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ALL HELL BREAKS LOOSE

Book Four of the Holler & Hellfire Series

— IV —

Mercy Tackett and the Chief Watcher of unmaking

a novel by

KAYLIN RENEA

Pike County, Kentucky.

Mercy Tackett has been holding the south border of the Pike County

corridor alone for three years and four months. She works at the Hollow

Diner. She drives a 2009 F-250. She does not, as a rule, ask for help. The

Tackett line does not, as a rule, do anything else.

Armaros, Chief Watcher of unmaking, has been keeping a private

archive for six thousand years.

Six weeks ago, the Council sent him to Pike County to assess her.

He has been at table seven every Friday since.

— This is what happened next. —

A Holler & Hellfire Novel · Book Four

Kaylin Renea

ADULT CONTENT WARNING

This novel contains explicit sexual content, depictions of violent magical combat, themes of

moral ambiguity, and adult material throughout. Intended for readers 18 and older.

SYNOPSIS

Mercy Tackett has been the wildcard of the Pike County Hollow Witch tradition since she was

eighteen years old, and she has spent thirteen years cultivating exactly that reputation. She is

thirty-two now. She has a small house on the south edge of the county where the road runs out into

the hollers. She has a back room full of things the other witches will not have in their houses. She

has been holding a Hell-faction incursion off the south border of her own property alone for three

years because the help she would have needed required asking, and Mercy has never been good at

asking.

She is also, increasingly, being watched.

The man who watches her is not from Pike County. He is not from anywhere on earth. He is

Armaros, the spell-breaking Watcher — the most tactically intelligent of the original Twelve, the

chief whose domain is unmaking, who taught humanity ten thousand years ago to dissolve

enchantments and break locks and undo the bindings of older beings. He has come to Pike County

because his Council assignment says there is a human practitioner in this county doing things that

should not be possible — spell work that resists unmaking, magic that does not behave according to

any framework his domain recognizes. He is supposed to assess her. He is supposed to neutralize

her, if necessary.

He has been watching her for a month before she lets him know she has been watching back.

When she does — when Mercy Tackett, who has watched three of her closest friends fall into

love with chief-level Watchers over the past three years and has been making careful notes the entire

time, walks up to Armaros at table seven in the Hollow Diner on a Friday evening and says I've seen

the table four situation, I know how this goes, I want to be clear that it doesn't go the same way with

me — what begins is the fastest, sharpest, most reluctantly mutual unraveling the Pike County

corridor has ever produced.

Because Armaros's spell-breaking should be able to undo every piece of Mercy's grey-area

work.

It can't.

Neither of them knows why.

And in the south corridor, three years of patient buildup, Asmodeus is moving again — angrier

this time, with reinforcements, with a target list that includes the Tackett bloodline by name, and

with a specific plan for what to do with the spell-breaking Watcher who has been seen, increasingly

often, walking the south boundary of Mercy Tackett's property.

All Hell Breaks Loose is the fourth book in the Holler & Hellfire series. It is sharper than its

predecessors. It is more dangerous. The romance is not a slow burn — it is a duel that resolves into

an alliance and then into something neither of them was prepared for. It is the book where the

Tackett legacy ends and something new begins.

It is also the book where the Web first hums.
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THE PERFORMANCE
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CHAPTER ONE
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Same Time Next Week

She did not look back.

This was the first rule, and Mercy Tackett had been observing the first rule for thirteen years of professional Hollow Witch grey-area practice and three Friday evenings now of conversation with the spell-breaking Watcher at table seven, and she was not going to break it tonight just because the conversation had gone where she'd known it was going to go since the first Friday.

She did not look back.

She walked to the counter. She set the coffee pot on the burner. She picked up the rag. She wiped down the section of counter that did not need wiping. She did this with the specific small-movement professionalism of a woman who had been working in this diner for eight years and knew exactly how to occupy her hands while her brain finished processing what had just happened.

She had said: you've been here three Fridays.

He had said: yes.

She had said: the first Friday you assessed the room. The second Friday you came to see if the assessment held. The third Friday you came because — why did you come the third Friday.

He had said, after the pause she had been ready for: you.

She had said: all right. Same time next week.

She had walked back to the counter.

She had not looked back.

The not-looking-back was not indifference. Mercy wanted to be precise about that, even here, even alone in her own head wiping a counter that did not need it. The not-looking-back was the single most controlled thing she did in any encounter, and she did it on purpose, because looking back was information and information was currency and she did not give currency away for free. A woman who looked back told you the conversation had cost her something. A woman who looked back told you she needed to confirm the other party was still there, still watching, still affected. Mercy had decided at nineteen that she would rather cut off her own hand than tell a negotiation partner that she needed to confirm anything. So she did not look back. She walked to the counter and she picked up the rag and she let the silence do the work, and the silence said, as clearly as the old idiom said anything, I am not the one who needs to check. Whether Armaros could read the idiom in a wiped counter she did not yet know. She suspected he could. That was the entire problem with the man at table seven, the problem she had been circling for three Fridays: he was the first creature she had ever sat across from who might be reading her at the exact resolution she was reading him.

She finished the section of counter that did not need wiping. She moved to the section that also did not need wiping. She had been wiping counters as a stalling mechanism since she was eighteen years old and she had not yet, in thirteen years, found a customer who recognized the wiping as the stalling it was, and she was not going to give Armaros the satisfaction of being the first.

She was, she registered with the specific clinical attention she brought to all internal observations, somewhat more agitated than she had projected outward. She filed this. She kept wiping.

At seven forty-three — she clocked the time the way she clocked everything, because she was a tactical-minded woman and tactical-minded women paid attention to timestamps — table seven stood up. He set down a folded twenty on the table. He had paid with a folded twenty every Friday for three Fridays. The bill was nine seventy-eight. He left twenty. He did not ask for change. Mercy had been calculating exactly how the tip habit fit into her assessment of him and the conclusion she had come to was that he tipped well not from kindness but from a refusal to interact with the social protocol of asking for change in a setting where he was attempting to be unobtrusive. It was a tactically sound choice. She approved of it.

He walked to the door.

He did not look back either.

She filed this. He was good at the not-looking-back. She would have to factor that in.

The bell over the door rang. The door closed. The diner had four other customers in it — two at the counter on her left who were finishing pie, a couple at table two who had been there since six, and a single man at booth nine who had been reading a newspaper for an hour and would leave a five-dollar tip on a thirteen-dollar check, because she had served him three Fridays a month for two years and he was consistent.

Carla June came out of the kitchen.

She had her coat on.

She said, "I'm going home."

Mercy said, "All right."

Carla June said, "I assume you have things to think about."

Mercy did not turn around.

She said, "I always have things to think about."

Carla June said, "Things specifically. Tonight."

Mercy said, "I'll lock up."

Carla June said, "Mercy."

Mercy turned around.

Carla June was looking at her with the specific look she had developed over the past eighteen months — the look of a woman who was three full books into her own Watcher-Hollow Witch arc and had earned the right, by experience, to look at someone else's emerging version of the same situation with both knowledge and restraint. Mercy respected the look. The look was warm and it was honest and it was, more to the point, accurate.

Mercy said, "I'm not going to do it the way you did it."

Carla June said, "I know."

Mercy said, "I'm not going to leave him notes."

Carla June said, "I know."

Mercy said, "I'm not going to wait eight months."

Carla June said, "I know."

Mercy said, "I'm going to do it the way I do it. Which is fast and sharp and on my terms."

Carla June said, with the small genuine warmth that was her professional and personal signature, "I know that too. That's why I'm leaving. I'm not going to stand here and project information at you. I'm going home." She paused. "Mercy."

Mercy said, "Yes."

Carla June said, "It's good that you're paying attention. Pay attention."

Mercy said, "I'm always paying attention."

Carla June said, "You're paying attention to your half. Pay attention to his."

Mercy looked at her.

She said, "I have been paying attention to his half for a month."

Carla June said, "I know."

She put on her hat.

She said, "Lock up. I'll see you Monday."

She left.

Mercy stood at the counter.

She listened to Carla June's car start in the parking lot. She listened to it pull out. She listened to it leave.

She turned around.

She walked to table seven.

She picked up the folded twenty.

She put it in her apron pocket.

She walked to the back booth — the dark one, the one nobody sat in because it was angled wrong toward the kitchen — and she sat down. She had a notebook in her bag. She had been carrying the notebook for two weeks. She had not used it for anything except a list of supplies and a phone number Della had given her, but she was going to use it tonight, because she had things she needed to write down before she stopped paying attention to them.

She opened the notebook.

She wrote at the top of the page:

FRIDAY. ARMAROS. WEEK THREE.

She wrote underneath it:

He said the word "you" at seven thirty-seven. I had given him the question. The question had three possible honest answers and one possible dishonest answer. He gave me the most honest of the four. He did not modify it. He did not contextualize it. He did not soften it. He said one word. He looked at me when he said it.

She wrote:

This means he is operating without protective protocols. This means he believes that I am the most efficient route to whatever he is here for, and he is willing to be visibly direct about the route.

This is not the behavior of a Watcher conducting routine surveillance. This is not the behavior of a Council assessment. This is the behavior of a being who has already crossed a threshold he is not telling me about.

She wrote:

I have crossed it too.

She underlined it.

She closed the notebook.

She put it back in her bag.

She got up.

She locked up the diner — the careful sequence of fifteen specific small acts that constituted a proper close, which she had been doing eight years and could execute in seven minutes flat. The close was a working, though no one but Mercy would have called it that. You could not run a room for eight years, last out the door four nights a week, and not have the leaving become a kind of practice. She wiped the urns and turned the pots and pulled the float and squared the chairs, and somewhere in the squaring of the chairs her attention always went out past the walls the way it was trained to go, taking the temperature of the property the room sat on, and the temperature of the road, and the temperature of the dark beyond the road, because a witch who closed a building without reading what the building sat inside of was not closing it, she was only locking it. The other witches would have been surprised to learn that the most consistent grey-area working Mercy performed was not anything in the barn. It was this: the nightly, unremarkable, fifteen-step ritual of putting a diner to bed while listening, underneath the dishwater and the register tape, to whether anything in the county had moved that should not have moved. Tonight nothing had moved. Tonight everything had only — leaned. She turned off the lights. She set the alarm. She locked the door.

She got in her truck.

The truck was a 2009 F-250 with two hundred and eleven thousand miles on it and a tendency to pull half a degree right that she had stopped meaning to fix because she had learned to drive against it without thinking. She drove the county roads home the way she did everything, which was attentively and without hurry, and the drive was, in its own unremarkable way, part of the close — twenty-two minutes of two-lane blacktop running south out of town toward the place where the roads gave up being roads and became the hollers, the headlights catching the same mailboxes and the same dark fields and the same one llama that a family on Route 119 kept for reasons no one had ever explained. She had driven this road in every condition a road in eastern Kentucky offered. She had driven it at nineteen the night her grandmother died and at twenty-two the night she decided to go wildcard and at every ordinary Friday in between, and the road held all of it the way the diner held things, quietly, without comment, an old surface that had been underneath her whole life. Tonight she drove it with the south border still leaning against the edge of her attention, and she did not turn on the radio, because she wanted to feel whether the leaning followed her home.

It followed her home.

She drove home.

Home was a small house on the south edge of the county where the road ran out into the hollers, a property that had been in her family for four generations and which she had owned outright since her mother had passed it to her seven years ago. The house was a one-story frame with a wraparound porch on three sides and a barn at the back of the property that she had converted, over the past six years, into something other than a barn. The conversion was the kind of conversion that the other Pike County witches had opinions about and did not say out loud, because Mercy Tackett's barn had been doing things since the second year of her ownership that the other witches did not, themselves, have any way to address, and people who could not address a thing tended to be polite about the people who could.

She parked.

She got out.

She walked to the porch.

She stopped.

She stood on the second step. She put her hand on the railing. She tilted her head approximately eleven degrees to the left, which was the angle her body chose when she was registering the south border, and she registered the south border.

The south border was active.

The south border had been active for three years and intermittently for the last six months at higher levels than the average, and she had been managing it because that was the deal she had made with herself when the active behavior had started. Tonight the south border had a specific quality she had not encountered before. Not louder. Not more aggressive. More — attentive. As if the thing on the other side of the boundary had just noticed something on her side of the boundary that it had not previously noticed.

She had a vocabulary for the border the way a doctor has a vocabulary for a pulse, built over three years of nightly readings until the categories were exact. There was the border at rest, which was a low even pressure, the feeling of a held breath that had been held so long it had become the normal state of the lungs. There was the border working — the Seventh House moving its small freight on a moon-down night, a busyness in the pressure, businesslike and unalarming, the boundary equivalent of hearing a neighbor's truck start before dawn. There was the border angry, which she had felt four times in three years and did not like to remember, a hot crowding against the property line that meant something had been told no and had not accepted the no. And then there was tonight, which was none of those, which was a category she was going to have to name because she named everything: the border curious. The pressure had turned its face toward her house. Something on the far side of the line had spent three years treating her as a fixed feature of the landscape, a wall, a condition of doing business — and tonight, for the first time, it was regarding her as a variable. Mercy stood on the second step with her hand on the railing and understood that being a wall was safe and being a variable was not, and that the thing which had changed her from one into the other was sitting, at this hour, somewhere she could not see, having paid for his coffee with a folded twenty.

Mercy stood on her porch step.

She thought about the man at table seven.

She thought: that's what the Hell faction is reading. That's what's gotten its attention.

She thought: we're going to have to talk about this.

She went inside.

She did not lock the door behind her, because the door was not the boundary, the boundary was the property line and the property line had been Mercy's primary professional concern for three years and she did not need a deadbolt to make her feel safer about a thing she had been managing without help since she was twenty-nine.

She made tea — black, in the chipped enamel pot her grandmother had used, because the ritual of the pot was older than the ritual of any working she performed and she trusted old rituals — and she carried the cup to the kitchen table and sat down in the chair that faced the south window, which was the chair she always sat in, because it let her keep one channel of attention pointed at the border while the rest of her did whatever the rest of her needed to do.

She sat at her kitchen table.

She wrapped both hands around the cup and let the heat work into her palms and she did the thing she did at the end of every Friday, which was to lay the week out flat in her mind and walk its edges looking for the place where it had stopped being the week she expected. She found the place easily. It was seven thirty-seven, table seven, one word. Everything before that had been the week she expected — the shifts, the close, the border at its manageable hum, the slow three-Friday assessment of a Watcher she had assumed she was reading from a position of safety. And everything after it was a different week, a week in which the border had turned curious and a chief Watcher had said you without softening it and Mercy Tackett, who had not asked anyone for anything since she was eighteen years old, had heard herself say same time next week and meant it. She drank her tea. She did not reach for the comfort she might have reached for, which was the conviction that she could manage this the way she managed everything, alone and fast and on her own terms. She had a feeling, sitting in her grandmother's chair with her grandmother's pot going cold on the stove, that this was the first thing in thirteen years she was not going to be able to manage alone, and she sat with the feeling, and she did not look away from it, because not looking away from things was the second rule, and Mercy kept her rules.

She thought.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Grey Area

She had been a wildcard since she was eighteen.

Not by accident. Not because she did not know any better. Mercy Tackett had decided, at the age of eighteen, in the specific summer between her high school graduation and what would have been her first year of community college if she had attended community college, that she was going to do the kinds of magic that the other Hollow Witches in Pike County did not do. She was going to do them on purpose. She was going to be very good at them. She was going to make her professional peace with the fact that other people were going to call her morally questionable, and she was going to do the work anyway, because somebody needed to do it and that somebody might as well be her.

She had not changed her mind in thirteen years.

The decision had a date. Mercy could have told anyone who asked the exact day she made it, except that nobody ever asked, because the people who knew her well enough to ask had learned not to and the people who did not know her well enough were not entitled to the answer. It was the third of August the summer she was eighteen. Her grandmother had been dead two months. The funeral casseroles were finally out of the freezer. And Mercy had been standing in the barn — it was still a barn then, it still had the smell of a barn, hay and old creosote and the particular cold a building holds in its concrete even in August — looking at the box of her grandmother's working things that the family had set aside to deal with later and never dealt with, and she had understood two things at the same time, the way you sometimes understand the load-bearing facts of your life all at once and without warning. The first thing she understood was that nobody else in the family was going to open the box. The second thing she understood was that she was going to open it, and that opening it was going to make her into something the rest of them would be quietly relieved to have at a distance, and that she was going to do it anyway. She had opened the box. Inside it had been the chalk, the spool of grey thread that did not photograph, the small stoppered jar her grandmother had only ever called the red, and a notebook in a hand Mercy could read because it was nearly her own. She had been eighteen years old. She had read the notebook standing up, in the cold, until the light went, and then she had read it by the work light, and somewhere in the third hour she had stopped being a girl who was going to community college.

Between the night she read the notebook and the morning she made first contact with the Seventh House there had been eleven years, and Mercy did not let people imagine, on the rare occasions the subject came up, that the wildcard practice had arrived fully formed. It had not. She had taught herself, mostly, because there was no one to teach her — her grandmother was dead and her grandmother had been the last Tackett woman who worked the full grey practice, and the notebook, for all its density, was a working record and not a primer. It assumed you already knew the things Mercy had to learn by getting them wrong. She had laid figures that did nothing. She had laid figures that did the wrong thing and spent a bad week unmaking them. She had learned, the hard way, that the grey idiom punished imprecision in a way the clean tradition did not, because the things the grey idiom spoke to were listening for exactly the kind of mistake that let them in. By twenty-one she had a working room. By twenty-four she could lay a containment she trusted. By twenty-nine she was ready to do the thing the notebook had been quietly building toward across its three hundred pages, which was to stop reacting to the south border and start negotiating with it. The eleven years were not in the family story and they were not in anyone's assessment of her and they were, Mercy thought, the most important thing about her: she was not a Tackett woman who had inherited a gift. She was a Tackett woman who had inherited a box and built the rest herself, alone, by hand, over a decade no one had watched.

The grey-area work was hard to describe to people who did not work in it. It was not evil work.

It was not even — she had been careful about this distinction since she was nineteen — dark work in the sense that the popular tradition meant when it used that word. It was the work that sat in the categories the formal Hollow Witch tradition had decided, three generations ago, were too risky to incorporate into the standard practice. It was spell-breaking, which the other witches did sometimes but did not specialize in. It was curse-laying, which the other witches did almost never. It was the practice of negotiating with entities — minor demons, displaced spirits, half-fae, Hell-side scouts — that the other witches refused to acknowledge as negotiation partners on the grounds that acknowledgment legitimized them.

The standard practice in Pike County was clean in the way a kitchen is clean. You worked with what was wholesome — the garden frequencies, the spoken-tradition threading, the warm-room accumulation, the reading of soil and weather and water. You held the Thinning above your assigned point and you did not go looking for the things that lived in the seams. It was good work. Mercy did not disparage it. Three of the best practitioners she knew worked entirely clean, and the corridor held in part because they did.

But a kitchen stays clean only because someone deals with the drain. Somewhere under every clean house there is a pipe carrying off the things the clean rooms produce, and the pipe runs through the dark, and the dark is not theoretical — it has things living in it, and the things have appetites, and the appetites do not pause out of respect for the fact that the witch upstairs would prefer not to acknowledge them. The grey area was the drain. Mercy worked the drain. She had learned, by nineteen, that you could not negotiate a boundary with a thing you refused to be in a room with, and that the refusal to be in the room was not moral cleanliness, it was just a way of moving the cost onto whoever came after you. Her grandmother had worked the drain. Her grandmother's mother had worked the drain. The Tackett line had been working the drain in the south corridor since before the formal tradition had a tradition, which was exactly why the formal tradition had so many opinions about them — there is no one a clean house resents more than the person who keeps its pipes clear.

Mercy thought acknowledgment did not legitimize them.

Mercy thought that refusing to negotiate with entities that already existed and were already conducting business in your geographical region was a form of professional malpractice.

Mercy had been negotiating with the Hell-side faction at the south border of Pike County for three years.

The faction was called — by the entities themselves, in their own internal record, which Mercy had been collecting bits of — the Seventh House. It was a junior commercial faction, mid-level, with no particular ideological commitment, run by a category of demon who was best understood as a regional middle-management functionary. The Seventh House had been operating in the south Pike County corridor since approximately the eighteen-eighties, which Mercy knew because she had spent three years collating the historical records of unexplained occurrences in the corridor and back-tracing them to a coherent business operation. They smuggled. They moved small contraband between the human world and the Thinning-adjacent layers. They were, by Hell-side standards, low-rent. They were, by Pike County standards, an ongoing problem nobody wanted to address.

Mercy had addressed them.

She had addressed them with the specific tools of a grey-area Hollow Witch — by establishing communication, by drawing professional boundaries, by negotiating an arrangement that limited the Seventh House's activities to a corridor they could use without crossing into populated zones, and by enforcing the arrangement with a system of containment work that she had spent three years refining.

The first contact had taken her four months to set up and ninety seconds to conduct. You did not walk up to a Hell-side faction and announce yourself; you made yourself legible to them slowly, over a season, the way you would let a feral dog learn the shape of you before you expected it to take food from your hand. She had laid the chalk on the flat rock at the property's south corner on a schedule, the same figure every time, a figure that said in the old idiom I see you and I am not afraid and I am not prey, and she had left it and walked away and not looked back, forty-one times, until the forty-second time the figure had been answered. The answer had been a single mark scratched into the rock beside her chalk — crude, fast, the demon equivalent of a grunt — that meant, as near as the idiom translated, what. That was the whole of the first contact. I see you. What. It had taken four months because trust, even the cold transactional trust of two parties who would each destroy the other given a clean opportunity, could not be hurried. Mercy had understood that at twenty-nine the way she understood it at thirty-two: the boundary was not the chalk and it was not the containment work and it was not the fox blood she used to seal the corners of the arrangement. The boundary was the relationship. The chalk only wrote it down.

She had negotiated the rest the same way — slowly, in the idiom, giving nothing she could not afford and asking nothing they could not give. They could keep the disused rail cut below the ridge. They could move their small contraband on the nights the moon was down. They could not come north of the creek, they could not touch anything with a pulse, and they could not, under any circumstance, acknowledge a Tackett by name, because a name spoken by a Hell-side functionary into the wrong record was a door, and Mercy did not give anyone a door. In exchange she did not bring the matter to the formal framework, did not call down a Watcher, did not do any of the things that would have turned a managed nuisance into a war. It was not friendship. It was not even peace. It was the specific, exhausting, load-bearing arrangement of a woman holding a line that no one had asked her to hold and no one would have thanked her for holding, alone, in the idiom her grandmother had left her in a box.

The arrangement had held.

The arrangement had held without help from any other Hollow Witch in the county. The arrangement had held without Watcher intervention. The arrangement had held because Mercy had done the work, alone, for three years, in the back room of the converted barn that the other witches had opinions about.

The working room was behind a door she had installed in the third year of the conversion, in the back of the barn, where the building was coldest and quietest and farthest from the road. The floor was packed earth — her grandmother had laid it in 1959, before Mercy was born, tamping the clay by hand over a season until it took a polish like dark stone, and Mercy had left it exactly as she found it because you did not improve on a floor a Tackett woman had spent a season laying. The walls held the soundproofing wards her great-grandmother had drawn in 1941, still good, still swallowing sound so completely that a person standing in the room could hear their own pulse. And the south wall held the containment diagram, which Mercy had drawn over nine months in bonewhite chalk and fox blood and had been maintaining for three years — the largest, most exact working she had ever made, the written-down form of the arrangement with the Seventh House, a thing so intricate that no one but Mercy could have read it and no one but Mercy could have held it. The room smelled of chalk and old earth and the faint iron of the red. It was the one place on the property, and possibly in the county, where Mercy Tackett was entirely herself. She had built it alone. She maintained it alone. She had never, in three years, had another person stand inside it while she worked.

She was proud of the arrangement.

She was also, she registered honestly tonight at the kitchen table with her tea, tired of the arrangement.

Three years was a long time to do a thing alone. Mercy had not asked for help because she did not, in any normal operational sense, know how to ask for help. The Tackett family had not been a family that asked for help. The Tackett family had been a family that did the work and did it themselves and did not, except in rare circumstances, accept assistance from people outside the bloodline because assistance from people outside the bloodline tended to come with conditions that the Tackett family had historically found difficult to meet.

This was a specific Tackett pathology. Mercy understood it as a pathology. She had been working on it. She had not, in thirteen years of professional grey-area practice, successfully resolved it.

She could trace it. That was the curse of being a tactical-minded woman: you could see the mechanism of your own dysfunction laid out as clearly as a wiring diagram and still not be able to make your hand reach for the switch. The Tackett women did not ask because the one time the line had asked — really asked, with the full weight of need behind it — the asking had cost them something they had never gotten back. Mercy did not know the details. The story had come down to her in pieces, the way the worst family stories do, sanded smooth by three generations of not-quite-telling: a Tackett woman, four generations back, on the south border, in trouble too big to hold alone, who had gone to the formal tradition and asked for help and been given it, and the help had come with a price, and the price had been the line's standing in the county, and after that the Tacketts had been the ones you went to quietly and did not invite to the front of anything. Whether it had happened that way or some other way, Mercy could not have proven. It did not matter. What mattered was that the lesson had been installed so deep that it ran underneath language: asking is how they get you. Mercy had spent her adult life knowing the lesson was a wound dressed up as wisdom, and knowing it had not been enough to make her able to ask. You did not resolve a thing like that by understanding it. She suspected — she had been suspecting it for six months, in the honest part of the night — that you resolved a thing like that only by being put in a position where the not-asking would cost more than the asking, and then choosing, against four generations of installed instinct, to open your hand.

Tonight, the south border was attentive.

Tonight, the man at table seven had said you.

Tonight, Mercy Tackett — thirty-two, alone, sharp, tired in a specific professional way she had been documenting for six months — was sitting at her kitchen table thinking about whether the work she had been doing alone for three years might be approaching a point where alone was no longer the operationally correct configuration.

She did not love the thought.

She drank her tea.

She thought it anyway.
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CHAPTER THREE
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What Carla June Knew

On Sunday, she went to the Hollow Diner for the staff meeting that was not technically a staff meeting because the diner did not technically hold staff meetings on Sundays. It was an informal Sunday-morning gathering that had been happening for approximately fourteen months at Carla June's invitation, with attendance limited to the four people who were paying close attention to the Watcher-Hollow Witch situation in the Pike County corridor, which was, currently, Carla June, Mercy, Della Combs, and — occasionally — Dixie Calhoun when she was not on tour.

This Sunday it was the three of them.

Mercy had counted, once, the number of rooms in Pike County where she could sit down and not have to manage how she was perceived. The number was one. It was this one, on Sunday mornings, with the chairs turned the way Carla June turned them and the CLOSED sign out and the coffee already going. Everywhere else — the assessor's office, the church she did not attend but whose parking lot she crossed, the IGA, the other witches' kitchens on the rare occasions she was admitted to them — everywhere else Mercy was the Tackett girl who does the things, and she carried the perception the way you carry a coat you cannot take off, by forgetting it was there until it got heavy. Here it was not heavy. Here the two women already knew the worst that was said about her and had decided, independently and without announcement, that the worst that was said about her was the reason they wanted her at the table. It was not a thing Mercy had words for and she did not go looking for the words. She just noticed, every Sunday, that her shoulders came down half an inch when she walked in, and she filed the half inch, because a tactical-minded woman noticed where her body relaxed and asked why.

Della arrived first. Della was forty-two now, looked thirty, and was carrying — Mercy noted, the way she noted everything — a basket of late October produce from her herb shed that she set on the counter without ceremony. Mercy had been observing Della Combs for two years and had categorized her, with significant respect, as the most professionally precise Hollow Witch in the corridor. Della did not chitchat. Della arrived. Della contributed produce. Della sat down. Della said: "Morning."

Carla June poured coffee.

Mercy sat at table four — which Baraqiel had not yet arrived at, because Baraqiel did not come to the diner on Sundays, which had been a careful negotiation last spring that Mercy had observed with interest — and she said, when Della had her coffee and Carla June had hers and the three of them were in the configuration:

"He said the word you on Friday."

Della looked up.

Carla June said, "I know. I was there."

Della said, "Armaros."

Mercy said, "Yes."

Della said, "You let him say you on the third Friday."

Mercy said, "I asked him the question that produced you on the third Friday. He answered it correctly."

Della said, "Yes." She drank her coffee. "What's the south border doing."

Mercy looked at her.

This was one of the things she had always respected about Della Combs and which she was, this morning specifically, having a more concrete appreciation of: Della asked the right question immediately. Della did not approach a situation through small talk. Della identified the operationally relevant variable and asked about it directly. Mercy had been at her kitchen table on Friday night thinking about the south border and the man at table seven simultaneously, because she had been, professionally speaking, doing tactical analysis. Della had walked into the diner on Sunday morning and asked her about the south border without preamble because Della was professionally identical.

Mercy said, "It's attentive."

Della said, "How attentive."

"More than it has been. Not aggressive — that's important. It's not pushing. It's noticing. It got more attentive on Friday night. I felt the change when I got home."

Della said, "Friday is when Armaros came in."

"Friday is when Armaros came in."

"The Seventh House knows he's been at table seven."

Mercy said, "Yes. That's what I think. I don't have a confirmed mechanism for how they would know, but I'm working under the assumption that they do."

Della was quiet for a moment.

She said, "Mercy. I want to ask you a thing."

Mercy said, "Ask."

Della said, "How long have you been holding the south border alone."

"Three years and four months."

"How long can you continue holding it alone."

Mercy held her coffee.

She said, "I don't know."

It came out of her mouth and she felt it leave the way you feel a tooth leave — the small clean violence of a thing that has been part of your structure for years coming free. She had not planned to say it. She had planned, walking in, to give the report and field the questions and keep the accounting in her own column where it had always been. I don't know was not in the report. I don't know was the report falling apart in her hands. And the strange thing — the thing she filed even as it was happening, because she filed everything — was that saying it did not feel like losing. It felt like setting down a weight she had been carrying so long she had stopped calling it a weight and started calling it her arms. Three years and four months she had known exactly how long she could hold the south border: the answer had been as long as it takes, delivered with total confidence, and the confidence had been the load-bearing lie of her entire professional life. I don't know was the first true thing she had said about the border in a long time. It frightened her precisely because it did not frighten her enough.

Della said, "That's not the answer you would have given me a year ago."

"I know."

"A year ago you would have said indefinitely. A year ago you would have given me a three-paragraph defense of your operational independence and ended the paragraph with a closing line about the Tackett legacy of doing-it-yourself."

Mercy looked at Della.

She said, "You have been preparing this speech."

"For approximately six months," Della said. "I have been waiting for the conversation in which you would say I don't know instead of indefinitely. Today is the conversation. I am pleased we have arrived at it."

Carla June, at the counter with the coffee pot, said quietly, "I told you it would be this fall."

Della said, "You were correct. As usual."

Mercy looked between them.

She said, "You two have been monitoring me."

Carla June said, "We have been concerned about you. Specifically. For approximately six months. I am the one who has the daily contact and I have been reporting to Della on a weekly basis.

Della has been the one who decided when to bring it up directly. We did not want to push. We wanted you to be the one who said the thing. You said the thing on Friday night by asking Armaros the question. You said the thing this morning by saying I don't know. This is the part of the conversation where we tell you what we think."

Mercy held her coffee very carefully.

She said, "All right."

Della said, "We think the south border is now beyond your single-practitioner capacity. We think it has been beyond your single-practitioner capacity for some time. We think the Seventh House has been escalating quietly and you have been compensating and the compensation has been costing you in ways you have not been factoring into your professional accounting. We think Asmodeus is moving again — Samyaza confirmed this two weeks ago, the Council registered a frequency change in the south corridor — and we think the Seventh House's increased attentiveness is a precursor to Asmodeus mobilizing the southern faction directly. We think you need help. We think you have known this for some time and have not been able to say it. We think Armaros at table seven is the universe doing a thing that you have not been doing for yourself."

Mercy was very still.

She said, "That is a long speech, Della."

Della said, "I have been preparing it."

Mercy said, "You did not consult with me about the universe doing a thing for me."

Della said, "I would not presume."

Carla June set down her coffee pot.

She said, "Mercy. We want to be specific. We are not your mother. We are not telling you what to do. We are telling you what we have observed. What you do with the observation is your choice.

We have no intent to interfere with that choice."

Mercy said, "Why are you having this conversation now."

Della said, "Because you let him say you on Friday. And because the south border was attentive on Friday night. And because we know you, and we know that the moment you said I don't know was the moment we could speak to you and not be dismissed."

Mercy said, "Della."

Della said, "Yes."

Mercy said, "I appreciate the consideration."

Della said, "I appreciate that you heard it."

Carla June said, "More coffee?"

Mercy said, "Yes."

Carla June refilled the cups.

They sat at the table for another forty-five minutes. They talked about the Seventh House — Della asked specific operational questions, which Mercy answered — and they talked about Armaros, which Mercy did not say much about but which Della also did not press. They talked about the older awakening, which had been a thing Mercy had been hearing rumors of from Della since the spring and which Della was tonight more direct about, saying simply: "Edna Mae is hearing something we don't have language for yet. Pay attention to your work. Some of the practice may begin to behave differently."

Mercy said, "Behave differently how."

Della considered the question with the care she gave every operationally significant question. "I don't know yet," she said. "Neither does Edna Mae, and Edna Mae has been holding this corridor's Thinning for longer than either of us has been alive. What she says is that there is something coming up under the practice. Not a new thing. An old thing. Something the formal tradition was built on top of and then, at some point a long time ago, built over — paved, she says, the way you pave a spring. The spring doesn't stop. It just goes quiet under the road, and the road forgets it's there, and then one year the water finds a crack and the road remembers." Della drank her coffee. "Edna Mae started hearing it in April. Della Combs"—she said her own name the way she said it when she was being precise about a citation—"started hearing it in August. A low sound, she says, under the working frequency. Like a note held so far down you feel it before you hear it. She says it's getting closer to the surface. She says the practitioners who work closest to the old idiom will hear it first." Della looked at Mercy across the table, levelly, without emphasis, which was how Della delivered the things that mattered most. "You work closer to the old idiom than anyone in this corridor, Mercy. Closer than me. If anyone is going to hear it, it's going to be you. So pay attention. When the practice starts behaving differently, do not file it as an error and correct it. File it as the spring finding the crack. And tell me."

Mercy filed this. She filed it, she would realize later, in exactly the wrong category — under operational anomaly to monitor rather than under the thing my whole life has been about to become — because she did not yet have a way to hear what Della was telling her. She would. By the end of the season she would hear the low note herself, on a Thursday night, in her own working room, and she would understand that Della had been describing, months in advance and in the only language anyone had for it yet, the thing that was going to remake her. But on that Sunday it was only a sentence she wrote down and underlined and did not understand.

At ten, Della stood up.

She said, "I'm going home. Brian Lee has a school project. Samyaza is helping but the assistance has limits."

Mercy said, "Della."

Della said, "Yes."

Mercy said, "Thank you."

Della said, "You are welcome, Mercy."

She left.

Carla June and Mercy sat at the counter for another twenty minutes drinking the last of the coffee. They did not say much. They had been working together for eight years and the silences between them did not require management.

At ten-thirty Mercy said, "Carla June."

Carla June said, "Yes."

Mercy said, "I am going to do something Friday."

Carla June said, "I assumed you might."

"I am going to do something that he will not expect."

"He will not expect a great deal from you. I don't think you have to work hard at that."

Mercy looked at her.

She said, "He will expect what he has been seeing for a month. He will not expect what I am going to do."

Carla June said, "What are you going to do."

Mercy said, "I'm going to perform."

Carla June was quiet for a moment.

She said, "Mercy. What kind of perform."

Mercy said, "The kind he was sent here to assess. I'm going to do the work. In front of him. On purpose. I'm going to do it because I want him to see it. And I want him to understand that I know he is seeing it."

Carla June said, "He has been sent to assess you because you are doing things that should not be possible according to his domain."

"I know."

"You are going to perform those things in front of him."

"Yes."

"You are going to do this as a — as a what, Mercy."

Mercy said, "As an opening."

Carla June looked at her.

She said, "An opening to what."

Mercy said, "I don't know yet. I'll know when I see his face."

Carla June was quiet.

She said, "All right."

Mercy said, "I want you to know I am going to do this. I do not want you to be surprised."

Carla June said, "I appreciate the warning."

Mercy said, "I'll see you Friday."

She left.

She drove home.

She thought about the performance.

She knew, with the part of herself that did not lie even when the rest of her was managing optics, that the performance was not the tactical maneuver she had described to Carla June. She had described it as an opening, a controlled reveal, a way of taking the assessment that had been done to her for a month and turning it into a thing she did on purpose. All of that was true. None of it was the reason. The reason was older and simpler and ran under the tactics the way the south border ran under the property: Mercy Tackett had been doing the most precise, most difficult, most genuinely dangerous work in the corridor for thirteen years, alone, in a converted barn, in an idiom her grandmother had left her in a box, and not one living soul had ever sat in a room and watched her do it and understood what they were seeing. The other witches did not watch; they declined to be present. Della respected the work but had never seen it. Carla June trusted it but could not read it. And here, after thirteen years, was a being who had taught humanity this exact idiom ten thousand years ago — the one creature in existence who would look at her hands moving in the grey space and know, precisely, the weight of what they were doing. She was not going to perform to open a negotiation. She was going to perform because she was thirty-two years old and she had never once been seen, and she had found, at table seven, the only set of eyes in creation that could see her, and she was so tired of being unwitnessed that the wanting of it had become a thing with a pulse. She did not say that part to Carla June. She barely said it to herself. But she said it, on the dark road home, once, out loud, to the windshield: I want him to watch me work. Then she filed it, and drove the rest of the way in the particular silence of a woman who has just told herself the truth and is deciding what, if anything, to do about it.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Performance

She did it on Friday at seven oh four in the evening.

She had spent the week preparing. The preparation had been the part of the operation she had enjoyed most — Mercy Tackett was a grey-area Hollow Witch and grey-area Hollow Witches enjoyed preparation more than execution, because preparation was where the elegance happened and execution was just the practiced output of the elegance. She had spent Monday evening in the back room of the barn assembling the specific working. She had spent Tuesday cross-checking three reference texts to make sure she had the protocol exactly right. She had spent Wednesday rehearsing — running the working three times in succession, in the empty barn, with no audience except her cat, who watched her with the bored superiority she had been bringing to Mercy's professional work for nine years.

On Thursday she did not rehearse. She had learned, years ago, that the day before a working was for letting the hands forget they had been practicing, so that on the day itself the movement would come from underneath conscious effort and not from the front of the mind where nerves lived. So Thursday she worked her shift and drove home and sat on the porch in the cold and did not touch the bone or the thread or the stone. She read the south border once, at full dark — attentive, still, that new curious lean — and she let it be. And then she did the one thing she had not let herself do all week, which was to sit with the question of why this working, of all the workings she could have chosen to show him. There were safer demonstrations. There were workings that would have proved her competence without exposing the Hell-adjacent calibration that the whole county pretended not to see. She had chosen the calibration on purpose, and on the porch in the dark she made herself name the purpose, because naming things was the second rule. The purpose was not tactical. The purpose was that she wanted the one creature who could read the real work to read the real work — not a sanitized version, not the part that was respectable, but the actual grey idiom she had built her life inside of, the thing that made her the Tackett girl who does the things. She wanted to be seen doing the thing she was, by someone capable of seeing it, without flinching. She sat with that for a while in the cold, and then she went to bed, and she slept, which surprised her.

By Friday, she could have done it in her sleep.

She did not intend to do it in her sleep. She intended to do it with all of her present awareness directed at the specific quality of the air in the diner at seven oh four on a Friday evening when a particular Watcher with a particular domain was sitting at table seven watching her, because the performance was the entire point of the preparation, and the audience was the entire point of the performance.

He arrived at six fifty-three, which was on schedule.

He sat at table seven.

She brought him his coffee at six fifty-five.

She did not say same time next week. She did not say anything. She set the coffee in front of him. He looked at her. She looked at him. She held the look for the specific count of three seconds that constituted I have things to tell you and I am going to tell them differently than you expect, and then she went back to the counter.

She kept working through the dinner shift.

At seven oh four, the diner had cleared down to him at table seven and two regulars at the counter who would, she had calculated, leave by seven fifteen at the latest, and the night cook in the kitchen who would not be paying attention to anything that happened in the dining room because the night cook was nineteen and was watching videos on his phone during the post-dinner lull. The audience configuration was correct.

Mercy walked behind the counter to the far end.

She set down her order pad.

She opened the small leather bag she had been keeping under the counter all week and which she had not brought out before tonight.

She took out three things: a piece of bone the size of her thumbnail, a small twist of red thread, and a fragment of what looked like ordinary stone but was not ordinary stone.

She arranged them on the counter in front of her in a specific pattern.

She did not look at Armaros.

She put her hand over the pattern.

She did the working.

She had run this exact protocol several hundred times and she had never once run it like this. Always before it had been a private act, the way reading is a private act, her attention turned inward and downward into the configuration, the bone and the thread and the stone going warm under her palm as the calibration took. Tonight there was a second axis to it. Tonight she did the working forward, into the bone, and she also did it sideways, across the room, aware at every instant of the precise weight of his attention on her hands. It changed nothing about the working and it changed everything about doing it. For thirteen years the work had been a thing she did in the dark of the barn where no one watched because no one could bear to. To do it now in the low gold light of the diner with a creature ten thousand years old tracking every movement of her fingers was to feel the work become, for the first time, a thing performed rather than a thing performed in spite of. She was aware of her own hands as if from the outside. She was aware that they were steady. She was, in a compartment of herself she would examine later and file under a heading she had not yet chosen, glad they were steady, and gladder still that there was finally someone in the room qualified to notice.

The working was a piece of basic grey-area inventory work — the kind of small operational protocol she did approximately twice a week in the privacy of her barn for maintenance purposes. It was a presence-detection working with a Hell-adjacent calibration. It would tell her, in real-time for approximately forty-five seconds, the current location and status of every Seventh House entity within fifty miles. It was operationally useful. It was, in the formal Hollow Witch framework that Edna Mae's tradition operated under, completely unacceptable — it used Hell-adjacent calibration, which meant it touched the Thinning layer that the standard practice considered off-limits. It was the kind of working that, performed in front of any other senior Hollow Witch in the county, would have produced an immediate professional intervention.

She performed it in front of Armaros.

The working took thirty-eight seconds.

She felt him notice it at second three. She felt him recognize the shape of it at second seven. She felt him identify the calibration at second twelve. She felt him try to unmake it at second eighteen.

She felt his unmaking fail at second nineteen.

She kept working.

The unmaking — which was, she registered with the back of her professional attention while the front of her attention stayed on the working, considerably more sophisticated than anything she had been
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