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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A law-versus-labor conflict, with a sheriff and an IBEW steward who name and negotiate the work

	Profanity

	Ice-storm aftermath, a near-miss on a transmission tower, industrial accident risk, and a river that can kill

	Theft, arrest, and company politics

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame

	Mentions of past marriages that ended because the job always won (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; Wes Maddox and Lane Vickers stay, Torin Shaw and Tamsin Ward stay, Kit Farrow and Willa Greer stay, Rook Nash and Lettie Pike stay, Soren Drake and Avery Rhodes stay, Micah Boone and Juniper Lang stay, Drew Beckett and Sidra Keane stay. This is Book 8 of The Iron Creek Line.

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

—

The Iron Creek Line, Book 8
Chapter 1 — The Count

Pax Mercer had a system for Sheriff Nia Crowe, and the system was a count.

As long as there was overtime, a window, a hall that needed a steward, he was a union in an annex doorway and she was a hat. As long as there was a hat, he didn’t have to notice that she smelled like coffee and a statute and a woman who didn’t come to The Spillway so much as come to other people’s drawers. As long as he said copy when she said file, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then Beckett hauled a junior off a lip, and a drawer stayed shut, and Nia Crowe looked at a steward one second too long to be a biscuit, and the system developed a crack you could hear from the grade.

Law would want a hold. Labor would want a say. Pax Mercer, forty-one, IBEW steward, wanted a clean count more than a clean conscience and had learned, late, that those were not the same overtime.

He stood in the plant lot at 4:07 p.m. with a folder of hours in his hands because his hands needed a job when a thaw had opinions. Early November. Ice on the ridge like a rumor that had unpacked, meant it, and was now thinking about packing again, which ice in Iron Creek did the way men in Iron Creek did later: as a temporary they intended to keep. The canyon held the dam’s breath — that low, continuous pressure people in town called quiet because they didn’t work a hall or a hat. Crest Street had already started thinking about blinking yellow. The Gauge would stay open because Marnie Sloan did not close for weather that had not yet killed anyone. The Spillway would still have Willa Greer’s lights on, because bartenders in dam towns kept the same hours as grief.

The hours ran through his palms the way they always did: a religion he no longer believed in and believed in more than ever. Verify. Verify again. Storm week. Rest. The last time he hadn’t, or someone hadn’t, or the company had just been hungry, a man named Gareth Wren had gone up on four hours of sleep and had not yet paid the bill, and Pax had kept a grievance in a drawer and a clean count in his mouth, and the town had called him a saint, which was a word for dice.

He was a steward. He didn’t do luck. He did counts, and he did halls, and he did not look down Penstock Road toward 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.

Nia Crowe came out of the annex with a hat in her hand and not on her head, which was a later he had not been invited to collect.

Forty-two. Sheriff. A woman who had written Beckett a drawer three winters ago and had not opened it in a freeze, and who looked at Pax Mercer the way a biscuit looked at a statute it was not going to be: like evidence she was not going to finish, except she might.

She stopped on the top step. Coat. Not on. Over her arm, the way it had been in a Gauge two stools down, which the town had filed as weather and which Pax had filed as a later he had not picked.

“You can have a count,” she said. “Or you can have a statute. Or you can have a later that isn’t a drawer. I’m not picking for you. I’m sitting what you pick. That’s a hat. File it. Then decide if an annex is an annex you’re in.”

He looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the folder, which was suddenly a joke he had not authorized.

“I’m in,” he said, and hated that he’d said it like a lineman, and did not unscrew it, because the unscrewing was how you lost a hall and a woman in the same week. “Don’t make me a man who has to say it twice because the town is hungry. I said it in a freeze lot. I’m saying it in a thaw with hours I didn’t need to bring to a step. Say what you need. I’ll hold it.”

Nia’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A decision, finished in a freeze lot and still being made in a thaw.

“I need you not to make a hat a hymn between now and a letter. I need you not to make a biscuit a statute. I need a count that can sit in a hall without being a plaque. I need you to ask when you ask. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

“Copy,” Pax said, and hated the copy, and kept it, because copy was how you lived in a dam town without bleeding on the furniture.

She didn’t put the hat on. Not yet. She looked at the folder.

“Those are hours,” she said. “Hours are not a crime until they are. If you bring me hours because a company is a company, I will file a company. If you bring me hours because a man is going to die on a stick, I will file a man, and I will file the stick, and I will file the steward who counted him up. That’s a statute. I’m not Dale Calder. I don’t have a marina. I have a grade and a plant and a hall that thinks a hat is a rumor. Confirm you heard the bins.”

“I heard the bins.” He did not step up. Stepping up was a hymn. He stood in a lot like a count doing a count’s work. “Corporate’s sending a man to bank the freeze. Name’s Halvorsen. Labor relations. He wants storm-week overtime to be a mislabel. I’m going to make it a grievance. That’s not a fight with a hat. That’s a fight with a graph. If the fight becomes a body, I’ll sit in your annex like a person. Until then the hours are a hall. File the difference.”

Nia’s eyes did a thing that was not kindness and was not nothing. “I heard you the first time. That’s why the step exists.” She looked at the ridge, where ice was thinking about a thaw the way ice thought about anything: mean, a temporary, a maybe. “Halvorsen can sit in glass. He cannot sit in my grade. If he sits in my grade I will file him as a tourist. Tourists get citations. Confirm.”

“Confirm.”

She put the hat on. The later went back into a statute, which was how you knew it had been a later.

“Mercer.” Not Pax. Not yet. “Your count can sit in my annex if it sits like a person and not like a hymn. I’m not picking you over a drawer and I’m not picking a drawer over a thaw. Both can be true. That’s not a later. That’s a hat. File it.”

He said copy like a man who had heard a later and had picked it with his mouth and had not yet picked it with his hands, and he did not follow her into the annex, and he did not not-follow her, which the town would file as weather if the town had time, which the town did not, because a bank was already a verse.

The folder was heavy. Hours always were. He put it in the truck. He did not leave. A man who kept a count so his hands had a job waited to see if the hat would come back out into the weather.

It didn’t.

He went to the hall.

The hall in Iron Creek was a room above a hardware that Hollis Dyer pretended not to own the stairs of, a table, a flag, a coffee that could stand a spoon and had learned it from The Gauge. Night crew would be a tailboard at dusk. Morning crew was already a 7:10 that had happened without him because stewards in freeze weeks lived on a clock that was not a radio. Pax sat. He opened the folder. He counted.

Storm week. Beckett a haul. Keane a hold. Wren on Tower 14 with a window Lane had pulled and a rest Pax had not been able to bank. Corporate in Portland had seen the number and had decided the number was a mislabel, which companies did when a freeze paid and a thaw asked for the money back.

Pax wrote the grievance the way he wrote everything: low, mean, kind, a mouth on paper Lettie Pike would not put on a channel because dispatch didn’t do halls.

The hours are a fact. The rest is a fact. The bank is a fact you don’t get to unscrew because a letter is unpacking. File it.

He signed. Steward. Local. A man of forty-one who had a hall instead of a marriage and a count instead of a later and a sheriff on a step who had said I’m sitting what you pick and had then put a hat on, which was sitting, which was not sitting, which was Iron Creek.

His phone buzzed.

Not Nia. Drake.

Halvorsen on site 0800. Glass. Bring the count. Don’t bring a hymn.

Pax looked at the text until it was a religion.

He typed: count. not a hymn. I’ll sit like a person.

He sent that. He did not send the other thing, which was a step and a hat-off and a mouth he had looked at and stopped looking at, because looking was a later, and he had said he was in, and being in was not the same as knocking.

Knocking was tomorrow.

Tomorrow had a bank in it.

The Line hummed through the hardware floor the way it hummed through every floor in Iron Creek. Pax filed the grievance in a folder that was already a religion. He went down Hollis’s stairs. Hollis, from a hinge, said nothing, which was a hardware’s mercy, and then said, “She’s a hat. You’re a count. Don’t you mix those on my stairs. Mix nothing. That’s inventory. You didn’t ask for it. I’m giving it anyway, because I sell ice-melt to people who think weather is a personality they already beat.”

“I heard you,” Pax said.

“I heard you the first time you heard her,” Hollis said. “That’s why the stairs exist. Go be a hall. Then decide if a hat is a hat you’re in when the bank is a body. Banks become bodies in this canyon. You know that. She knows that. The town is going to write it whether you sit two stools down or one. File the difference yourself, or Marnie will file it in eggs.”

Pax went to his truck. The stoplight blinked yellow. The annex was a concrete fact behind a two-bay. A hat was on inside it. A count was in a lot outside it.

He did not knock.

He did not not-knock, which was a crack you could hear from the grade.

Iron Creek, being Iron Creek, already had the next story in its mouth.

It could wait. It wouldn’t wait long.
Chapter 2 — The Hat

Nia Crowe had a system for Pax Mercer, and the system was a hat.

As long as there was a statute, a drawer, a grade that needed a sheriff, she was a hat in an annex and he was a count. As long as there was a count, she didn’t have to notice that he smelled like coffee and paper and a man who didn’t come to a badge so much as come to other people’s overtime. As long as she said file when he said copy, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then she looked at a steward one second too long to be a biscuit, and she said I’m sitting what you pick, and he said I’m in, and the system developed a crack you could hear from a step.

She sat in the annex at 4:22 with the hat on because the hat was the point. Arlo Finch was actual police in a lot, twenty-nine, a deputy who still believed a report could be a poem if you typed it kind. Nia did not believe that. Nia believed a report was a statute you could hold up in Madras when Madras wanted a canyon to be a rumor. She had been sheriff eight years. She had been a deputy six before that. She had been a wife for three in a house that was not this house, to a man named Theo Bale who had wanted a woman and had gotten a hat, and who had taken the woman to Prineville and left the hat on a hook in Iron Creek, which was the correct assignment, which she had not put in a drawer because divorces were not crimes unless they were.

The annex was concrete. Behind the firehouse. Not a brick box by a marina. She had heard Dale Calder’s name the way you heard a banned hymn in a town that had decided not to be a harbor, and she had filed it as a not, and she had gone on being a hat in a dam town, which was a different religion.

Arlo put a slip on her desk.

“Grade’s a maybe by midnight,” he said. “Calum named a plow by accident already. Denied it already. Drake’s got a man from Portland in the morning. Mercer was in the lot with a folder. I didn’t ask. Asking is extra. Extra is a bin.”

“You learned that from a hardware,” Nia said.

“I learned it from a freeze,” Arlo said. “The folder is hours. Hours are a hall. Halls sit in annexes when halls become bodies. I’m not novelizing. I’m a lot. You’re a hat. File the difference before the difference files you.”

He went. He was good. He was not a later. Nia was grateful, which she did not put on a slip.

She looked at the hook. The hat was on her head. The later was in the lot, a truck that had not left, a man who kept a count so his hands had a job. She could see the truck from the window if she stood, so she did not stand.

She stood.

The truck was there. Pax was a shape in a cab with a folder, forty-one, a mouth that had learned to sit in a hall without being a plaque, which was not the same as having sat in a house. She had not sat in his house. He had not sat in hers. They had sat two stools down in a freeze and had looked and then hadn’t, except they had looked in the looking, which Juniper Lang would have filed and not novelized, and which Nia had novelized anyway, in a bed on Ridge Road, alone, a sheriff of forty-two who had decided a later could be a door and had not knocked.

He had said I’m in.

She had said ask when you ask.

Neither of them had asked. Not yet. Asking was a knock. Knocks were hymns if you sang them on a step in a thaw with a town watching. She would not sing. She would sit. Sitting was a hat. Sitting was also a woman on a step with a coat over her arm.

Lettie Pike’s voice on the scanner, a blade: county, grade is a maybe, Calum’s on 19, no body, ice thinking about a thaw the way ice thinks about anything.

Nia copied. Copying was a religion. She did not roll. Maybes were not bodies. She put her hand on the hat brim because her hand needed a job when a truck was a shape in a lot.

The truck left at 4:31. Hardware. Hall. She filed it. She did not follow. Following was a hymn.

Her house was on Ridge Road above Crest, a small thing that had learned the canyon and had not yet learned a later. View of the dam’s breath if you stood at the kitchen window, which she did, most nights, with coffee that could stand a spoon and a scanner Oren Graves had taught her to leave on even when the scanner was a gossip. Oren lived above Crest. Retired lineman. The ghost of a career that ended in a flash that didn’t kill him. He would hear a bank before she did, because scanners in Iron Creek were a second government, and the first government was her, and the second one drank at The Spillway.

She drove Ridge at 6:10. She did not stop at The Spillway. She did not stop at The Gauge. Stopping was a stool. Stools were two-down. Two-down was a pairing the town would file as weather, and she was not weather, she was a hat, and hats did not sit next to counts in daylight unless they had asked, and she had told him to ask, and he had said copy, and copy was not a knock.

The house was cold. She left it cold. Heat was a later. She heated coffee. She stood at the window. The forebay was a plate with too much on it. The Line climbed the ridge toward the high desert, forty towers, night crew living on that sky. Wes Maddox would be a grocery schedule with a dog and a ring that was not pretty. Torin Shaw would be a switching order with a kettle waiting. Kit Farrow would be a river. Rook Nash would be a climb. Micah Boone would be a joke he did not tell in a kitchen with a brass. Drew Beckett would be a lot that had learned a board. All of them stayed. She had watched them stay. She had filed the staying as not her job and had felt the filing in her hands like a drawer she was not going to open.

Pax Mercer was not a staying she had filed. Pax Mercer was a count in a lot who had said I’m in like a lineman and had meant it like a man.

She took the hat off. She hung it. She did not reach for it again. Reaching was a step. She had already done a step today. One step was inventory. Two was a hymn.

Her phone sat on the counter. She did not text. Texting was a rope she had asked him to make an ask. If she texted first she would be picking. She had said she would not pick. She would sit what he picked. He had picked in. In was not a time. In was not a house. In was a word in a lot with a folder.

She ate standing up, which sheriffs in dam towns did when a thaw had opinions. Eggs. Not from The Gauge. From a carton. She did not novelize the eggs.

At 7:04 the scanner put a body that was not a body: plant, Drake, visitor on site tomorrow 0800, labor relations, Halvorsen, no emergency, file as weather.

Nia filed it as weather. Then she filed it as a bank. Banks became bodies in this canyon. Hollis had said that on stairs she had not been on, which meant Hollis had said it to a count, which meant the count had already started, which meant her hat was going to want a folder in the morning whether she picked a later or not.

She slept with the scanner on. She always did. The Line waited. The river kept its minutes. Ridge Road ticked with ice that was thinking about a thaw.

She dreamed, against policy, of a mouth that said copy like a vow.

She did not put that in a report.
EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover]
 

EPUB/cover.jpg
]

S5

| s
g
0% | |

| et
| |7
] AN

o

e mlE e






