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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (county seismograph tech / company stemming crew) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Industrial blasting, stemming failure, overpressure, flyrock, and highwall risk

	Near-death in an open pit

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past misfire and a stemmer’s hearing injury (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.

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 3
Chapter 1 — The Pole

The stemming in Blackridge didn’t shout.

It packed. It sat in a column over a charge Dax Harlow had already counted, a basalt throat that wanted to be a road and would be a cannon if you left air in it, and Holt Quade’s whole personality, boiled, was not leaving air. Pole. Count. Tamping that was not pretty. Pretty was a bubble. Bubbles painted diners. He was thirty-three. Stemming crew. Blackridge Aggregate. The Cut at 5:40 in a late-January dark was a wound with benches and a freeze that had learned to live in the flood-basalt and give it back mean, a radiation people in town called quiet because they didn’t stand on a face with a pole in their hands and a seismograph on the lip that could make a man a graph.

He checked the pole. Wood. Iron shoe. The old split across the heel of his right palm pulled when he closed on the grain, 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 a stemmer. He didn’t do wheat. He did the column, and he did the count, and he did not pack a maybe, which was a sentence he had said to Iona Hoke over a counter in a winter that was not this one and had meant with his whole body, and she had said good, which had wrecked him more than a shout.

He did not look up at the rim trailer.

He looked anyway.

The trailer was a pale box at the lip of the world with a standing offer: read what the ground did after, and make a packed face into a sentence a county could keep. Iona would be in it, or on the lip with a tube, or in a county jacket the color of a hold. Thirty-one. Seismograph tech. Reeve County. The only person on the plateau who loved a roll more than a story, and the only person Holt had wanted to be a story for, which he had not said, because saying it made her a special, and specials got chalk, and chalk got a town, and towns ate techs who told the truth and then got claimed by a stemmer who might leave air in a hurry.

The radio clicked.

Corin Yost, dry as a tonnage sheet. “Quade on Thirteen. Harlow’s east row is charged. Window’s a dusk if Flint signs it. Belk wants this one in the dark. Don’t you hymn it. Hymns are how poles become minutes.”

Holt did not say copy like a man who believed in hymns. He said, “I’ll pack what he charged. I won’t pack a maybe. If the column’s got air I’m pulling it. Pulling is a count. Counting is the job. Job doesn’t care about dusk.”

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

“Pack it,” Yost said. “If you pull, you say it. Saying is a stemming. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put a pole on a bench that might be a mood.”

Holt put the pole in the first hole.

The stemming took it the way the Cut took everything: with a sound that was not a shout and was the memory of one. Crushed stone. Drill cuttings. The column filling the way a sentence filled if you didn’t leave a hole in it for a lie. He tamped. Not pretty. Pretty was air. Air was a cannon. He was not a cannon. He was a pole and a count.

Dax Harlow came down the access with the ticket in his pocket and the burned knuckles public, a man who had come down in October and stayed down, which Holt respected the way you respected a two-key: without making it a chapel. Dax was thirty-five going on a kitchen. Cassidy Flint had him. That was a fact. Facts that held became furniture. Holt did not steal furniture. He packed under it.

“East is honest,” Dax said. “Teague keyed. Lev’s tape likes the burden. You’re not packing a maybe. You’re packing a face I would put a kitchen on.”

“I don’t put kitchens on faces,” Holt said. “I put stone on powder. That’s the religion. If I undersem, I’ll say it. I said I would. I’m saying it before I do it so you don’t have to wonder if I’m packing a hymn for a graph.”

Dax’s mouth almost moved. “The graph is on the lip. She came in at 5:10 with a tube. She looked at your back. You didn’t turn. That’s a sit. Sits I understand. Don’t you pack her. Pack the hole. The hole doesn’t want a sequel. The hole wants a column.”

Holt packed the second hole. He did not think about Iona Hoke, which was a lie he told the bench the way other men told the bench 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. Iona with coffee to go and a tube under her arm, and the way she had looked at his shoulder and then at the board and then at the door, and the way he had said I don’t when she said don’t pack a maybe, and the way Wynn Clegg had slammed a lid and Reid Breck had left it in a drawer that was no longer this book’s to leave.

The spark had been tiny. Unresolved. The ground had had a book. This was the book. Holt was in it whether he turned or not.

He packed the fifth hole. Stemming to grade. The face looked like a thing that wanted to be a road. Wind on the highwall. Thin. Mean. The plateau in late January 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, still a liar in freeze.

Kit Lusk waited at the west end of Thirteen with a pole he held like a clock. Twenty-seven. Relief stemming. Grant County transfer. Fast. Belk liked fast. Fast was how air got in. Holt had not yet decided if Lusk was a spare he could teach or a sequel he would have to cone.

“Quade,” Lusk said. Eager in a way that wanted a hat. “Belk said if you’re slow I can take the west. West is a row. I can pack a row. I packed rows in Grant.”

“Grant isn’t a freeze on a plateau.” Holt didn’t look up from the sixth hole. “You pack what I give you. You don’t take a west because a hat has a dusk. If I give you west, you tamp like a count, not a clock. Clocks leave air. Air is a cannon. I’m not putting a cannon on Cassidy Flint’s window because you want to be first pole. Am I clear.”

Lusk swallowed. “Clear.”

“Good. Stand off. Watch. Watching is a stemming. Doing without watching is a plaque.”

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

“Quade. I want Thirteen packed by sixteen hundred. County road contract. Ulm’s got a date. Don’t you get religious on me because October had a misfire with a personality. October is a file. Today is tons. If you’re slow, Lusk is west. Lusk is a pole I can tell a clock.”

Holt 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 air with a hole number. If a column’s got a bubble, I pull. Pulling is first. First that pulls is still first. First that packs a bubble is a diner with no glass.”

Belk made a sound that was not a word. Yost cut in, a cone in a voice. “He’s on the face. Let him pack. If he pulls I’ll cone the clock. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put a stemmer on a bench that might be a mood.”

Holt packed.

He packed until his shoulders shook, which was a measurement he trusted more than a dusk, and he packed until the east row was a sentence without a hole in it, and he did not look at the lip until the last hole, and then he looked, because stemmers believed in looking back, and Iona Hoke was on the rim with a tube and a camera and the face of a woman who had decided to be a snitch without applying for anything else.

She photographed the pole. She photographed the grade. She photographed his back whether the camera wanted it or not, which was a lie the log would keep, which was a spark, which was no longer a drawer.

Holt raised two fingers. Not a wave. A count she could refuse.

She raised the tube. Not a wave. A roll he did not know how to eat.

That was the morning. That was the pole. That was the whole job, boiled: packing what a shot-firer charged, and not packing a maybe, and wanting a woman on a lip who read the ground after, and not taking her, yet, because taking without asking was air, and air was a cannon, and he was not a cannon.

He was a pole and a count.

He would have to learn how to be a mouth.
Chapter 2 — The Roll

The rolls in Blackridge didn’t lie.

Iona Hoke had learned the difference in a wetter county, when a man she had almost married asked her to round a peak so a quarry could keep a window, and she had not rounded, and he had called her a snitch like it was an insult, and she had taken the word and the job and the plateau and made the insult into a religion. Thirty-one. County seismograph tech. Reeve County. The trailer at 5:12 in a late-January dark was a box with a standing offer: hold the truth and make a packed face into a sentence a superintendent could not sand.

She clipped last night’s roll. Twelve’s west had peaked at the line. Not over. Scale Street would swear it was over because the diner glass had hummed. Humming wasn’t a citation. She was putting it in anyway so Belk didn’t get to say they didn’t hear him.

Cassidy Flint came in at 5:20 with coffee that could not stand a spoon and a county jacket and the face of a woman who had a magazine and a mutt and a man, which was a fact Iona did not steal. Cassidy was thirty-two going on a pull. Dax Harlow had her. They held. Iona was glad. Glad was a small word. She used small words. She saved the large ones for a pole she had not yet claimed.

“Thirteen’s a dusk if the lip is kind,” Cassidy said. “If the lip is a god, I hold. That’s the sign. I’m not painting Scale Street because Belk has a date. You’re on the lip with the camera. Photograph the stemming. Photograph the grade. Don’t photograph a man like a failing unless the man is a failing. I’m saying it because October you showed Quade a stutter and his ears went red and I have not forgotten the red.”

Iona’s mouth almost moved. “The stutter wasn’t him. I said so. He packed like he was trying to marry a graph anyway. Graphs don’t cook. I’m not a graph. I’m a snitch. The snitch likes her night. That’s not romance. That’s a peak at the line.”

“It’s going to be romance if you keep leaving rolls on his counter.” Cassidy wrapped her mug, a chip that was not Iona’s business and was a measurement of a life that had held. “I’m not recusing you. You’re not a window. Windows sign. Snitches log. Logs that belong to a man you’re looking at are still logs if they’re true. True is the job. Don’t you round a peak for a pole. Don’t you sharpen one either. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

“Don’t round. Don’t sharpen. Log what’s there.” Iona clipped the camera to her jacket. “I’m not marrying a pole. I’m photographing a column. Columns that have air become cannons. Cannons become my roll. That’s the whole personality, boiled. If he packs a maybe I’ll say it on a channel. If he doesn’t I’ll say that too. Saying is a stemming. I’m not his priest. I’m the ground.”

Cassidy’s eyes did a thing that was almost fond. “The ground is going to have a book. Don’t you pretend you didn’t already open the first page in a diner in November. Tiny was the rule. Tiny is over. Over is this winter. I’m not authoring it. I’m telling you so you don’t think I don’t see the trailer. I see it. I window it. I don’t author your pole. Author yours. That’s the job. Job’s open if you want it. Job’s a conflict if you take it. I’m living in worse. You can live in worse or you can live in a tube. I’m not choosing for you.”

Iona went to the lip.

Wind. Thin. Mean. The Cut dropped away on four sides like a throat. Bench 13 was a floor in that throat. Holt Quade packed the east row like a man writing an apology to a seismograph he had been told, twice, he didn’t owe. Shoulders. Pole. The split in his palm she had photographed in October and not put in the log because palms weren’t citations and she had wanted the photograph for a reason that was not county.

She photographed the pole. She photographed the grade. She photographed his back. The camera would keep the lie. The log would keep the column. She would keep the wanting in a tube until the wanting became a mouth, which she had not practiced, because mouths in wetter counties had asked her to round.

Holt packed the last hole. He looked back, because stemmers believed in looking back. He raised two fingers. A count she could refuse.

She raised the tube. A roll he did not know how to eat.

That was as much porch as she had in her at 5:52.

She went down at 7:10 because Cassidy had the window and the lip needed a body with a camera when Lusk took a practice tamp on a spent hole Yost had coned. Lusk tamped like a clock. Clocks left air. She photographed the air she couldn’t see and would see later, on a roll, if anyone was stupid enough to let a clock pack a live column.

“Lusk,” she said, county, the voice she used for peaks and for men who thought a photograph was a courtesy. “You’re leaving a void at the shoe. Voids are cannons. I’m putting it in so Belk doesn’t get to say we didn’t watch a pole. Watching a pole is not a chapel. It’s a county.”

Lusk’s ears went red. “I’m fast.”

“Fast is a diner with no glass.” She looked at Holt, who had come to the spent hole like a man who packed other people’s hymns and had decided, apparently, to pack this one too. “Quade. You see it.”

“I see it.” Holt’s voice was stone on powder. “Lusk, you don’t pack live until I say. Saying is a count. Fast is a hat’s religion. Hats don’t eat flyrock. Scale Street does. I’m not feeding Scale Street because Grant County taught you a clock. Pull the practice. Do it again. Slow. Slow is a stemming. I’m standing here until it’s a sentence.”

Iona photographed that too. Not a failing. A count. Holt’s ears were not red. His mouth was a line. She wanted the line in a way that was not a log.

At The Weigh Ticket at 8:40 she sat at the end because the end was where Holt sat and he was not there yet, which was a sit of her own. Wynn Clegg slammed coffee. 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 Breck’s stool was empty; he was first on Twelve’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. Hattie Spence owned the board and had written HASH BROWNS and nothing else, which was a poem, which Iona respected the way you respected a two-key: without making it a sequel.

“You’re sitting like a woman who photographed a pole and then came here to not eat a roll,” Wynn said, not unkind, not a joke. “I’m not a priest. I’m a grill. Grills listen better if you order. Also if you don’t make my counter into a chapel for a stemmer. Stemmers have their own religion. It packs at dawn. You’re going to see him in a hole in twenty minutes. Don’t get interesting here. Interesting is Tally’s job after dark, and Tally is a spark I’m not opening, and you’re a woman who already opened a tube on a counter in November. Sit. Eat. Go be a snitch. Snitches that starve are snitches that round.”

Iona ordered eggs. She ate them. She did not leave a roll. Leaving rolls had been tiny. Tiny was over. Over required a mouth.

Holt came in at 9:02 with stemming dust and the split in his palm packed with stone. He sat at the end. Not beside. Beside was a vote he had not been offered. She had not offered. She looked at his shoulder. He looked at the tube on the floor by her boot.

“Don’t pack a maybe,” she said, because it was the sentence they had, and sentences you had were how you started a language.

“I don’t,” he said. Then, because the book was open and tiny was over and he was trying, against his will, to be a mouth, “Lusk left a void. I made him pull. I’m telling you so you don’t find it in a sequel. I’m also telling you so you know I saw it. Seeing is a count. I want you to know I count when you’re on the lip. That’s inventory, not an order.”

Wynn slammed a lid. Hattie looked at the chalk and left it in the tray. Reid, from the door with a thermos that was no longer a secret, left it in a drawer that was his and glued and not this book’s to open.

Iona’s mouth almost moved. “The ground is a snitch. The snitch likes being told. That’s not romance. That’s a log. I’m putting Lusk in it. I’m putting you in it as the man who pulled. Pulling is a finding. Findings I can sign. Hymns I can’t. Don’t you hymn me a void you already pulled. I don’t need a chapel. I need a column.”

“You’ll get a column.” Holt wrapped his mug. Unchipped. He had bought it himself after eating her roll in January and not knowing what it was. She had heard. Wynn had slammed. The town had not chalked it, which was how you knew a climate had started. “You’ll get it true. If I undersem I’ll say it. I said I would. I’m saying it in a diner so you don’t have to wonder if I’m packing a graph to make you stay on a lip.”

“I’m on the lip because it’s my job.” She stood. Tube. Jacket. The wanting a heat under it the rim wind had been lying about. “Stay is a word I don’t put on a counter at 9:06. Stay is a word I put on a roll if the ground writes it. The ground hasn’t. You haven’t. I’m going to the trailer. Photograph at sixteen if Flint signs dusk. Don’t you look up like two fingers are a vote. Two fingers are a count. Counts I can refuse. I didn’t. That’s inventory. That’s all the inventory I have in me before a window.”

She left. Her hands did not shake on the tube. She was a professional. Professionals photographed poles and ate eggs and did not cry into coffee that could stand a spoon. She did not cry. She clipped a new roll like it had it coming. The roll was enough.

At the trailer Cassidy said, without looking up, “Beside is a vote. End is a coward. You’re both cowards. I’m done with two-down in my own winter and I’m not going to pretend I don’t like watching you fail at it. Fail faster. Failing faster is how you get to a porch. Porches I
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