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The coal truck shuddered over the pitted West Virginia backroads, its diesel growl vibrating through Maren Tate’s boots as she stared out at the looming ridge of Black Hollow Mine. At thirty-four, she was wiry and tough, her arms corded from a decade underground, her dark hair cropped short under a scuffed hardhat that had seen too many shifts. Her coveralls hung loose but clung where sweat had already started—August heat baking the cab, the air thick with dust and anticipation. She’d been transferred here after her old seam shut down fifty miles south—laid off one week, rehired the next, chasing the black gold that kept her lights on. Black Hollow was a fresh start, but the rumors she’d caught in the bars near her last gig gnawed at her: a rough crew, a brutal pace, and a reputation for chewing up anyone who didn’t fit.

The truck lurched to a stop, gravel crunching under its tires, and Maren swung the door open, hopping down with a thud that sent a plume of dirt into the air. Her duffel—packed with spare clothes, a thermos, and a dented steel lunchbox—slung over her shoulder, she squinted at the mine’s entrance: a jagged black maw carved into the mountain, framed by rusted steel beams and flickering lamps. The crew milled nearby—twenty-odd men in hardhats and coveralls, their voices a low rumble of curses and laughs, their eyes snapping to her as she approached. Women were ghosts in this trade—less than 4% of coal miners, a stat she’d lived since her first day swinging a pick—and their stares hit like pickaxes: some curious, some skeptical, a few edged with something darker.

She squared her shoulders, her hazel eyes sharp under the brim of her hat, and strode toward the shift boss, a grizzled slab of a man leaning against a toolbox. Hank, his name patch read, his face weathered like old leather, a wad of tobacco bulging his cheek. He spat a brown stream into the dirt as she stopped in front of him, his gaze flicking over her—boots to hardhat, lingering on the lean muscle of her arms, the faint scar snaking across her knuckles from a slipped drill years back.

“Tate,” he grunted, his voice a gravel rasp. “Heard you’re tough. Hope it’s true—this ain’t no place for soft hands.”

“Don’t have soft hands,” she shot back, her tone low, steady, dropping her duffel with a thud. “Got a pick and ten years. Where’s my spot?”

He smirked, a crack in his stone face, and jerked his thumb at the shaft. “Gear up. You’re with Riggs today—south drift, seam three. He’ll show you the ropes. Don’t fuck it up.”

She nodded, hefting her bag and heading for the gear shed—a corrugated shack stacked with helmets, lamps, and respirators, the air inside stale with sweat and metal. She swapped her hardhat’s battery, checked her lamp’s flicker, and grabbed a pickaxe from the rack, its haft worn smooth by hands before hers. The weight felt right, a familiar anchor, and she stepped back into the yard, scanning the crew for Riggs. He was easy to spot—six-three, built like a goddamn ox, his coveralls streaked black, his blond beard matted with dust, a grin splitting his face as he clocked her approach.

“Well, damn,” he drawled, his voice a deep rumble, blue eyes raking her from head to toe, lingering on her hips, her chest. “Ain’t seen a woman down here since—hell, ever. You swing that pick, or just carry it for show?”

“Swing it better than you,” she said, meeting his stare, her lips twitching with a challenge. “Hank says you’re my guide. Let’s move.”

He chuckled, low and rough, handing her a spare lamp, his fingers brushing hers—calloused, warm, a fleeting jolt she ignored. “Alright, hotshot. South drift—stick close. Gets tight down there.” He turned, leading her toward the shaft, his stride long, forcing her to match it, the crew’s eyes trailing them like wolves sizing up prey.

The descent swallowed them whole. The cage rattled down, steel groaning, the air thickening with damp and coal dust as they dropped 300 feet, lamps casting jittery beams across the walls—black, wet, veined with seams that glistened like oil. The crew fanned out, voices fading into echoes—picks striking, coal cracking, the hum of a shuttle car hauling loads topside. Riggs led her through a tunnel, the ceiling dipping low, brushing her hardhat, the walls narrowing until her shoulders grazed rock. Her boots splashed in shallow puddles, the air heavy in her lungs, and she felt it—the old thrill, the dark’s embrace, the mine a beast she’d tamed before.

“Seam three,” Riggs said, stopping at a jagged cut, the coal face gleaming under their lamps, a six-foot vein begging to be cracked. “We’re short-handed—last guy busted his leg, so you’re it. Start here, work east. Watch the roof—shale’s loose.”

She nodded, eyeing the seam, her pickaxe balanced in her grip. “Got it. You sticking around?”

“Gotta see if you’re full of shit,” he said, grinning, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, his bulk filling the tunnel. “Show me.”

She didn’t hesitate. Her first swing bit deep, the pick’s blade sinking into coal, a sharp *crack* splitting the air, dust exploding in a dark cloud. Her arms flexed, muscle memory kicking in, the ache settling into her shoulders as she struck again—hard, precise, chunks tumbling to the floor. Sweat beaded her brow, trickling down her spine, her coveralls sticking to her thighs, her breath steady despite the burn. Riggs watched, his grin fading to a nod, his eyes tracking her—her form, her strength, the way she moved in the dark.

“Not bad,” he said after ten minutes, stepping closer, his voice cutting through the echo. “You’ve done this before.”

“Ten years,” she replied, pausing, wiping her brow with her sleeve, coal dust smearing her cheek. “Started at eighteen—Pike County, then Harlan. This ain’t new.”

“Looks it,” he said, his gaze lingering, appraising. “Most newbies flinch at the tight spots. You don’t.”

“Flinching gets you nowhere,” she said, swinging again, the coal yielding under her pick, a steady rhythm building—strike, crack, pile. “Learned that young.”

He grunted, grabbing his own pick, joining her, his swings heavier, the tunnel shaking with each hit. They worked in tandem, dust swirling, lamps flickering, the seam crumbling under their hands. She felt his presence—big, solid, a wall of heat beside her—and caught his glances, quick and sharp, a tension simmering she couldn’t place. The crew’s shouts faded, the mine cocooning them, and for an hour, it was just them—picks, coal, the dark.

A low rumble rolled through, shale dust trickling from the roof, and Riggs grabbed her arm, pulling her back. “Hold up—roof’s talking.” They froze, lamps trained upward, the sound fading, the tunnel holding. He let go, his hand lingering a beat too long, his fingers rough against her sleeve. “Close one,” he muttered, his voice low, close.

“Always is,” she said, stepping back, her pulse steady but quick, his nearness a flicker she brushed off. “Keep going?”

“Yeah,” he said, nodding east. “Next cut’s fifty feet. Let’s see if you’ve got stamina.”

She smirked, hefting her pick. “More than you can handle, Riggs.”

He laughed, a deep, rolling sound, and they moved on, the tunnel stretching ahead—black, endless, a challenge she’d meet head-on. Black Hollow was hers now, scars and all, and she’d carve her place, one swing at a time.
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The air in Black Hollow Mine hung heavy by noon, thick with coal dust and the tang of sweat, the tunnel walls slick under Maren Tate’s gloved hands as she swung her pickaxe into seam three. Her first shift stretched into its fifth hour, the ache in her shoulders a familiar companion, her coveralls streaked black, her hardhat’s lamp casting a jittery beam across the coal face. Riggs worked beside her, his massive frame a steady presence, his blond beard coated with grit, his swings a thunderous counterpoint to hers. They’d cleared fifty feet of seam, a pile of jagged chunks at their boots, and the rhythm felt right—hard, honest, the kind of work that had kept her alive since eighteen.

“Break time,” Riggs grunted, slamming his pick into the wall, the blade sticking fast as he wiped his brow with a sleeve, dust smearing his forehead. “You’re holding up, Tate. Not bad for a greenhorn.”

“Not green,” she shot back, leaning her pick against the rock, her breath steady despite the burn in her arms. “Ten years—told you that. Just new to this hole.”

He smirked, a flash of teeth in the dim, and nodded toward the tunnel’s mouth. “Fair. Come on—mess hall’s topside. You’ll meet the rest of the circus.”

She followed, her boots splashing through shallow water, the tunnel widening as they neared the cage. The ride up rattled her teeth, the steel box groaning, daylight blinding
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