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


	Explicit, on-page sexual content between consenting adults

	A one-night-stand that becomes more, with a man who falls first

	Profanity

	A single father, a child who is never on the page in a sexual context, and a custody month that stays civil and ugly

	Ice-storm danger, a live-line cut on a transmission tower, and industrial accident risk

	A near-miss flash and a fall that does not kill him

	Alcohol

	Small-town public shame and company politics

	Mentions of a past relationship that ended in a joke (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. This is Book 6 of The Iron Creek Line.

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

—

The Iron Creek Line, Book 6
Chapter 1 — The Blank

Micah Boone had a system for Juniper Lang, and the system was a joke.

As long as there was a punchline, a cue, a gravel that needed a laugh, he was a lineman in a hardware doorway and she was a drawer. As long as there was a drawer, he didn’t have to notice that she smelled like ice-melt and sawdust and a woman who didn’t come to The Spillway so much as come to other people’s later. As long as he said screws when she said stay, the canyon didn’t get a sequel.

Then Nash came down off a belt because a dispatcher counted, and Drake pulled a jumper because a county engineer wrote hearse, and Juniper Lang put a lock on a counter without ringing it up and then rang it up, and the system developed a crack you could hear from the grade.

He had a kid who breathed. He had hands that shook when they didn’t hold a cue. He had a joke that reached and died, and a later he had not collected, and a night in July he had not filed.

Juniper put a key blank on the counter like evidence.

“You can have funny,” she said. “Or you can have a drawer. Or you can have a night that isn’t a punchline. I’m not picking for you. I’m cutting what you pick. That’s hardware. File it. Then decide if a joke is a joke you’re in.”

He looked at her mouth. Stopped. Looked at the lock display.

“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 later 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.”

Juniper’s mouth moved. Not a smile. A decision, finished in a hardware aisle in December and still being made in late February, snow occupying the lot like a rumor that had unpacked and meant it.

“I need you not to joke a kid between now and a counter. I need you not to make a drawer a punchline so you can keep a crew. I need a night that can sit in a hall without being a hymn. I need you to ask when you ask. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

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

Outside, snow. Micah’s truck in the lot, not leaving, a man who joked so his hands didn’t shake waiting to see if the hardware would come out into the weather.

Juniper Lang reached for the blank.

She didn’t cut it. Not yet.

She set it back on the felt like a thing that still had a price. Dyer Hardware at 4:40 p.m. 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. Nell was at the two-bay until six. The stoplight on Crest had already started thinking about blinking yellow. The dam hummed through the floorboards the way it hummed through every floor in Iron Creek, a cathedral you stopped naming.

Micah was thirty-four. Night crew. A mouth the canyon used for weather when the weather was a man who didn’t want to be a plaque. Dark hair that ice had opinions about. A jaw that had learned to smile on purpose so the tremor in his left hand had somewhere else to live. He had a company house on the cheap end of the Bench with a kid in it who breathed, which was the whole job, boiled, when he was not on a saddle: keep Ivy breathing, keep the joke reaching, keep Juniper Lang in a drawer so the canyon didn’t get a sequel that included a six-year-old and a hardware counter and a man whose hands shook when they didn’t hold a cue.

July sat in the aisle with them like a third person. He did not name it. Naming was a personality. He had named it once, at four in the morning, in a walk-up over a tax place that only existed in April, and she had priced it as a night, and he had made a joke about receipts, and they had spent seven months pretending a receipt was a religion.

“Ivy’s at the Gauge,” he said, because the kid was not a punchline and he had just been told not to make her one, and the alternative was standing in an aisle with a blank and a woman and a July he had not filed. “Marnie’s got her in a booth with a hot chocolate that’s a personality. I said I’d be ten minutes. I’ve been twelve. That’s a later I have to collect.”

Juniper’s hand stayed on the felt. Thirty. Hair in the knot she used for inventory. A mouth that priced things so nothing in the canyon got to be free, including her. She had rang up ice-melt and opinions and three keys for a superintendent and a county engineer and had not, until a blank on a counter, asked Micah Boone to pick.

“Then collect it,” she said. “I’m hardware. I don’t hold a man while a kid drinks cocoa. I also don’t cut a key for a joke. Come back when you’ve decided which one you are. That’s not a suggestion.”

“I’m not a joke.”

“You’re a system. Systems fail in ice. I sell the thing you’re pretending not to be afraid of. Right now you’re afraid of a blank and a kid and a night in July you keep putting in a bin labeled screws. I’m not your bin. File it.”

He wanted to make a shirt. VERIFY: NOT A BIN. He wanted to put his mouth on hers in front of a lock display and let the town write it on the specials board. He wanted to go get Ivy before Marnie wiped a circle that meant I know. He did the third thing, because the third thing was a father, and the first two were a man who had said I’m in and then had to prove it with boots.

“I’ll come back,” he said.

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

He stopped. The doorway was weather.

“If you come back with a punchline I will sell you the screws and I will not cut the blank. If you come back with a mouth that can sit in a hall, I will cut what you pick. That’s inventory. You asked for it. Don’t make me say it twice because the town is hungry.”

“Copy,” he said, and this time he didn’t hate it as much, which was a problem, which was a later, which was a truck in a snow lot with a man in it who had fallen in July and had spent seven months calling the fall a joke so his hands would have something to do besides shake.

He went to The Gauge.

Ivy Boone was six, a booth, a marshmallow mustache, and a look that said her father had been twelve minutes instead of ten and she had filed it as weather. Marnie Sloan had wiped a circle on the counter that was not about cocoa. Wes Maddox and Lane Vickers were in the other booth with a dog under the table like a permit, grocery already done, a ring that had learned daylight. Not Micah’s story. He lifted two fingers. Wes lifted two back. Lane did not comment, which was a grocery schedule’s kindness.

“Dad,” Ivy said. “You said ten.”

“I said ten like a liar.” He sat. His hands found the mug Marnie had already poured, because Marnie in dam towns poured the thing you were pretending not to need. “Hardware ran long. Screws.”

“You always buy screws.”

“Screws are a religion.”

Ivy considered this with the seriousness of a person who had learned that religions in Iron Creek were ice and cocoa and a Line that waited. “Juniper’s nice. She gave me a washer that looks like a moon.”

Micah’s mouth did a thing he didn’t authorize. “Don’t you novelize a washer.”

“I’m six. I novelize everything. Marnie said you’re a later. What’s a later?”

Marnie, at the board, did not write it. The not-writing was louder than EGGS. Micah looked at his kid. Looked at the snow on Crest. Looked at a later he had said he was in and had not yet collected with a mouth that could sit in a hall.

“A later is a thing you pick up after cocoa,” he said. “Drink. Boots. Truck. Homework that’s a coloring sheet with a dam on it, which is a personality this county should be ashamed of.”

Ivy drank. Micah’s hands shook once around the mug, a small honest, and then didn’t, because a kid was watching and a joke was a coat you put on in front of an audience of one.

He did not look at the hardware across the street. He looked anyway. The lights were still on. Juniper’s silhouette at the key machine was a religion he had not paid for.

He would come back.

He would not come back with a punchline.

That was the lockout. That was a father in a booth. That was a man who had already fallen, and the falling had a name, and the name was Juniper, and he had seven months of jokes to unscrew before he deserved a blank.

Night crew at eight. Tower 22. A cut-out that had been a mood since the last ice and had become a finding Lane Vickers was not going to pretty. Torin would send. Wes would be a person until six and then a kitchen. Rook would come down when Lettie said down. Micah would go up with a hot stick and a joke and a later in hardware he had not collected.

He took Ivy home to the Bench. The Line hummed through the floorboards. He made pasta that was almost not glue. He sat on the edge of a twin bed and read a page about a fox that was a metaphor he refused to unpack. He waited until her breathing went even. He sat in his own kitchen with his hands on the table, visible, the old religion borrowed from men who hung grounds, and he let them shake because there was no audience and no cue and no Juniper Lang to file it.

July sat in the chair across from him.

He did not joke at it.

That was new. That was a crack. That was a man in a company house on the cheap end of the Bench deciding, too late and right on time, that a joke was a joke he was no longer in.
Chapter 2 — July

The night in July had not asked to be a system.

It had asked to be a beer, and then another, and then Juniper Lang on a stool at The Spillway that was not her stool, a jar of cherries Hollis didn’t stock, a look that had lasted one second too long to be inventory. Willa had poured. Kit had been a soda on the end. Jed had wiped a circle. The moose had judged. Wes and Lane had not yet been a grocery schedule; they had been a later the town was already chewing. Torin had had a soda. Tamsin had not been there. Rook had been a grin. Lettie had been a radio in an annex. Soren had been glass. Avery had been a clipboard. Drew Beckett’s truck had been in the lot like a later that was not that night’s. Sidra had been a cider she wasn’t going to finish.

Micah had shot pool badly on purpose so he could stand at the end of the bar where Juniper’s jar was and say, because he was Boone, “If I sink the eight I get a receipt. If I miss I get a lecture about bins.”

“You miss,” Juniper had said. “You always miss when you’re performing. I’m not a prize. I’m hardware. If you want a receipt you buy something. If you want a lecture you already have one. That’s geometry. File it.”

He had missed. He had bought a second beer he didn’t need. He had not made the shirt in his head that said I MISSED ON PURPOSE. He had looked at her mouth and stopped looking at the cue.

Closing had been Willa’s lights and Jed’s rag and a lot that smelled like spilled beer and fir and a dam that never closed. Juniper had walked Crest toward a walk-up over a tax place. Micah had followed at a distance that was not following until she stopped under the one stoplight and said, without turning,

“If you’re a joke, keep walking. If you’re a mouth, the stairs are on the left and I don’t do folklore. I do a night. A night is complete. If you come up, you hold it like a man who leaves before a Gauge opens, not like a lineman who mills a hardware. I’m thirty. I don’t romanticize a beer. I price it. You can say no. No is complete.”

He had stood in the stoplight’s yellow and felt his hands start their weather. The joke had risen, automatic, a coat. He had not put it on.

“I’m coming up,” he had said. “I will leave before four. I have a kid who breathes and a sitter who is Nell Dyer until dawn because night crew is a religion that doesn’t care about cocoa. I’m telling you that so you don’t find it in a drawer tomorrow and decide I hid a person. I didn’t hide her. I don’t hide her. I also don’t put her on a stool. That’s inventory. You asked for it.”

Juniper had turned. The stoplight had made a coin of her face. “I know about Ivy. The canyon isn’t subtle. I’m not asking to be a specials board. I’m asking if a night is a night you’re in.”

“I’m in.”

“Then the stairs are on the left. Boots off at the door. Ask when you ask. That’s the lockout. Say it back.”

“Boots off. Ask. Night. Four.” He had hated the copy and kept it. “Don’t make me a man who has to say it twice.”

“I heard you the first time. That’s why the stairs exist.”

The walk-up had been two rooms, a window on Crest, a bed that was a fact, a kitchenette that had a kettle and a woman who didn’t pretend the kettle was a personality. He had taken the boots off. He had stood in socks like a fool. She had watched him do it and had not smiled.

“Tell me to stop and I stop,” he had said, because even then, even with a joke in his throat like a second pulse, he was not going to be a man who took a night without a mouth on it.

“I’ll tell you. Don’t be shy. I didn’t wait through a jar of cherries for polite.”

He had asked. Out loud. Can I kiss you. She had said yes like a price, exact, no discount. The kiss had not been pretty. It had been July and beer and a dam humming through a floor and a man who had wanted this counter since the first time she’d sold him screws he didn’t need and had looked at his hands instead of the register. He had made a sound he didn’t authorize. She had put her palm on his chest, not shoving, holding, as if she needed to verify he was a person and not a punchline.

“On,” she had said, of the light. “I don’t do dark for this. I want to see the face I’m letting stay until four. If that’s a problem you can take the stairs.”

“It’s not a problem.”

It had been a problem in the other direction. Light had made her real in a way the bar had not: a scar on her knee from a ladder at Dyer’s, a mouth that had priced him, hair coming out of the knot, a body that had not been built for a canyon and had stayed in one anyway. He had said beautiful like it pissed him off, because it did, because beautiful in a walk-up at 1:14 a.m. was a later he had not budgeted.

“Less talking.”

“You like the talking.”

“I like the asking. Talking is extra. Extra is a bin. Come here.”

He had come.

They had gotten each other out of clothes like people performing a religion they no longer believed in and believed in more than ever. Verify. Verify again. Her sweater. His shirt. The belt he always forgot until it was a comedy. She had laughed once, short, and the laugh had gone through him like a note on a conductor. He had put his mouth on her throat and asked again, here? and she had said yes, and he had asked here? lower, and she had said yes, and when he had gone to his knees on a walk-up floor that had seen better decades she had put her fingers in his hair and said look at me when you do that, and he had looked, and the looking had been the thing that unscrewed him, not the taste of her, not the sound she made when he found the angle she needed, not the way her knee had tightened at his ear.

She had come with her mouth open, ugly and honest, and he had stayed through it like staying was the point, which it had been, which he had not filed.

“Micah.”

“In this room I’m Micah. The Line can wait in a truck.”

“Micah. I want you in me. I also want a condom that isn’t a personality. Drawer. Left. Don’t you make a speech about being prepared. I priced this night. The price includes latex. That’s hardware.”

He had laughed, pained, and found the drawer, and found the foil, and gotten it on with hands that wanted to shake and didn’t, because he wouldn’t give her a tremor that wasn’t hers to hold. She had wrapped her hand around him anyway, over the latex, and his whole body had flinched into her palm.

“Tell me if I—”

“I’ll tell you. Don’t be a legend. I don’t need a legend. I need you in me and I need you to mean the night while you’re in it. That’s the lockout.”

He had meant it.

He had put her on the bed and pushed in slow because even then he was measuring so he wouldn’t hurt her, and the stretch had made her gasp, and he had frozen, and she had said don’t you stop unless I say stop, and he had not stopped. It had not been pretty. It had not been porn. It had been two people who’d been a joke and a drawer using their bodies to say the thing they didn’t have language for yet. He had said her name like a tag. She had said his like a receipt. When he had gotten close he had asked, wrecked, can I, and she had said yes, now, I want it, and he had come with his forehead on hers, shaking, the dam filling the silence, a stoplight blinking for nobody down on Crest.

After, he had stayed inside the night until the staying had a clock. 3:40. Nell. Ivy. A Gauge that opened at four.

He had dressed like a man leaving a church. She had watched from the bed with the light still on, which was the point.

“That was a night,” she had said. Not cruel. Exact. “I’m not picking a later without you. I picked a stairs once. You came up. The rest is a drawer until somebody asks in daylight. I’m not asking at 3:51. That’s a hymn. I don’t do hymns. I do inventory.”

The joke had risen. He had put it on because the alternative was saying I already fell in a walk-up to a woman who had priced him as complete.

“I’ll take the screws,” he had said. “I always take the screws.”

Her mouth had gone flat. Not angry. Filed. “That’s a punchline. I heard it. Get off my stairs before I price you as a personality. Four is a Gauge. Your kid breathes. That’s not a bin. Don’t you put her in one to make this easier.”

He had stopped in the doorway, boots in his hand, a fool.

“I’m sorry,” he had said, and had meant the joke, and had meant the leaving, and had meant the falling he could not put on a counter at 3:53. “It was a night. It was a good night. I’m not going to make it a hymn
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