, board wiped to ghost, the one blinking yellow on Scale Street throwing a fit through the glass, the belt a rumor from Magazine Road, the Cut a dark mouth in a darker plateau.

She cracked eggs. She did not think about a loader. She thought about a loader anyway.

October. The haul road. The board had had it before she’d had it, which was the diner’s whole personality, boiled: you heard the almost from chalk, then you closed the grill, then you went to the clinic and Odette Fenwick said he’s loud and Reid sat on a paper sheet with a bruise on his pride and looked at Wynn as if she were a ticket he had not asked to be written.

She had not claimed him. Claiming was how cooks became specials. Specials got sequels. Sequels got men who left.

Her father had been a belly-dump. Merritt Clegg, a man who believed in momentum until a near-miss on a catch bench had made a believer out of him in the other direction. He’d taken a job in a Nevada pit when Wynn was twenty-four. Two postcards. A silence. Her mother had gone to Ulm with a man who didn’t have dust in his cuffs and a kitchen that faced a parking lot. Wynn had stayed. Staying was a hold she had. Loving a loader was a hold she did not.

Reid Breck came in at 4:10 and sat where he always sat and spoke in bucket yards when he spoke at all and had fallen, she knew, the way you knew a grill was hot without putting your mouth on it. He had fallen first. He had been falling for two winters. She had let him, which was a cruelty she served with hash browns and called professionalism.

The back door. Hattie. Forty. Spatula as a gavel even when she wasn’t holding one.

“Belk was in at three-fifty yesterday talking about winter tons like tons had a union,” Hattie said. “Today he’ll be in at three-fifty talking about the same religion. If he sits at the counter you will not put extra on his plate. Extra is for people who don’t make the hole a chapel. Coffee’s a fact. Facts he can have.”

“Copy,” Wynn said.

Hattie looked at the board, which was blank, which was a poem. “You’re going to be a special if you keep pausing the spatula when Breck says bucket. I’m telling you as a woman who owns the chalk. I’m not telling you as a priest. Priests don’t open at four.”

“I’m the cook.” Wynn dropped bacon. The hiss was a verdict. “The cook is not a special. The cook is eggs. If the board does me I will close, and if I close you will kill me, which is a hold you have and I don’t. Don’t chalk me.”

“I chalk what’s true.” Hattie tied the apron that had outlived three cooks and one marriage Hattie did not discuss. “True is currently: powder and county are a fact with a dog. Loader sits. Cook slams. That’s furniture. Furniture I don’t chalk unless furniture starts kissing. If furniture starts kissing I will chalk it because this town survives on hash browns and honesty, and honesty is a specials board.”

Wynn did not say that furniture had already gone to a clinic. Hattie knew. Hattie had written ASK THE COOK NOTHING in October and then wiped it because Wynn had written DON’T ASK THE COOK ABOUT LOVE herself, which had been a vote and a dare and a woman putting her own mouth on a board so the town couldn’t.

The coffee finished. She poured a test cup. It stood a spoon. Good. The shift would come in in their dust and their silence and sit where they always sat, which was how you knew a town had a spine.

Dax Harlow would take the counter if the magazine had let him. Cassidy Flint would take the stool beside him now, not two down, a fact, a window who had signed a man and a man who had come down, Magazine Road, a chip mug, a mutt named Prill that Cassidy pretended she hadn’t wanted in the kitchen window and had. They held. Wynn was glad. Glad was a small word she used for other people’s HEAs so she wouldn’t have to use a large one for her own four o’clock.

Holt Quade would come or not. Iona Hoke would come with a tube or a roll and look at Holt too long or not long enough. That spark was not Wynn’s to open. Jace and Brin would argue about salt. Nix would tell eggs the silent version of the belt. Tally would come off The Bench’s night and snort at the board. Orrin Kemp would eat like tickets were a religion. The town would do what towns did at four, which was survive.

Reid would sit.

Wynn would slam his plate.

She would not look at the place on his mouth that had gone white on a haul road. She would not remember closing the grill. She would not remember Odette’s packet and Reid saying tell her I want eggs that aren’t a metaphor to Dax as if Wynn were a sentence you sent through powder because you could not send it through your own throat.

She remembered anyway.

The bell at 3:58 was Belk. Rusk Belk, fifty-two, pit superintendent, hat in hand even at four because production was a church that still believed in hats. He sat. He did not get extra. He got coffee and the look Hattie kept for men who called Ulm about compromised clerks.

“Winter contract,” Belk said to the board, which was rude. “County road base. I need Eight in the pile. Breck’s gotten religious. Religious loaders are how dates slip. If he sits on a maybe I will put another bucket on first. I’m saying it here so it isn’t a surprise on a channel.”

Wynn turned from the grill. Spatula up. A cook’s weapon.

“You put another bucket on first and you will eat somewhere else,” she said. “That’s not a union grievance. That’s hash browns. Reid Breck is first because first is how the rest of us sleep. You want a hero who loads a hair, you can take your hat to Ulm and find one. Ulm’s got malls. Malls have heroes. This counter has a loader who keeps the bucket low. Don’t you make low into a problem in my diner.”

Belk stared. Hattie did not intervene. Hattie had the look of a woman whose cook had just become a special without chalk.

“It’s not your pit,” Belk said.

“It’s my grill.” Wynn dropped his eggs from a height that was a comment. “Eat. Then go be a date. The date doesn’t want your mouth in my coffee.”

He ate. He paid. He left a twenty that was not a tip so much as a flag. Hattie took it. The bell. The blinking yellow. The plateau still black.

Hattie said, mildly, “That was a special.”

“That was eggs.”

“Eggs don’t threaten to exile a superintendent.” Hattie picked up the chalk, considered, and wrote: COUNTY ROAD WANTS ROCK / COOK HAS OPINIONS / ASK THE GRILL NOTHING. She set the chalk down. “I’m not doing you. I’m doing the morning. The morning had a mouth. Mouths get boards. You want to not be a sequel, don’t close for him again unless you’re going to open as a fact. Facts I can live with. Almosts I chalk until they become furniture or become a funeral. I prefer furniture.”

Wynn scraped the grill. The scrape was a hold she did have.

At 4:07 the night crew came in in their dust. Dax and Cassidy together, sleeves, a fact, Prill-hair on Cassidy’s county jacket because love was dog hair and a grocery schedule. Wynn put extra hash browns on their plate without looking, which was a cook’s blessing, and did not make it a chapel.

At 4:10 Reid Breck took his stool.

Loader still in his shoulders. A silence with diesel. He looked at the board. He looked at Wynn. He looked at his coffee as if it had asked him a personal question, which it had: are you going to die, and if you don’t, are you going to make me a woman who cares.

She set his plate down like a verdict.

“Eat or sermonize,” she said.

“Eggs,” Reid said. “Toast that isn’t a metaphor.”

“Everything’s a metaphor at four. That’s why people tip.”

His mouth almost moved. He ate. He did not sermonize. He said, to the plate, “Eight’s a face. Bucket’s low. Belk wants noon.”

“Belk wants a plaque with a date on it.” She poured. The knot in her hair pulled. “Don’t you give him one. If you sit, sit. Sitting is not a sin in this diner. Loading a hair is. I’m the cook. The cook is telling you that. Don’t make me a witness. Witnesses become minutes.”

“Copy,” Reid said, and it was almost the October word, and it wasn’t, and Wynn heard the spark in it and left it on the grill where sparks belonged until they caught.

Dax, from two stools down, the fact of him, said nothing about it. Cassidy wrapped her mug and looked at Wynn the way a clerk looked at a cook who had a window of her
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