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	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (bartender / company crusher) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Open-pit crusher and conveyor-belt hazards, lockout, a near-taking, dust, and industrial injury
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	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past belt injury and a past last round that did not come home (not on-page as the main plot)
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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 5
Chapter 1 — The Belt

The belt in Blackridge didn’t run so much as insist.

Nix Stapp had learned the difference eleven years back, in a different dust, when an insist had opened a mouth at a take-up and eaten a helper named Wray to the elbow and a year off Nix’s sleep. Tonight was the upper crusher, not that Harney face, which was a mercy he refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Tally Evers, who had poured him a last round three nights running without asking and then sat two down at four and stolen his hot sauce like a woman who had not yet decided if a last round was allowed to have a morning.

He was thirty-six. Crusher. Belt. Blackridge Aggregate. The Cut at 14:10 in August was a white throat with a jaw that coughed basalt into a cone and a cone that coughed into a belt that ran a quarter mile of insist to a stockpile Belk measured in tons and Nix measured in splices that hadn’t opened yet. Wind on the catwalk. Thin. Mean. Dust that had opinions. The plateau held August’s heat in the flood-basalt and gave it back as a radiation people in town called dry because they didn’t live in a cloud of their own making.

Nix checked the splice. Lacing. Clips. The old burn across the inside of his left forearm pulled when he closed the grease gun, a seam of pale Odette Fenwick at the clinic had called work in the voice people used for arms that should have been a warning. Work was a word for wheat. He was belt. He didn’t do wheat. He did the lockout, and he did the splice, and he did not run a maybe, which was a sentence he had said to Wray over a thermos in a Harney that was not this one and had meant with his whole body, and then he had run the maybe anyway because a hat in that other dust had wanted tons, and the belt had taken the rest of the sentence.

He did not run maybes in Blackridge. That was the religion. The religion lived in dust. He lived in it with the religion, a company house at the crusher end of Magazine Road where the belt was not a heartbeat under the floor the way it was at Dax’s, it was a sentence, a long animal asleep on its feet that talked in his sleep and talked to Tally whether he asked it to or not.

The radio clicked.

Corin Yost, dry as a tonnage sheet. “Stapp on the upper. Jaw’s a jaw. Cone’s a cone. Belk wants the county contract in the pile before Ulm wakes up and remembers it can weigh us. Don’t you sermonize a splice. Sermons are how belts become minutes.”

Nix did not say copy like a man who believed in sermons. He said, “I’ll give you tons that are a belt. I won’t give you tons that are a maybe with a clip count. If the lacing is a hair I’m sitting. Sitting is a belt. Belt that sits is still a belt. Belt that runs a splice that hasn’t finished being a splice 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. Nix had learned that about Yost the way you learned a highwall: by watching what it did when you told it no.

“Lacing is a lacing until it isn’t,” Yost said. “You’ve got the catwalk. Don’t you make the catwalk into a chapel. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put rock on a belt that might be a mood.”

Nix put the grease gun on the idler.

The belt took the rock the way the Cut took everything: with a sound that was not a shout and was the memory of one. Jaw. Cone. Belt. Stockpile. Dust rose. Cal Rigg’s water truck lost the argument by nine the way it always lost in August, a conversation with no winner. Nix walked the catwalk with his eyes in a slit and did not think about Tally Evers, which was a lie he told the crusher the way other men told the cab they weren’t afraid of the wall.

He thought about her anyway.

The Bench would still have her lights on at last call, because bartenders in quarry towns kept the same hours as grief. She was twenty-nine. A rag. A till. A mouth that would not, except when it did, which was often, and the way she had poured him without being asked since a freeze last October when he had walked her to her car and pretended it was ice, which it had been, which it also hadn’t, which was a last round that had not admitted it was a last round, which they had not opened, which the town had left in a 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.

The drawer had his name on it. He had known since the freeze. Knowing was not opening. Opening was a morning. Mornings were how last rounds became files. Tally did not do files. He had learned that about her the way you learned a belt: by watching what it did when you put a hand near it.

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

Jace Colter made a path in last night’s shout with a ring that wasn’t pretty and a scar on his left hand Odette had called work. Brin Loomis had him. That was a fact. A two-bay. A bag. A June that had been a hall. Nix left that too. Leaving that was how you didn’t steal a radio.

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 Nix 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. Nix did not steal charges. He ran belts under them.

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. Nix was glad. Glad was a small word. He used small words. He saved the large ones for a till he had not yet claimed.

Lev Inman’s drill was already a toothache on Forty-one. Teague Holtz keyed a magazine that did not want a sequel. 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 sun was eating. Orrin Kemp sat the scale like tickets were a religion. Marin Raff was in from Ulm some days and told him a permit wasn’t a ton. They liked it. Tiny. Unresolved. Nix left that drawer too. His was loud enough.

The splice was not a hair. Not yet. Heat cooked lacing if you were stupid in August the way heat cooked prill if you were stupid in July, and Nix was not stupid about heat. He was stupid about a woman with a rag. That was a different religion. He logged the lacing anyway, a count, a clip, a note in the grease-black book he kept in the crusher shack that Belk did not read because Belk read tons.

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

“Stapp. I want a pile by Friday. County contract. Ulm’s got a date. Don’t you get religious on me because Harney had a take-up with a personality. Harney is a file. Today is tons.”

Nix looked at the splice. The splice looked back in the way belts did.

“I’ll give you tons that are a belt,” he said. “I won’t give you tons that are a maybe with a clip count. If the lacing opens, I sit. Sitting is a belt. I’m not first on a rumor and I’m not a pile through a splice 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 catwalk. Let him walk. If the lacing speaks I’ll cone. Copy.”

Nix walked.

He did not look at Scale Street from the hole, which was a rim and a world away, one blinking yellow, The Bench a dark mouth that would open at four in the afternoon and not close until grief had had a glass. Tally would be there, or in the rooms above with neon leaking through the blind, or at The Weigh Ticket at four stealing hot sauce two down from a man who told eggs nothing. They had looked too long since October. Tiny. Unresolved. The belt would speak. He had not wanted it to speak. Wanting had never been the hole’s religion. It was becoming his.

Dust stood up and walked toward town like gossip. Nix watched it go. The crusher coughed. The belt insisted. He lived in it. That was the job, boiled: telling a long animal no until a woman with a rag told you yes, which she had not, which she had, which was a last round that had not opened and had not closed, which was the point of a drawer, which he was done pretending was not his.

The Cut waited.

He told it no.

He walked the catwalk anyway.
Chapter 2 — Last Call

The Bench in Blackridge didn’t close so much as decide.

Tally Evers had learned the difference in a different dry town, when a decide had poured a last round for a man who sat the end and didn’t talk and then gone under a belt at 5:40 in a Jefferson she did not go back to, including in her mouth. Tonight was Scale Street, not that other till, which was a mercy she refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Nix Stapp, who sat the end in crusher dust with a glass she had poured without being asked and a stare that had already talked to the belt, which talked to her, which was a spark she was not opening, which she opened every time she didn’t make him ask.

She was twenty-nine. Bartender. Night crew’s church. Named for a quarry level on purpose; the town thought it was funny until it wasn’t. The Bench at 23:10 on an August Tuesday was a dark mouth with a rail and a rumor of heat still sitting in the basalt and a jukebox that had opinions about men who lived in dust and women who kept tills. The neon in the window said THE BENCH and then, on the B, flickered like a man losing a vote. Night crew sat in the back. Day crew sat closer to the door, as if daylight still had a claim. Sheriff Leda Mundy sat at the end with a soda and a view of the room, forty-two, the law, a woman who drank sugar because whiskey in a quarry town was how sheriffs became stories.

Tally’s rag did the math it always did. Peck Noll, union, forty-eight, a beer that had become a contract. Corin Yost, shift boss, a booth, a cone he did not put on the table. Jace and Brin in a two-top that was furniture now, soda and a ring that wasn’t pretty, arguing about salt like it was flirting, which it was, which it had already been a hall. Dax and Cassidy a table, not a pew, burned hand public, a mug that had followed them from a kitchen. Holt and Iona closer, a tube on the floor, a split palm that had learned to be a fact. Reid and Wynn not there; grill at four. The room held what it was built to hold. Tally poured it. Pouring was a till. Tills were not chapels. She had said that out loud since Jefferson and meant it with her whole body, and then a freeze last October had put Nix Stapp at her car door pretending ice, and the till had learned a new word it did not say.

She poured him anyway. Without looking, which was looking.

His fingers on the glass. Hers. A last round that had not admitted it. Tiny. Unresolved. She left it. Leaving it was how you didn’t make a bar into a file.

“You’re sitting like a man who walked a catwalk in a heat that cooks lacing,” she said, because she was Tally and not a courtesy. “I’m not a priest. I’m a till. Tills listen better if you tip. Also if you don’t make my bar into a chapel for a splice. Splices have their own religion. It logs at dawn. You’re going to see it in a hole in six hours. Don’t get interesting here. Interesting is how last rounds become mornings. Mornings I don’t pour. Sit. Tip. Go home. Sleep. Belts that drink too much are belts that run a hair at dawn.”

Nix looked at her. Thirty-six. Grease in the cuticles. The pale seam on the inside of his left forearm that the whole pit knew and did not author, which she had inventoried anyway, which she wanted the inventory to be a mouth, which she did not put her mouth on in a bar. Bars had towns. Towns had boards. Boards had chalk.

“I’m not interesting,” he said. The voice was dust. Dust that had opinions. “I’m a last round you keep pouring. I’m asking if the pour is a till or a chapel. I don’t guess. Guessing is how Harney happened. I need it out loud. Yes to the pour. No to the pour. I can sit two down at four either way. Two down is a stool. Beside is a different stool. I’m not putting beside on your rail unless you put it first. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

The rag paused. The room did the thing rooms did if you let them. She did not let them. She put the rag on the rail like a count.

“The pour is a till,” she said. “Till I haven’t eighty-sixed. Eighty-six is a no I know how to say. I haven’t said it. That’s not a yes. That’s a glass. Glasses aren’t mornings. If you want a morning you can want it in the lot like an adult. Lots are free. My lighting is not. Don’t you make me pour a scene. Scenes I send to Hattie, and Hattie has chalk.”

“Copy,” Nix said. He tipped. He did not make a scene. He sat the end like a belt that had been given a last round and had decided last was a word he was going to ask about until she said it back.

Tally hated that she liked the ask. Liking an ask was how Jefferson happened. Jefferson had been a man at the end who didn’t ask and didn’t talk and took the last round and went under a belt at 5:40 because last rounds were supposed to send men home, and home had been a splice, and the splice had been a maybe, and she had poured the maybe without knowing she was pouring it. She did not pour maybes in Blackridge. That was the religion. The religion lived in a till. She lived in it with the religion, rooms above The Bench, neon leaking, the B flickering on her ceiling like a vote she kept losing.

Leda Mundy did not come over, which was a gift with a badge on it. Yost looked at Leda and did not sit with her, except his looking was a sitting. Tally left that. Other people’s drawers were other people’s. Teague Holtz reached a beer Paige Dorn had not asked him to reach. Tiny. Unresolved. Orrin Kemp came in late off the scale and Marin Raff told him a permit wasn’t a last round. They liked it. Tiny. Unresolved. Tally poured them and did not open them. Opening was a twelve-book town. She was trying, against her will, to be a woman who opened only the drawer that had her name on it.

The drawer had her name on it. She had known since the freeze. Knowing was not opening.

Last call was a decide she made with the lights. She made it. Peck went. Yost went. Jace and Brin went with a ring and an argument about the lot that was a marriage. Dax and Cassidy went like furniture that had learned to walk. Holt and Iona went closer. Leda went with a soda and two fingers that were not a hunt. Watt looped the lot and did not come in. The room emptied the way rooms emptied when a hole had given tons and taken nothing.

Nix did not go.

Tally wiped the rail. The neon flickered. Dust sat on the sill the way dust sat on everything in August, a second government.

“You’re still here,” she said.

“You’re still pouring.”

“I’m closing. Closing is a till. Tills don’t do sequels after last call. That’s the rule. Say it back.”

“Tills don’t do sequels after last call.” He stood. The dust stood with him. “I’m going to walk you to the stairs. Not the car. The stairs. Stairs are ice even in August if you want them to be. If you say no I go to the dust house and I sit two down at four and I tell eggs nothing. No doesn’t unpour a glass. No unsits a walk. I don’t guess.”

Tally looked at him. The rag in her hand. The till. The B flickering. A freeze that had been ice and hadn’t. A Jefferson she did not go back to. A man who asked out loud, which the other one hadn’t, which was the whole problem, boiled.

“The stairs are a yes,” she said. “The rooms are a not yet. Not yet is a hold. I’m holding it. Don’t you fire on a hold, Stapp. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

“I don’t fire on a hold.” He looked at her mouth, which she had no business feeling as a body. “Stairs. Then you say it out loud. Clear or not. I don’t do guessing with belts or with tills.”

“Copy,” she said, and then, because she was Tally and not a courtesy, “I’m not a till when I’m holding your walk. I’m the last round. Get used to the difference.”

He got used to it the way you got used to a catwalk: by not turning your back.
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