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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (county sheriff / company night-shift boss) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Open-pit night operations, ice on a posted rim road, a haul that runs a hold, brake fade, flyrock risk, and industrial near-miss

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past courtesy haul and a ditch that did not kill anyone (not on-page as the main plot)

	Mentions of a marriage that ended before the star (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. Dax Harlow and Cassidy Flint hold. Reid Breck and Wynn Clegg hold. Holt Quade and Iona Hoke hold. Jace Colter and Brin Loomis hold. Nix Stapp and Tally Evers hold. Orrin Kemp and Marin Raff hold. Teague Holtz and Paige Dorn 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 8
Chapter 1 — The Shift

The shift in Blackridge didn’t start so much as wait.

Corin Yost had learned the difference eleven years back, in a different hole, when a wait had opened on a posted and eaten a pickup into a ditch and a year off Corin’s sleep. Tonight was the Blackridge Cut, not that Umatilla face, which was a mercy he refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Sheriff Leda Mundy, who had a metal annex behind the two-bay and a mouth that would not, and who had been coming through doors he held since a freeze that had been someone else’s book and had left him a soda he was not drinking and a sentence he had not coned.

He was forty-one. Night shift. Boss. Blackridge Aggregate. The Cut at 19:10 in late November was a black throat with a face on Sixty that Belk wanted in the dark and a rim road that Marin Raff had posted ICE at 14:02 like a weather with a stamp. Wind on the highwall. Thin. Mean. Dust that had opinions and settled on the cone in his hand like a second job. The plateau held November’s leftover heat in the flood-basalt and gave it back as a radiation people in town called quiet because they didn’t live with a quota that wanted a night and a sheriff who drank soda because whiskey in a quarry town was how badges became stories.

Corin checked the board. Gloves. Hard hat. The old stiffness across the left shoulder pulled when he lifted the radio, a seam of weather Odette Fenwick at the clinic had called work in the voice people used for men who should have been a file. Work was a word for wheat. He was a shift. He didn’t do wheat. He did the cone, and he did the tons, and he did not sleep a charged face, which was a sentence he had said to a hat in Umatilla over a thermos and had meant with his whole body, and then the hat had sent the haul anyway because a contract in that other pit had wanted a night, and the pickup had taken the rest of the sentence.

He did not send night hauls onto a posted in Blackridge. That was the religion. The religion lived in a cone and a channel and a man who wanted clean tonnage more than a clean conscience and hated that about himself out loud, in the dark, to nobody, which was how night-shift bosses prayed.

The radio clicked.

Rusk Belk, production in a human throat. “Yost. I want Sixty in the dark and I want three loads on 74 before the freeze sits the drop. DOGAMI’s a rumor for December and a fact if you get cute. Don’t you sermonize a posted. Sermons are how shifts become minutes.”

Corin did not say copy like a man who believed in sermons. He said, “I’ll give you a shift that is a count. I won’t give you a shift that is a courtesy with a number on it. If Raff posted ice, 74 sits. Sitting is a road. Road that sits is still a road. Road that runs a posted is a ditch. I already own a ditch. I’m not buying a second.”

A pause that had a superintendent in it and a night-shift boss who had learned to put the no in front of the hat so the hat couldn’t author the surprise.

“County,” Belk said, and made it an insult. “Mundy. You’re going to let a soda close my contract.”

“I’m going to let a posted close a drop,” Corin said. “If the window speaks I’ll cone a shot. If the posted speaks I cone a haul. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put rock on a road that might be a mood. The mood is currently ice. Ice I cone. Copy.”

He hung the radio like a man performing a religion he no longer believed in and believed in more than ever. Count. Count again. Dax Harlow would be on the magazine with Teague Holtz and a two-key that had already been a book and was now furniture. Cassidy Flint would sign or she wouldn’t. Corin would wait. Waiting was a shift. He did not steal windows. He coned what they made.

Reid Breck sat the loader on the pile below, first, a religion that had already been a book and was now a bucket. Wynn Clegg had him. That was a fact. Facts that held became hash browns without looking. Corin left it. Leaving it was how you didn’t steal a grill.

Nix Stapp walked the upper with a seam on a seam. Tally Evers had him. That was a fact. A till. A last round that had learned to be a morning. Corin left that too.

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. Corin was glad. Glad was a small word. He used small words. He saved the large ones for a door he kept holding and a soda that kept coming through it and not sitting with him.

Jace Colter made a path in last night’s shout. Brin Loomis had him. That was a fact. A two-bay. A bag. Corin left that drawer too.

Orrin Kemp sat a glass box over a weighbridge and printed true. Marin Raff had him. That was a fact. A kettle. A posted. Syrup. Corin left the syrup. His was a cone. Cones were not kettles. He had not earned a kettle. He had earned a door. Doors were how you started a count you were afraid to finish.

Lev Inman’s drill was already a toothache on Sixty. 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 frost was eating. Dunne coned the access because Corin had asked him to cone the access, which was how you stacked a no you meant.

The radio again. Not Belk.

Cassidy Flint, county, the voice she used for inversions and for men who thought a signature was a courtesy. “Window’s holding. Gusts at the lip. Twenty, gusting twenty-eight. I’m not painting Scale Street with your flyrock because Belk has a quota. Yost, you hear me. Sixty sits until I say it’s a face. That’s a sign. I’m signing it on the channel so nobody gets to say the trailer invented it.”

“Copy,” Corin said. “I’m not charging a cannon. Harlow’s the ticket. Holtz is the prime. I’m the cone. Cones wait. Waiting is a shift.”

A third click. Not Cassidy. Not Belk.

Sheriff Leda Mundy, forty-two, the law, a woman who drank sugar because whiskey in a quarry town was how sheriffs became stories. The voice she used for ice and for hats that thought a star was a courtesy.

“74 is posted,” Leda said. “Raff posted it. Ice. I’m not painting a drop with your belly-dump because a contract has a Friday. Watt’s on the rim. I’m on Scale until I’m on 74. Don’t you send a load after the posted, Yost. I’m drinking soda. Soda is not a hunt. Hunts I do when trucks move. Don’t you make me hunt a shift I have been coming through the door of. Copy or don’t. I’m posting either way.”

Corin stood on Bench 4 with a cone and a night and a sentence he had been not saying since a diner door in someone else’s book.

“Copy,” he said. “I’m not sending a load. If a load moves it’s a mood I didn’t author. Kemp sits. Raff posts. I’ll cone a hat if a hat needs a cone. Don’t you sermonize a channel. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put a cone on a quota. Copy.”

Silence. Then, very dry, the soda still in it:

“You’re not my priest either. You’re a door. Doors I come through. Sitting I have not logged. I’m logging the posted. That’s a now. Don’t die on a drop I closed. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

He said it back, on an open channel, in front of a hole and a hat and a town that would eat it at four.

“Don’t die. Don’t run a posted. Don’t sleep a face.” His mouth moved. “I’m holding the door. If you want to come through it and sit, say it in hash browns. If you want the door to stay a door, say that too. I don’t guess.”

The channel did the thing channels did when a night-shift boss unpacked a word that wasn’t tons. Peck made a sound that was not a word. Dax, from the magazine, said nothing, which was a kindness. Cassidy said nothing, which was a window’s manners.

Leda said, “Copy,” and hung up like a woman who had been given a sentence she had not asked for and had not returned.

Corin looked at Sixty. Sixty looked back in the way faces did. He put the cone on the haul road that wanted Ulm and told it no. The Cut waited. He told it no. He went on. That was the shift. That was the religion. That was a soda he was not drinking and a door he was going to keep holding until she told him to put it down or walk through it with her, which was a sequel he had been writing in the dark for a year of other people’s books, and which, tonight, had gotten a lock said out loud on a channel that had hats.

He hated that he wanted the tons anyway.

He coned the hate into a night that still had a hole in it, and no haul, and a sheriff on Scale Street who had told him not to die, which was not a hunt, and was not nothing.
Chapter 2 — The Annex

The annex in Blackridge didn’t open so much as wait.

Leda Mundy had learned the difference fourteen years back, in a different metal, when a wait had opened on a courtesy and eaten a marriage into a five o’clock and a year off Leda’s sleep. Tonight was the Blackridge sheriff’s annex, not that Ulm brick, which was a mercy she refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Corin Yost, who had a cone and a night and a mouth that had just unpacked a sit on an open channel like a man who did not guess, and who had been holding doors since a freeze that had been someone else’s book and had left her a soda and a star she was not performing.

She was forty-two. Sheriff. Reeve County. The annex at 19:22 in late November was a metal box behind the two-bay with a desk that had a ring from a soda can and a radio that had just grown a sentence she was going to have to live in. Wind on the siding. Thin. Mean. Dust that had opinions and settled on the star in the drawer like a second badge. The plateau held November and gave it back mean after dark — that low, continuous radiation people in town called quiet because they didn’t sit a metal that listened to a hole.

She did not drink the whiskey in the bottom drawer. The whiskey was a test she had been passing since the star. Passing was a religion. The religion lived in sugar and in Watt’s loops and in a woman who had learned that sheriffs who drank in quarry towns became minutes.

Deputy Ennis Watt, thirty, stood in the door with a loop already on him and the face of a man who had heard the channel.

“That’s a sit,” Watt said, not unkind. “Sits I don’t hunt. I’m telling you so you don’t get to author the surprise. Surprise is how Ulm happens. You’re not Ulm. He’s not a five o’clock. If you’re going to come through a door and sit, sit on purpose. If you’re not, I’ll keep looping and I won’t make the loop a chapel. That’s the only cover I’ve got. It’s thin.”

“I didn’t ask for a sit,” Leda said. “I asked for a lock. Locks I understand. Doors I have been coming through because a night-shift boss holds them and I am not a person who lets a door hit me. Sitting is a different column. Columns I can live in two of. Gluing them is a blast. I’m not blasting my annex because Yost unpacked a hash brown on my channel.”

Watt’s mouth moved. “Copy. 74’s posted. I’m on the rim. If a truck moves I radio. I don’t guess. Cask is in the bay with a rig he hopes he doesn’t need. Odette’s at the clinic until nine because November is ice and ice is a personality. You want me to pretend I didn’t hear the sit.”

“I want you to loop,” Leda said. “Looping is not a hunt. Don’t make it one. If Belk sends a load I’ll be on 74. If Yost cones the load I’ll still be on 74. That’s the job. The job is not a diner. The diner is four. Four I have been doing with a soda and a door. Four can stay four until I say it isn’t.”

She stood. The star on her chest was not decorative. She put the soda in the cup holder of the county truck because sodas in quarry towns were how sheriffs stayed stories that didn’t get told. She drove Scale Street. One blinking yellow. The Weigh Ticket dark until four. The Bench’s B flickering like a man losing a vote. Dorn Hardware a dark mouth. Cassidy’s trailer a pale box at the lip of the world. The Cut a black throat with a cone in it that had just told a hat no, and had told a sheriff I don’t guess, and had meant both, which was a kind of honesty Leda had been circling for a year and had not sat down with, because sitting down with honesty was how badges became liaisons, and liaisons were a noun Pritchett in Ulm used like a stemming: to keep the rest from blowing a porch off.

She did not go to the lip. Not yet. She sat the cattle guard with the lights off and watched the exclusion the way sheriffs watched ice. Watt looped. The magazine was a fence far from the hole, close enough to hear the belt if the wind was a liar. Dax and Teague would be a two-key. Paige would be a house on Magazine Road with a brass that wasn’t pretty. Leda left that. Other people’s drawers were other people’s. She was trying, against her will, to be a woman who opened only the drawer that had her name on it.

The radio clicked. Marin Raff, county road, a posted that had opinions.

“Ice is still ice,” Marin said. “I’m not lifting until dawn if dawn is honest. If Belk wants a night he can have a sit in a glass with Kemp. I’m not a sheriff. I’m a date. Dates call sheriffs. Calling isn’t a hymn. Mundy, you’re on this.”

“I’m on this,” Leda said. “Yost copied a no. If the no is a lie I’ll make it a ticket. If the no is a cone I’ll drink soda. Don’t you go over the lip, Raff. Lips are not dates. Dates sit. Sitting is a sheriff I can work with.”

“Copy.”

Leda sat. The Cut waited. She told it no. She did not radio Yost. Radioing Yost after a sit he had unpacked was how you glued columns. She was forty-two. She had glued a marriage to a five o’clock once and watched it become a file. She did not glue. She stacked. Stacking was a star.

At 20:04 the window stayed a hold. Cassidy, from the trailer, said inversion like a door lock. Dax said copy like a count. Corin said sit like a cone. Belk made the sound. Peck wrote hold in a book that wanted boring and might not get it.

Leda drank soda. The soda was not a hunt. The hunt was a truck that had not moved. The not-moving was a man on Bench 4 who wanted tons and had coned them anyway, which was the thing she had been coming through doors to look at, and which, tonight, had looked back on a channel and asked her to say it in hash browns.

She did not say it in hash browns.

She sat the cattle guard until the shift was a night that had not run a posted, and then she drove back to the metal and wrote posted held in a log that would not let Belk call this weather, and then she put the star in the drawer because stars in annexes after midnight were how sheriffs became people, and she was not ready to be a person who sat, and she was ready, and the difference was thin, and thin was the whole job, boiled: telling a hole no until a man with a cone told it no first.

She texted, because a lock was not a novel:

Leda: posted held. I’m not on 74. I’m on a log. four is a fact if you want a door. sitting I have not logged. I don’t guess either. don’t die. that’s the lock. say it back.

He sent back:

Corin: don’t die. don’t run a posted. don’t sleep a face. door at four. sitting I asked for on a channel I shouldn’t have used. I’m not sorry. I’m a cone. cones hold doors. that’s not a hymn. that’s a shift. copy.

She put the phone down. Watt looped the lot and did not come in. The two-bay steamed. Captain Olin Cask, forty-four, stood in the bay door with a mug and the decency of a captain, which was to file a channel and lift nothing.

“That’s a sit,” Cask said, to the steam, not to her. “Sits I like when they’re men who cone ice. Rocks I don’t. Don’t you give me a special. I’m not writing SHERIFF. I’m writing BAY until I die. You want a rig on the rim, you say so. You want a night that isn’t a night, you already have one. Go to four or don’t. Four is Hattie’s. Hattie leaves chalk down when it’s serious. I’m not Hattie. I’m a bay. Bays don’t chalk.”

“Copy,” Leda said.

She did not go to four. Four was 04:00. Four was a choir. Choirs had Yost holding doors and Leda coming through them and not sitting, which had been furniture, which had been a year, which had just grown a sentence. She went home to the bungalow behind the metal, a small ugly house with a star on a hook and a bed that had not logged a shift boss, and she lay in it with her boots off and her radio on, and she did not unpack the word, and the word unpacked itself anyway, in the dark, like a posted that had decided to be a person.
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