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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A workplace-adjacent power imbalance (county clinic NP / company drill) that the characters name and negotiate

	Profanity

	Open-pit drilling, freeze-bound steel, flyrock, highwall collapse risk, and industrial injury

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past fat pattern and a scale-house window that did not kill anyone (not on-page as the main plot)

	Mentions of a locum that ended before the clinic (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. Corin Yost and Leda Mundy 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 9
Chapter 1 — The Pattern

The pattern in Blackridge didn’t write so much as wait.

Lev Inman had learned the difference eleven years back, in a different hole, when a wait had opened a fat row and painted a scale-house window with flyrock and a year off Lev’s sleep. This morning was Bench 70, not that Lake County face, which was a mercy he refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Odette Fenwick, who had a clinic light on Scale Street and a mouth that would not, and who had been eating off plates he put in front of her since a load that had been someone else’s book and had left him a coat on a hook he had not asked back.

He was thirty-seven. Drill. Blackridge Aggregate. The Cut at 06:12 in mid-January was a black throat with a freeze in the bit and a face on Seventy that Belk wanted fat toward Scale and a wind that Cassidy Flint would hold if it gusted, which it would, because January on the Columbia Plateau was a liar with a calendar. Wind on the highwall. Thin. Mean. Dust that had opinions even when it was ice. The plateau held last night’s cold in the flood-basalt and gave it back as a radiation people in town called quiet because they didn’t live with a tape that wanted a burden and a clinic that wanted a man to sit.

Lev checked the steel. Gloves. Hard hat. The old pull across the right shoulder when he leaned into the centralizer, 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 drill. He didn’t do wheat. He did the tape, and he did the spacing, and he did not write a maybe, which was a sentence he had said to a hat in Lake over a thermos and had meant with his whole body, and then the hat had wanted a night, and the row had gone fat, and the window had taken the rest of the sentence.

He did not write fat in Blackridge. That was the religion. The religion lived in a tape and a chalk and a man who wanted a pattern Dax Harlow could live with more than a superintendent could like, and hated that about himself out loud, in the dark, to nobody, which was how drillers prayed.

The radio clicked.

Rusk Belk, production in a human throat. “Inman. I want Seventy in the dark this week and I want the east row tight to the catch. DOGAMI’s a rumor for February and a fact if you get cute. Don’t you sermonize a burden. Sermons are how drills become minutes.”

Lev did not say copy like a man who believed in sermons. He said, “I’ll give you a pattern that is a count. I won’t give you a pattern that is a cannon with a number on it. If the east is fat, the east sits. Sitting is a face. Face that sits is still a face. Face that throws is a diner. I already own a diner window. I’m not buying a second.”

A pause that had a superintendent in it and a drill 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. “Fenwick. You’re going to let a clinic close my contract.”

“I’m going to let a tape close a row,” Lev said. “If the window speaks I’ll drill a night. If the tape speaks I skinny a burden. I’m not your priest. I’m the man who has to put holes in a rock that might be a mood. The mood is currently freeze. Freeze I tape. 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. Lev would wait. Waiting was a pattern. He did not steal windows. He wrote what they could fire.

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. Lev 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. Lev 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. Lev was glad. Glad was a small word. He used small words. He saved the large ones for a plate he kept putting down and a woman who kept eating from it and not naming it.

Jace Colter made a path in last night’s shout. Brin Loomis had him. That was a fact. A two-bay. A bag. Lev 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. Lev left the syrup. His was a tape. Tapes were not kettles. He had not earned a kettle. He had earned a plate. Plates were how you started a count you were afraid to finish.

Teague Holtz keyed a magazine that did not want a sequel. Paige Dorn had him. That was a fact. A brass. A reach she let him. Lev left the hardware.

Corin Yost coned the access because ice was a posted Marin had written at 14:02 yesterday like a weather with a stamp, and Leda Mundy had a soda and a star and a sit that had already been a book and was now a door he held and she came through. They held. Lev was glad about that too, in the small way. He had watched a night-shift boss learn a sheriff. He had not learned a clinic. Learning was a plate he kept not unpacking.

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 because Yost had asked him to cone, 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-two, gusting thirty. I’m not painting Scale Street with your flyrock because Belk has a quota. Inman, you hear me. Seventy sits skinny 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,” Lev said. “I’m not writing a cannon. Harlow’s the ticket. Holtz is the prime. I’m the tape. Tapes wait. Waiting is a pattern.”

A third click. Not Cassidy. Not Belk.

Corin Yost, forty-one going on a cone. “Seventy’s a sit until Inman likes the east. I’m not charging a mood. Kemp sits. Raff posted 74 overnight; ice is a liar on the drop. If a load moves it’s a mood I didn’t author. Copy, Inman. Copy, Harlow. Don’t you pretty a freeze.”

“Copy,” Lev said. “I’m not pretty. Pretty is how Lake happens.”

Silence. Then Dax, dry as a cap count: “Walk me the east when the sun’s a rumor. I don’t charge fat I haven’t seen. That’s not romance. That’s a ticket.”

“I’ll walk it,” Lev said. “Tape’s honest. Honesty is a toothache. You can have it at eight.”

He started the drill. The compressor coughed like an animal that hated January. Steel. Bit. The first hole on Seventy went down like a sentence he had already written and would write again because repetition was how you didn’t get a file. Dust even in freeze, a grey that got in the creases of him and stayed, which Odette had named without touching, which was a clinic’s whole personality, boiled: you heard the almost from a light, then you left a coat, then you put a plate down and looked stunned when she ate.

He had been stunned for books. He was still stunned. Stunned was not a plan. Stunned was a man who wrote patterns for a living and could not write the sentence that said this is a claim.

The bit bound at forty feet. Freeze in a seam. He backed off. He did not force it. Forcing was how steel whipped and clinics got sequels. He changed the bit. Gloves. The shoulder pulled. He told it no, which was the whole job, boiled: telling rock no until a woman on Scale Street told you to sit first.

By 07:40 he had six holes that were a count and an east row that was still a sulk. The sun was a rumor on the rimrock. Sage gone the color of a bruise. Bunchgrass. Wheat on the flats dead and waiting. Alkali Creek a rumor under ice. 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, a liar in freeze, a liar in melt, a liar they ran anyway. A clinic with a light. A coat on a hook. A plate.

He shut down to walk the east. Dax met him at the access with a hard hat that had never been decorative and a burn across the knuckles Odette had called lucky and then hated. Cassidy came down from the trailer because windows that signed fat needed to see fat. Iona had a tube. Yost had a cone. Belk had not arrived yet, which was a mercy Lev also refused to thank.

“Show me the fat,” Cassidy said.

Lev showed her. Tape. Chalk. The east row sulking toward the catch, the catch sulking toward the rim, the rim sulking toward Scale Street and Hattie’s board and a clinic window that was not Lake and could still be a sequel if a man got pretty with a burden.

“Skinny it,” Cassidy said. “I’m not holding a cannon so Belk can have January. I’ll give you a day if the drill needs a day. Night window stays 20:00 to 22:00 until Iona’s inversion says otherwise. That’s the sign. I’m signing it on the bench so nobody gets to say the trailer invented it.”

She signed. On the bench. Ice on the paper. Lev watched the ink take like a man watching a clinic light. Dax counted while she looked, because counting was how he didn’t put his hands on a county employee in a hole, which was a religion that had already been a book and was now a marriage Lev did not steal.

Iona photographed the fat. Then the signature. Photographs were how you kept superintendents honest. Signatures were how you kept yourself honest.

“Blood pressure,” Dax said, not looking at Lev, looking at the east. “Odette told me Friday yours is still a personality. Don’t you put the personality in my caps.”

“I’m putting it in the tape,” Lev said. “The tape is skinny. Skinny is how diners keep glass. I’m not Lake on your ticket. Copy.”

Dax’s mouth moved. “You’re gone. I’m naming it so the drill doesn’t have to. Sit beside her at four like a fact or sit two down like a coward. I’m done watching you be two down. That’s not a window. That’s a friend. Friends get to be rude about plates.”

Lev looked at the hole. He looked at the rim. He looked at nothing, which was where Odette lived when he was on a bench: a light, a coat, a mouth that had told him doorways weren’t plates and had eaten anyway.

“I’ll sit beside,” he said. It cost him in the way public cost him. He paid it. “If the clinic recuses a stool, I’ll sit two down and hate it. I’m not hiding a yes I haven’t said. I’m not saying it on a bench with a hat coming. Hats author files. Files I like boring. I’m going to be boring until four. Then I’m going to be a plate. That’s the finding. You don’t have to like it. You have to know it.”

“I like it,” Dax said. “Cassidy likes it. The board is going to like it and Hattie is not going to chalk it, which is how you know it’s serious. Don’t die on Seventy. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

“Don’t die. Don’t write fat. Don’t Lake a diner.” Lev put two fingers on the tape housing. Verify, to himself. “I’ll skinny the east. Belk can eat the day. If he brings a contractor I’ll still be the tape. Tapes don’t subcontract a religion.”

Cassidy, who had been a signature twenty yards of bench away, came back with a look that wanted to be a smile and was a clerk. “Inman. Fenwick told me to tell you the coat is still on the hook and the hook is not a lost-and-found. That’s not romance. That’s a message I am not paid to carry and carried anyway. Don’t make me a liaison. Liaisons are how windows become minutes. Go drill skinny. Go sit beside. I’m done with novels on a bench.”

She went up to the trailer. Dax went to the magazine. Lev stood on Seventy with a freeze in the bit and a message in his chest that was a coat and a plate and a woman who did not romanticize flyrock and had sent a clerk down a hole to say the hook was not a lost-and-found.

He started the drill. The toothache started with it. He wrote a pattern Dax could live with. He did not look at Scale Street. Looking was a claim. He was going to make the claim at four, in hash browns, like a fact, or he was going to be a coward on a stool two down, and he had told a ticket he was done with two down.

The sun came up mean. The plateau took it. The Cut waited. Lev told it no. He drilled.
Chapter 2 — The Clinic

The clinic in Blackridge didn’t heal so much as wait.

Odette Fenwick had learned the difference eight years back, in a different county, when a wait had opened on a locum and eaten a night board into a letter and a year off Odette’s idea of a city. This morning was Scale Street, not that Portland floor, which was a mercy she refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Lev Inman, who had a drill that sounded like a toothache from a rim away and a mouth that would not, and who had been putting plates in front of her since a load that had been someone else’s book and had left his coat on her hook like a claim he had not unpacked.

She was thirty-four. Family NP. Reeve County clinic, one light, two rooms, a waiting chair that had heard every lie a quarry town told a blood pressure cuff. The clinic at 06:40 in mid-January was a box with freeze in the lot and a kettle she did not trust and a coat on the hook that was not hers, Lev’s, which she had not given back, which was a plate of a different kind.

She did not romanticize flyrock. She did not romanticize drills. She did not romanticize men who stood in her doorway with a tape they had no reason to bring to a clinic and the face of a man who had put a coat on a hook and was stunned it was still there.

She boiled the kettle anyway. Work was a word for wheat. She was a clinic. She didn’t do wheat. She did the light, and she did the chart, and she did not sew a maybe, which was a sentence she had said to a charge nurse in a city over a thermos and had meant with her whole body, and then the board had wanted a night, and the letter had taken the rest of the sentence.

She did not write letters in Blackridge that sent men back to a hole before they could follow a finger. That was the religion. The religion lived in a light and a chart and a woman who wanted men alive more than a superintendent could like, and hated that about herself out loud, in the dark, to nobody, which was how clinic NPs prayed.

Dunne came in at 07:10 with a nick on the forearm he called nothing. Odette called it a nick. Nicks were not nothing. Nicks were how tetanus became a personality.

“Work,” she said. “Work is a cone. Cones I don’t suture for fun. This is a clean. This is a tetanus I already know is current because I am the file. Don’t you get pretty between a cone and a haul. Pretty is a sequel. Sequels I hate. Sit.”

Dunne sat. He was a cone who had learned a file in someone else’s book and was trying, against a hat, to be boring. She liked boring. Boring lived.

“Inman’s east is a sulk,” Dunne said, because gossip in Blackridge drank at the clinic as well as The Bench. “Belk wants fat. Cassidy signed skinny on the bench. Yost coned the access. You’re going to get the drill in here before the week is a week. I’m not authoring it. I’m reporting a weather.”

“I don’t take weathers from cones,” Odette said. She irrigated. She dressed. She did not look at the coat. Looking was a claim. “If Inman comes in he sits. Sitting is a clinic. Clinics are not doorways. I already told him. He went pink and went to a truck. That’s not a story. That’s a blood pressure I named and he put in a tape.”

Dunne’s mouth moved. “He sits beside you at four and looks stunned. The whole choir knows. Hattie doesn’t chalk it. That’s how you know it’s serious.”

“Choirs don’t write charts.” She taped the dressing. “You’re current. You’re boring. Get out of my light. If Belk puts you on a mood tell Yost. Yost has a soda now. Sodas are a hold. Holds I like. Don’t die. That’s the lock. Say it back.”

“Don’t die. Don’t pretty. Don’t author a clinic.” Dunne stood. “Fenwick. The coat is a weather. Weathers sit on hooks until someone names them. I’m not naming it. I’m a cone. Cones don’t do plates. I’m just saying the light is on and the hook is occupied and Scale Street has eyes. Watt loops. Loops aren’t hunts. They’re still eyes.”

He left. The two-bay steamed next door. Brin Loomis would come through at eight with a bag and a look that asked if Odette had slept, which was a two-bay’s love language. Captain Olin Cask would sit a clipboard and not sit a bag. Leda Mundy would drink soda in a metal annex and hold a night-shift boss who had learned a door. They held. Odette was glad. Glad was a small word. She used small words. She saved the large ones for a coat she had not given back and a man who wrote the holes that sent her the bodies.

Cassidy Flint texted at 07:52.

Cassidy: told him the hook isn’t lost-and-found. that’s a message I carried against my pay grade. don’t make me a liaison. Seven’s skinny. I signed it on rock. if Belk brings a contractor I’m holding the window until your light says the lot is a lot. that’s not romance. that’s a clerk who eats breakfast with a powder and a clinic.

Odette looked at the coat. She looked at the kettle. She looked at her hands, which had sewn too many men who had gotten pretty.

Odette: copy. don’t you liaison my hook. I’ll sit at four. sitting is




















EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover]
 

EPUB/cover.jpg
'\ BLACKRIDGE CUT NOVEL = s

Y]

oo





