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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	An emergency pairing during storm week, with a fire captain and a junior dam operator who name and negotiate the work

	Profanity

	Ice-storm danger, a wreck on a mountain grade, industrial accident risk, and a near-drowning

	A past drowning at another plant (not on-page) and a past rescue call with lasting injury

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past relationship that ended because the two-bay 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. This is Book 7 of The Iron Creek Line.

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

—

The Iron Creek Line, Book 7
Chapter 1 — The Lot

Drew Beckett had a system for Sidra Keane, and the system was a lot.

As long as there was a truck, a rope, a two-bay that needed a captain, he was a firehouse in a plant doorway and she was a board. As long as there was a board, he didn’t have to notice that she smelled like oil and coffee and a woman who didn’t come to The Spillway so much as come to other people’s holds. As long as he said battery when she said storm, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then Boone came down off a swing because ice was a personality, and Lang left a store for a tailgate, and Sidra Keane finished a cider in a bar while Drew Beckett stood in a lot like a man who had decided a later could be a door, and the system developed a crack you could hear from the grade.

Storm week was coming. The grade would close. The dam would want a haul. The two-bay would want a board. Drew Beckett, thirty-six, volunteer fire captain, wanted a clean run more than a clean conscience and had learned, late, that those were not the same lot.

He stood in the two-bay at 4:10 p.m. with a coil of red webbing in his hands because his hands needed a job when a forecast had opinions. Late October. First ice on the ridge like a rumor that had decided to unpack and stay. The canyon held the dam’s breath — that low, continuous pressure people in town called quiet because they didn’t work a hose or a gate. 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 webbing ran through his palms the way it always did: a religion he no longer believed in and believed in more than ever. Verify. Verify again. Bight. Dress. The last time he hadn’t, or someone hadn’t, or the grade had just been hungry, a man named Wade Harker had kept his life and lost two fingers, and Drew had kept a write-up in a drawer and a clean run in his mouth, and the town had called him a hero, which was a word for dice.

He was a fire captain. He didn’t do luck. He did lots, and he did ropes, 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.

Nell Dyer came in from the annex with EMT hours still on her mouth and a look that said she had heard a forecast and was not going to novelize it.

“Calum named a plow on county by accident already,” she said. “Denied it already. Grade’s a maybe by midnight. Kit’s sitting river. Sidra’s covering the board until ten. That’s not a poem. That’s a pairing the town is going to file as weather. Don’t you novelize it either. Novelize your own coil.”

Drew did not look at the coil. He looked at the bay door, which framed Crest and a stoplight and, if you knew where to put your eyes, the top of Penstock where a junior operator’s car sat when she was a board.

“I’m a lot,” he said. “She’s a board. Weather is weather.”

“You’re a system,” Nell said. “Systems fail in ice. I sell the hours you’re pretending not to be afraid of. Right now you’re afraid of a cider you watched her finish in August and a storm that isn’t here yet and a lot you keep standing in so you don’t have to knock. I’m not your lot. File it.”

He wanted to make a shirt. VERIFY: NOT A LOT. He wanted to put his mouth on a woman in a plant doorway and let the town write it on the specials board. He wanted to coil the webbing until the forecast took itself back. He did the third thing, because the third thing was a captain, and the first two were a man who had said I’m in in a bar in August and then had spent two months proving it with absence.

“I’ll file it,” he said.

“I heard you.” She didn’t look at the door. She looked at his hands. They were not shaking on the webbing. They would shake in a pocket, in a truck, in a plant lot, the way they always did when the rope had to walk itself to a person. She filed it. She did not novelize it. “Beckett.”

He stopped. The doorway was weather.

“If you go down Penstock with a battery I will ride the rescue and I will not make you a speech. If you go down Penstock with a mouth that can sit in a hall, I will still ride the rescue, and I will still not make you a speech, and I will file the difference. That’s inventory. You asked for it in August. Don’t make me say it twice because the town is hungry.”

He went down Penstock with a battery.

The plant lot at 4:40 was a cathedral of orange and diesel and the particular piety of a dam that did not close. The powerhouse hummed through the asphalt the way it hummed through every floor in Iron Creek. Sidra’s car was there, a small thing that had learned the grade and had not yet learned a storm week. Drew parked the rescue at a distance that was not following until it was.

He did not go in. He was a lot. Lots did not go into control rooms. Lots stood. He stood with a battery in his hand like evidence he had not been asked to present.

The door opened at 4:47.

Sidra Keane, twenty-nine, junior operator, hair in the knot she used for a board, a mouth that held water so nothing in the canyon got to be free, including her. Coat. Not on. Over her arm, the way it had been in August when she had reached for it and then had not put it on, which the town had filed as weather and which Drew had filed as a later he had not collected.

She saw the rescue. She saw him. She did not pretend she hadn’t.

“You can have a lot,” she said, from the top step, not coming down yet, a woman who sat decks and did not perform doorways. “Or you can have a board. Or you can have a storm that isn’t a hearse. I said that in August. You said you were in. Then you stood in a lot for two months like a man who had decided in was a parking brake. I’m not picking for you again. I’m sitting what you pick. That’s a deck. File it. Then decide if a lot is a lot you’re in, or if a lot is a place you wait while a board does the dying.”

He looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the battery, 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 storm 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 August. I’m saying it in a lot with a battery I didn’t need to bring. Say what you need. I’ll hold it.”

Sidra’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A decision, finished in a plant lot in June and still being made in late October, ice occupying the ridge like a rumor that had unpacked and meant it.

“I need you not to make a board a rope between now and a storm. I need you not to make a cider a hymn. I need a haul 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. You asked for it twice. The third time I will not be a step. I will be a board that does not come out into a lot for a battery. Confirm.”

“Confirm,” Drew said, and hated the copy, and kept it, because copy was how you lived in a dam town without bleeding on the furniture. “Can I come up. Can I put this battery in a room that has a charger. Can I mean the in without a rescue in the shot.”

She looked at the rescue. Looked at his hands. Looked at a man who kept a rope so his hands had a job.

“You can come up,” she said. “The battery can live in a closet. The rescue can live in a lot. You cannot live in my doorway like a weather report. That’s the lockout. Say it back.”

“Battery. Closet. Doorway is not a bed. Ask.” He took the step. Then the next. The plant hummed. “I’m asking if a lot is a lot you’re in when the grade ices. Yes or no. I need it out loud. I don’t do guessing with a storm on a ridge and a board I can’t see from Crest.”

Sidra’s eyes did a hot thing she was not going to call anything in a plant lot. “Yes,” she said. “When the grade ices I’m a board and you’re a haul and we are going to be a pairing whether the town files it or not. I’m not picking a later in a hymn. I’m picking a later in a lot with a battery. That’s geometry. File it. Then come inside before Kit sees you performing a doorway and tells Willa, and Willa pours, and the canyon writes a specials board before we’ve had a mouth.”

He came inside.

The control annex was glass and orange and a cathedral hum. Kit Farrow was not there; Kit was a river, a spillway, a man who had learned a well and a bartender and did not sit a board he could give to a junior who had asked for it. Lane Vickers was glass farther down, a safety office with a grocery list in a pocket that was not a form. Soren Drake was a superintendent who wanted a clean audit more than a clean conscience and had learned, late, those were not the same graph. None of them were this story. This story was a battery in a closet and a woman who smelled like oil and coffee and a cider she had finished on purpose, once, in August, and had not finished since.

Drew set the battery on a metal shelf like a fool. Sidra watched him do it and did not smile.

“Storm week’s a hold until the freeze confirms,” she said. “Kit’s on the river until six. I’m a board until ten. You’re a lot until somebody rolls. That’s the next six hours. If you want a mouth, you get it after ten, not on a live deck. I’m not a form you sign in a doorway so you can go coil a rope. I’m a person. Confirm you heard the person.”

“I heard the person.” He wanted to touch her. He did not. Asking was the religion and he had just been given a clock. “Ten. Your place or the two-bay. I can take a dark window. I can’t take guessing. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

“Penstock,” she said. “The duplex. Light on. Boots off. Ask. If you come with a battery I will put it in a closet and I will not put my mouth on you. If you come with a mouth, you come with a mouth. Don’t you make me a haul before we’ve had a later. I sat White Bluff. I know what a haul looks like when it isn’t a person. File the difference.”

White Bluff sat in the annex with them like a third person. He did not name it. Naming was a personality. He had named it once, in August, and she had put a cider down, and he had said I’m in, and they had spent two months pretending a cider was a religion.

“I’ll come with a mouth,” he said.

“I heard you.” She turned back to the board, which was lights and numbers and a river that could kill you in four minutes if a spillway gate opened wrong. “Go be a lot. I’ll be a hold. If the grade sings before ten, you roll, I copy, we do the pairing without a hymn. That’s the job. The later is ten. Don’t mix the bins.”

He went. The rescue. Penstock, up. Crest. The two-bay steamed. Nell looked at his empty hands and did not ask about the battery.

Drew coiled the webbing. Ice ticked on the ridge. The Line waited, up there, a sky other men lived on. He told it no by standing in a lot, which was a religion, which was a crack, which was a cider, which was not yet a haul.

At 6:12 the radio on the bench said county weather, a freeze confirming, Calum York becoming a god again and denying it. At 7:40 Lettie Pike’s voice, the blade, put ice on a night board the way she put ice when there was ice. At 8:02 Drew texted from the captain’s room, a cot, a window on Crest, a man who had left a battery in a closet on purpose.

ten. penstock. mouth. if that’s still a later you’re in, leave the light. if it isn’t, don’t. i can take a dark. i can’t take a board I invent. that’s inventory.

The phone sat. The dam hummed through the floorboards the way it hummed through every floor.

The reply came at 8:09, which was a board hour, which meant she was still lights and numbers.

Light on. Boots off. Ask. Don’t you bring a rope into a duplex like a hymn. The rope is a lot. The mouth is a person. Use the person. Then go be a lot if the grade sings. That’s the lockout. Say it back.

He looked at the words until they were a religion.

mouth. person. rope stays in the truck. I’ll ask, he typed, and sent that, and put the phone face down, and put his hands on a coil that was not the one in the rescue, a spare, a habit, a thing that kept him from knocking on a plant door three hours early like a fool.

Outside, ice. Drew’s truck in the lot, not leaving, a man who kept a rope so his hands had a job waiting to see if the board would come out into the weather at ten, or if he would go to the weather at ten, which was the same later from two directions, which was how you lived in a canyon after an in, after a cider, after a battery, after anyway.

Anyway was a clock.

He watched it.
Chapter 2 — June

The medical in June had not asked to be a system.

It had asked to be a millwright with a cardiac event on a turbine floor, and then a two-bay rolling, and then Sidra Keane on a plant channel saying gate’s a hold, tailrace road is yours, like a woman who had decided a board could be a person. Drew had hauled. He had done the work: pads, oxygen, a stairwell that wanted to be a coffin, Nell at the bag, Tamsin Ward waiting in a clinic lot with a look that did not romanticize damage. The millwright had lived. The town had filed it as weather. Drew had stood in the plant lot after with his hands empty and his rope in the truck and a junior operator on the top step who had not yet put a cider down like evidence.

June. Heat in the canyon like a rumor that had not unpacked. The Iron loud below the tailrace. The powerhouse throwing its ribbon. Sidra in orange, hair in the knot, a smear of oil on her wrist she had not noticed and he had, which was the beginning of a later he had not budgeted.

“You can have a thank-you,” she had said, not coming down. “I’m not giving you one. Thank-yous are hymns. I’m giving you a hold that was a hold, and a road that was a road, and a millwright who is not a plaque. That’s a deck. File it.”

He had looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the rescue, which was still running because diesel in a dam town was a personality.

“I don’t need a thank-you,” he had said. “I need to know if the board is a person I can copy when the next one isn’t a millwright. That’s not a poem. That’s a channel. I’m asking if a hold is a hold you’re in when I roll.”

Sidra had come down one step. Not two. “I’m junior. Kit sits river. I sit what he gives me. When he gives me a board I am the board. You copy the board, not the woman. If you mix those bins I will give you a hold that is a hold and I will not come out into a lot. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

“I asked for a person.”

“You asked for a copy. Copies are cheap. Persons are a later. I’m not picking a later in a plant lot with a millwright still on oxygen. That’s a hymn. I don’t do hymns. I do decks.”

He had wanted to climb the steps. He had wanted to put his mouth on the oil on her wrist like a man who had forgotten he was a lot. He had coiled nothing, because the rope was in the truck, and his hands had stood at his sides like fools.

“Then I’ll copy the board,” he had said. “And I’ll stand in the lot. And when you decide a later is a later you’re in, you say it. I don’t do guessing with a gate and a road and a woman who smells like a plant. That’s not a compliment. That’s a weather report.”

Her mouth had moved. Not a smile. Filed. “You noticed the oil.”

“I notice everything I’m not allowed to haul. That’s the job, boiled.”

“I’m not a haul.”

“I know. That’s why I’m standing in a lot instead of putting a webbing on your stairs. File the difference. I’m going to The Gauge. Nell’s a cot. The millwright’s a clinic. You’re a board. I’m not mixing the bins. I’m also not pretending I didn’t want the later. I wanted it. I’m not picking it for you at 2:14 in a plant lot. That’s inventory.”

“Copy,” she had said, and then, quieter, which had been worse: “Don’t come down Penstock tomorrow for a battery you don’t need. Give me a week of being a board. Then be a lot. Then we’ll see if a doorway is a doorway we’re in.”

He had given her a week. Then a month. Then the summer. He had not brought a battery. He had stood in lots. She had sat boards. The canyon had filed them as weather. June had sat in the annex like a third person nobody would name.

August had named it.

The Spillway on a melt night, Boone on a stool that was not his joke anymore, Lang a hardware who had decided a later could be a kitchen. Sidra at the end with a cider she was not going to finish, except she finished it when Drew came in for a rag he’d left, and the finishing was a decision, and the decision walked them into the lot behind the bar, melt on the asphalt, a dam throwing light, a man who kept a rope so his hands had a job waiting to see if the board would come out into the weather.

She had put the empty glass down on the rescue’s hood like evidence.

“You can have a lot,” she had said. “Or you can have a board. Or you can have a storm that isn’t a hearse. I’m not picking for you. I’m sitting what you pick. That’s a deck. File it. Then decide if a lot is a lot you’re in.”

He had looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the door of The Spillway, which had Willa’s lights and Jed’s rag and a moose that had already filed them.

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

Sidra’s mouth had moved. Not a smile. A decision, finished in a plant lot in June and still being made.

“I need you not to make a board a rope between now and a storm. I need you not to make a cider a hymn. I need a haul 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,” Drew had said, and hated the copy, and kept it.

She had reached for a coat. She had not put it on. Not yet.

He had spent September and most of October being a parking brake, because in was easy in a mouth and hard in a storm that had not yet unpacked, and because Wade Harker’s two fingers still lived in Iron Creek, and because White Bluff still lived in her, and because a clean run was a religion that did not care about ciders.

Late October. A battery on a shelf. Light on. Boots off. Ask.

Drew sat in the captain’s room at 9:12 and did not coil the spare. Forty-eight minutes. The freeze confirming on a scanner Oren Graves still kept above Crest. Lettie put ice on the night board again. Pax Mercer counted overtime like a saint and did not come to the two-bay. Nia
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