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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	Forced proximity on a closed mountain grade and in a county barn

	Profanity

	Ice-storm danger, a river that can kill, a fender that is not a body, and industrial accident risk

	Grief for a parent lost on County 19 (past; not on-page)

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and the particular politics of a dam town in snow



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, Pax Mercer and Sheriff Nia Crowe stay, Felix Crane and Rowan Hale stay. This is Book 10 of The Iron Creek Line.

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

—

The Iron Creek Line, Book 10
Chapter 1 — The Denial

Calum York had a system for Nell Dyer, and the system was a denial.

As long as there was a sheet, a blade, a grade that needed a plow, he was a county in a hardware doorway and she was a bag. As long as there was a bag, he didn’t have to notice that she smelled like diesel and a cot and a woman who didn’t come to a plow so much as come to other people’s fenders. As long as he said maybe when she said cot, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then a 19 closed, and a barn off a switchback numbered two cots as a night, and Nell Dyer looked at a denial one second too long to be a hinge, and the system developed a crack you could hear from a blade.

The plow would want a name or a not. The EMT would want a number she liked. Calum York, thirty-six, county roads, snow, wanted a clean denial more than a clean conscience and had learned, late, in a cab with a bag, that those were not the same grade.

He was not in the cab yet.

He was in The Gauge at 4:22 with a first pot and a mouth that had already decided not to look at the doorway, and then looked, which was a later he was not going to file.

January had unpacked its last shirt and decided to keep the hanger. Snow occupied the ridge the way snow occupied Iron Creek in the weeks after a freeze: like a rumor that had meant it, packed, unpacked, and then sat on the grade with a key. The canyon held the dam’s breath — that low, continuous pressure people in town called quiet because they didn’t work a blade. Crest Street, a thousand feet below the first switchback and a world away, 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.

Calum did not do luck. He did sheets, and he did blades, and he did not look down Penstock 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. The grade had its own offer. The grade’s offer was a ditch, a slide, a man in a cab who had named a plow Mercy and had not been mercied, which was a later Calum sat every morning in a first pot and did not put on a channel.

Hugh York had been a blade. Hugh York was a plaque on a switchback Calum chained and did not read. Naming was how you made weather a person. Weather killed persons. Calum did not name the plow.

Nell Dyer stood in the doorway with EMT hours still on her mouth.

Thirty-one. Hardware. Volunteer bag. Hollis Dyer’s daughter, which the town used like a last name and which she used like a lockout. Dark hair in the knot she used for cots. A coat that had outlasted other people’s fenders. Hands with nicks a blade did not have. She looked at a plow that was not in the lot yet and then looked at eggs, which was a later Calum filed as weather and then unwrote, which was how you knew the thing was serious, which was why he was going to keep writing it as weather until the ridge took the pen.

Marnie poured. Marnie heard. Marnie did not novelize, which was a diner’s intelligence.

“Grade’s a number I like until noon,” Calum said, to no one, to Nell in a doorway, to a pot that had learned eleven winters of this sentence. “After noon it’s a maybe. Maybes are a sheet. I’m not naming a plow. Naming is a later.”

Nell’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A bag that had heard a denial and was trying not to hear a man.

“I’m a cot if a cot is a cot you’re in,” she said, which was not a hymn and was also not nothing. “Don’t you mix a plow into a breakfast. Mix nothing. That’s a Gauge. File it. Then go be a blade.”

He looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the pot.

Oren Graves scanned a scanner he did not turn off in a Gauge, because retired linemen in dam towns kept the same hours as grief. Hollis sold nothing yet; Hollis was a hinge on a stool with ice-melt in his future. Jed Taft was not there; Jed was a circle at 5:00 that had not yet sat, a later Calum was not going to resolve. Wes Maddox and Lane Vickers grocery, Clip under a table, a ring that was not pretty. Torin a soda. Tamsin a mug. Rook a tape. Lettie a radio she had not brought in. Drew and Sidra a booth. Pax and Nia adjacent, a house that had learned a Gauge in daylight and was using it. Micah not in; a stick. Juniper a 7:10 she had not unlocked yet. Soren a graph. Avery a pretzel in a lot. Felix Crane a letter two-down from a screwdriver who hummed into coffee. Rowan Hale a hum. They stayed. Calum did not un-HEA them. Calum did not look at them long enough to have to.

He paid. He took the grade up, a steep that wanted to be a coffin, a sheet he was already denying into a radio Lettie Pike would not novelize.

The plow sat in the county lot like a fact. Orange. Dented. A blade that had learned the switchbacks the way a mouth learned a no. He climbed in. Diesel. The particular piety of a cab that did what it said on the county sheet.

He did not name it.

At 5:10 he named it by accident, a word that got as far as the back of his teeth and then sat down, and he denied it into the radio, and Lettie said copy like a woman who had heard a later and was not going to put it on a board.

“York on 19,” he said. “Sheet’s a maybe until the ridge decides. I’ll hold a switchback if a switchback is a switchback I’m in. No bodies. Confirm.”

“Copy, York,” Lettie said. “No poetry. No bodies. Dyer’s bag is at the two-bay until six if a fender is a fender you’re in. I’m not mixing. Mix nothing. That’s a channel. File it.”

He did not say Nell’s name on an open channel. He hung the denial like a man performing a religion he no longer believed in and believed in more than ever. Verify. Verify again. The last time he hadn’t, or someone hadn’t, or the grade had just been hungry, a man named Hugh had gone over at switchback 3 with a plow he had called Mercy, and Mercy had been a word for dice.

Calum was a blade. He didn’t do luck. He did the grade, and he did the radio, and he did not look at a hardware doorway in his head, which was a looking he did anyway, a crack you could hear from a blade if you were the blade.

Snow occupied the ridge.

The stoplight on Crest blinked yellow, a thousand feet down and a world away.

Nell Dyer reached for a bag she was not going to pick up yet.

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

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

Nell Dyer had a system for Calum York, and the system was a not-picking-up.

As long as there was a bin, a cot, a two-bay that needed a bag, she was a hinge’s daughter in a hardware aisle and he was a denial. As long as there was a denial, she didn’t have to notice that he smelled like diesel and a sheet and a man who didn’t come to a Gauge so much as come to other people’s maybe. As long as she said mix nothing when he said later, the canyon didn’t get a sequel she would have to sit.

Then he looked one second too long, and a first pot numbered a doorway as a weather, and Nell Dyer put a bag on a hook like evidence and did not pick it up, and the not-picking-up developed a crack you could hear from a washer bin.

Dyer Hardware at 7:12 was a cathedral of bins and the particular piety of things that did what they said on the label. Hollis Dyer had gone to the back for a special-order hinge and a thesis. Juniper Lang was already at the register with a brass key on a ring that was not pretty and a mouth that had learned a lineman and was not going to unlearn him. The stoplight on Crest had already started thinking about blinking yellow, which in January was a thought it had at 7:00 and kept. The dam hummed through the floorboards the way it hummed through every floor in Iron Creek, a cathedral you stopped naming.

Nell did not do luck. She did bags, and she did washers, and she did not look up the grade toward a plow that was a fact and a denial, which was a looking she did anyway, a later she filed as inventory and then counted twice.

“You’re a doorway,” Juniper said, not looking up from a box of number 8s. “Doorways are a later Boone told me not to novelize. I’m novelizing my own stairs. You can novelize a plow or you can count washers. Don’t you mix. Mix nothing. That’s a store. File it.”

“I’m a cot,” Nell said. “Cots don’t novelize. They sit other people’s fenders until the fender is a number Tamsin likes. Then they go home. Then they count washers. That’s the lockout. Confirm you heard the bins.”

“I heard the bins.” Juniper’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A woman who had cut a blank and was still cutting it. “York denied a name into a pot at 4:22 and then looked at you like a sheet he was going to have to sit. I have eyes. Eyes are not a specials board. I’m telling you because Hollis is going to write a thesis if you keep a doorway as a church. Count. Or don’t. I’m not a board.”

Nell counted washers.

Washers did not talk. Washers did not look one second too long. Washers did not have a father who had named a plow Mercy and gone over at switchback 3, which the town still used like a weather report and which Calum used like a lockout, which Nell had filed years ago and had not unscrewed, because unscrewing a dead man in a hardware aisle was a hymn, and she did not do hymns.

She had left. That was the other lockout, the one the town used when it wanted a daughter to be a bin. Bend. EMT. A year of other people’s highways. Then Ruth Dyer had been a clinic cot Tamsin could not sit as a number she liked, and Nell had come back because hinges needed daughters and two-bays needed bags and Ivy Boone needed a cot that was not a poem. She was thirty-one. She had a walk-up on Crest, two rooms, a scanner Oren had given her after a fender that had been a body in another county, a bag on a hook. She was not a rest-stop. She was not anybody’s attendant on a highway that wasn’t 19. She was a Dyer. She sat washers. She sat cots. She did not sit denials.

Hollis came out of the back with a hinge and a look.

Fifty-eight. Hardware. A mouth that sold ice-melt and also, apparently, lives, if the lives were east-window leases with federal names on them. He had sold Felix Crane a kitchen. He had not sold Felix Crane a hymn. He looked at Nell the way a hinge looked at a door it was not going to resolve.

“York was in at 4:22,” Hollis said. “Denied a name. Looked at a doorway. I’m not resolving my daughter. That’s a book. I’m telling you because ice-melt is going to walk in here with a county jacket on it by nine, and if you’re a cot you’re a cot, and if you’re a mouth you’re a mouth, and mix nothing. That’s a store. File it.”

“I’m counting washers,” Nell said.

“Count.” Hollis dropped the hinge, not by accident. Dropping was a thesis he had not given up. “If a plow is a plow you’re in after a pot, say. If a bag still needs a two-bay, say. I can take a two-bay. I can’t take a doorway that is a church. That’s inventory. You didn’t ask. I’m giving it anyway.”

“I heard the bins,” Nell said. “Washers. Two-bay at six. Mix nothing. Confirm you heard the not-resolving.”

“I heard the not-resolving.” Hollis went back to being a hinge.

Juniper cursed, faintly, at a box of screws. Upstairs, Clip judged a stair Wes had not invited him to judge and Lane had authorized by leaving a door cracked. Behind the hardware, east windows, a letter and a screwdriver were a house Felix and Rowan sat without asking Nell to sit it with them. They stayed. Nell did not un-HEA them. Nell counted.

At 8:40 a county jacket came in with ice-melt on its future.

Calum York. Thirty-six. A mouth that had said maybe into a pot and meant it like a religion. Salt at the temples from other people’s grades. Hands that had held a wheel for eleven winters and had not held a name. He stood in the doorway like a blade that had taken a wrong turn into a cathedral of bins and was going to pretend the turn was a sheet.

“Ice-melt,” he said, to Hollis, to a hinge, to a woman counting washers who was not going to look up. “Forty bags. Grade’s a number I like until ten. After ten it’s a maybe. I’m not naming a plow. I’m buying melt.”

“Melt,” Hollis said, and did not sell a daughter. “Aisle three. Nell knows the count. I’m a hinge. Hinges don’t count melt. That’s a store. File it.”

Nell looked up.

The look lasted one second too long to be a hinge’s daughter selling forty bags.

She looked at the bin. She looked at the door. She looked at a man who smelled like diesel and a denial and a cab she had already sat, once, for a fender that was not a body, a look in a cab that had lasted and had not resolved, which was a later she was still sitting in an aisle.

“Forty,” she said. “Signed. Loaded. Don’t you make melt a hymn. Melt is melt. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

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

They loaded forty bags into a county bed in a falling snow that had opinions. His shoulder. Her shoulder. The particular geometry of two people who were not a pairing and were not nothing, handing melt over a tailgate like evidence.

“If a cot is a cot you’re in after a ten o’clock maybe,” Nell said, not looking at his mouth, looking at a bag that was melt and not a bag, “say it on a channel. Lettie will put it on without poetry. If a denial still needs a blade, say. I can take a blade. I can’t take a doorway that is a church you look at and then put in a pot. That’s inventory. You asked for it. I’m asking it with Hollis hearing, which is a store.”

Calum looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the melt.

“Grade’s a number,” he said. “Cots are a two-bay. Mix nothing. That’s a sheet. I’m not picking a woman in a lot at 8:44 because melt is a later. Confirm you heard the bins.”

“I heard the bins.” Nell’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A decision, finished in a freeze cab two winters back and still being made in a hardware lot. “Go be a blade. I’ll be a washer. If a fender is a fender you’re in, I’m a cot. That’s the bargain. You didn’t say it. I’m saying it. File it.”

He left.

The plow went up the grade, a dented hymn he was denying into a radio.

Nell went back to washers.

Juniper did not novelize. Juniper priced a blank. Hollis dropped a hinge. The dam hummed. Across the street Marnie wiped a circle. Down the canyon the Line waited. Up the ridge a blade sat a maybe.

Nell Dyer reached for a bag.

She didn’t pick it up. Not yet.
Chapter 3 — County Sheet

The grade in Iron Creek didn’t hum so much as wait.

Calum had learned the difference eleven years back, on a different morning, when the wait had opened a white mouth and eaten a man who had named a plow Mercy. This morning was switchback 3, not a plaque, which was a mercy he refused to thank anyone for, including God and including Nell Dyer, who had loaded forty bags into his bed and had not come into the cab, which he’d told himself was a bargain and which had felt like a verdict.

County 19. The one way in. Switchbacks that iced in November and stayed mean until April. Douglas fir and basalt. Elevation enough that the dam town below looked like a rumor with a stoplight. He ran the blade. Verify. Verify again. Ice already on the inside line, thin, mean, a glass rod thinking about being a hymn. He told it no, which was the whole job, boiled: telling weather no until you couldn’t.

The radio clicked.

Not Lettie.

“Beckett to York.” Drew Beckett, close enough to the microphone that Calum could hear the two-bay behind him, that particular steam of an engine that wanted a grade and would not get one if the grade was a sheet. “Visual from Crest. You’re on the west arm. Ice load’s higher than the forecast. If it sings, you hold. That’s not a suggestion. I’ve got a bag at six. I’m not putting a bag on 19 unless 19 is a number you like. Confirm.”

The bag. Nell.

Calum did not say her name on an open channel.

“Copy, two-bay,” he said. “It’s a grade. It doesn’t take suggestions either.”

A pause. He could picture Drew in the bay: thirty-six, a captain who had learned a junior operator and was not going to unlearn her, a mouth that hauled and did not make plaques. Sidra would be a board. The pairing would be a booth at 4:56. They stayed. Calum did not un-HEA them. Calum held a switchback.

“The grade isn’t my employee,” Drew said. “The bag is, for the next six hours if a fender is a fender, and I didn’t put turnout on a woman so she could audition for a ditch. Hold if it sings. Confirm.”

“Confirm,” Calum said, because the alternative was arguing with a fire captain who could pull a rescue from a heated bay while Calum hung a blade over a drop that wanted him.

Lettie came back, dry as a switching order. “Stay off poetry. Stay on sheets. Madras has a truck that wants 19 by Friday. FERC’s a letter in a plant. I’m not mixing a CT into a plow. Mix nothing. York, your maybe is a maybe until 10:00. After 10:00 I close it. That’s a county. File it.”

“Copy,” Calum said.

He worked. The scar along his left palm — a chain, a morning, a plow that had been Mercy and was now a
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