
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


FALLIN’ FOR A FALLEN

Book One of the Holler & Hellfire Series

Raelee “Dixie Deadshot” Calhoun and Azazel

A Novel by Kaylin Renea

She took the wrong road out of Elkhorn City — not a wrong turn, but the wrong road,

the kind the mountain only shows you once.
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Route 119

The last note of the night was hers and she held it until the smoke in the room seemed to bend around it.

She was Dixie Deadshot when she was on a stage — that was the name on the chalkboard out front of the converted feed store in Letcher County, that was the name Dennis announced when he announced anybody, that was the name the forty-some people packed into the low-ceilinged room had paid their cover to hear — and Dixie Deadshot did not let go of a note until the note was finished with her. She stood in the one good spotlight with the heat of the room on her and the band holding the chord behind her and she gave the last line of the last song everything that was left in her chest, and when she finally let the note go it went the way a held breath goes, all at once and complete, and the room came apart into hollering and the stamp of boots on a board floor.

Sweat rolled down her forehead and the side of her neck and disappeared into the collar of her shirt. A good sweat. That was what she called it — not the nervous sweat of a bad room or the sick sweat of a cold coming on, both of which she also knew, but the good sweat, the kind you only got when you had been all the way inside the music for the length of a set and a half and there was no part of you left standing outside of it keeping score. She felt it about twice a month when things were going right. She felt it tonight. She wiped her face with the back of her wrist and nodded once to the band and once to the room, which was as much as Dixie Deadshot ever gave a crowd, and she started breaking down her own gear because she had learned a long time ago that nobody coiled your cables the way you coiled them yourself.

The good sweat was the closest she came, most weeks, to telling the truth about why she did this at all.

People asked. People always asked — at the merch table, in the gravel lot after, the well-meaning ones who'd had two beers and wanted to know what a girl with a voice like that was doing playing converted feed stores in Letcher County instead of being somewhere. They thought she'd answer with ambition. They thought the answer was I'm trying to make it, the way it was the answer for the kids with the good teeth and the showcases. She let them think it because the real answer was nobody's business and didn't fit on a merch table. The real answer was that when she was all the way inside a song — not performing it, not selling it, inside it, the way she'd been inside the third song tonight when the bridge cracked open — she felt right. That was the whole of it. Not happy, exactly; happy was a smaller word and a more fragile one. Right. Like a bone that had been a half-degree out of socket her entire life had slid home, and for the length of a song everything in her sat where it was supposed to sit, and the low constant background hum of being slightly wrong that she'd carried so long she'd stopped noticing it — the way you stop hearing a refrigerator — went quiet. Two or three minutes at a time. Twice a month if the room was good. That was what she was chasing up and down these two-lanes in a truck with a gas light that wouldn't quit. Not the somewhere. The rightness. The few minutes a month a song gave her that nothing else in her life had ever once managed to.

She'd gone looking for more of it in Lexington, two years back, and that was the closest she'd come to learning her lesson.

There'd been a man with a label — a real-enough office, a wall of framed records, a way of saying her name like he'd already decided it was going on something. He'd told her things. He'd told her she was the realest thing to come through his door in ten years, and he'd told her he was going to build something around her, and he'd told her to come up to Lexington and not worry about the money because the money came later, it always came later, she should focus on the work. She had believed roughly half of it, which she'd thought at the time was hard-headed of her. It turned out half was about forty percent too much. The contract, when she'd finally gotten a lawyer at the legal aid to read it, was a thing that took everything and promised nothing in a font designed to be tiring to read. The man stopped returning calls in a way that was its own kind of answer. She'd driven home down the Mountain Parkway with the framed-records smell still in her clothes and done the math on the gas and understood that the trip had cost her more than it would ever return, which she'd later decide was the single most useful thing Lexington ever taught her.

It wasn't the money that stayed with her. It was the come up to Lexington, I'm going to build something around you — the size of the promise, and how fast the man behind it had gone quiet, and how completely unsurprised some old flat part of her had been when he did. You come from people who leave, her grandmother had said once, not as cruelty, just as weather. Dixie had built her whole grown life on the back of that sentence: you carry your own gear, you coil your own cables, you sleep in your own truck, you do not let a man with a wall of framed records talk you into needing anything you can't carry out the door yourself. The rightness she got from the music was the one thing nobody could promise her and then take back, because she made it herself, in her own chest, and when the song was over it was hers and the giving-of-it cost the giver nothing. Everything else a person offered could be withdrawn. The note couldn't. That was why she'd kept the note and let the label go.

Cody found her by the monitor, the way Cody always found her, with the specific expression he wore when he had decided to say a thing she had already told him not to say.

He gave her a small smile. It was the kind of smile you gave somebody you did not want to smile at, and she felt her own mouth do the same traitor thing back at him before she could stop it, and she hated that a little, and she let it happen anyway because it was Cody and Cody had run sound for her for three years for less money than the work was worth.

"That third song," Cody said. "The bridge. You did something different."

"Monitor was out. I adjusted."

"It wasn't the monitor." He coiled a cable wrong and she took it from him and recoiled it. "I got a room, Dixie. Two beds. Dennis knows the guy. It's twenty minutes from here and it's clean and I already paid for it, so."

"No."

"Dixie—"

"I said no, Cody."

"You can't sleep in your truck every night." He said it quiet, not unkind, which was worse. "It's getting cold. You've been doing it since August. I'm not — I'm not making it a thing, I'm just saying there's a bed and it's already paid for and you don't have to."

"Watch me." She slung the cable bag over her shoulder. Then she looked at him, because he deserved to be looked at when she was telling him no, that was a thing her grandmother had taught her, you look a person in the eye when you turn down their kindness so they know it was the kindness you turned down and not them. "Besides," she said. "I'm going home tonight."

She watched that land on him. She watched him want to ask home home, the homestead, the ridge, your grandmother's, and decide not to, because Cody knew there were questions you did not ask Dixie Calhoun, and the homestead was most of them. He just looked sad about it in his quiet way.

She smirked at the sad look. She shook her head at him, slow, the way you shake your head at someone you have decided to keep around despite themselves, and she left him standing by the monitor in the emptying room and walked out the front of the feed store into the cold.

The cold was the first good thing.

That was the part nobody understood about her, the part Cody had never gotten in three years and the part the guy with the fake label in Lexington had gotten so wrong that it should have warned her about everything else: they all thought that because she could fill a smoky room with her voice, she belonged in the smoky room. They thought the loud was where she lived. It was not where she lived. The loud was the work — real work, work she was good at and proud of and would not undervalue by a single dollar — but the loud cost her something every time, and the thing it cost only came back in the quiet, and the quiet was where she actually lived. She stood in the gravel lot in the October cold and let the ringing drain out of her ears and listened to the nothing, the enormous mountain nothing, the kind of silence that had weight to it, and she felt herself come back together out of the pieces a good set scattered her into.

Then she got in the truck and drove into the quiet, which was the best part of every night.

The 2009 F-150 had a crack in the windshield and a gas light that had been on since Breaks and two hundred and eleven thousand miles on it, and she loved it the uncomplicated way she loved very few things. She pulled out onto the two-lane and the headlights swept the trees and then it was just her and the road and the dark.

October had come into the mountains the way it always did, all at once and then settling in to stay. The hardwoods up the ridges had gone over to rust and gold and the deep blood-red of the gums, and even in the dark, even in just the headlights and a moon that was trying its best, she could feel the color of them more than see it, the hills shouldered up close on both sides of the road the way they did through the gaps, then falling away when the road climbed and the whole valley opened up below her in folds of black on blacker. The road ran the curves the way the old roads did, following the water and the lay of the land instead of cutting through it, and she took the curves at a speed that was about feel and not about the speedometer, leaning the truck into them, the white line coming and going under her left headlight. A possum's eyes flared green at the shoulder and were gone. The creek showed silver between the trees and then hid again. She had the window cracked despite the cold because she needed the air after the room, and the air coming in smelled like cold water and woodsmoke from some hollow's chimney and the particular wet-leaf smell of the mountains turning toward winter.

She did not turn the radio on. She never turned the radio on, driving home. The drive home was for the quiet.

She was forty minutes late leaving and down to a quarter tank and so deep in her own head about what the third song had done tonight — the specific way the bridge had cracked open, whether it was the cold or the busted monitor or just the song finally understanding itself after two years of her singing it — that she came around a curve she had taken a thousand times and the road was not the road.

It was a road. It just was not a road that belonged there.

It broke off to the right where she knew, the way you know the inside of your own mouth, there was no road — just a tree line and the creek beyond it. But there it was, going down toward the water, old and narrow and dark, and the headlights caught it and the dark beyond it looked jagged and wrong through the crack in the windshield, and Dixie slowed the truck without deciding to slow it.

Her grandmother had a name for this. The mountain making introductions. She had said it to Dixie at six and at sixteen and again at twenty-two, when Dixie had come home from Lexington with two more warrants and a recording contract that turned out to be worth less than the gas it took to drive it home: the Calhoun women have two choices when the mountain makes introductions. You go find out, or you go home and wonder the rest of your life what you missed. Dixie had never once in her life been able to stand wondering. It was maybe the only thing about herself she was completely sure of.

The road was old. Not county-maintained old. Old old — the kind of old that had teeth in it, that had opinions, that did not appear on any of the three mapping apps she would check later that night at two in the morning and find nothing. It followed the creek for about a mile. She drove it slow, because the ruts were bad and she could not afford another alignment, and because something in the quality of the road made going fast feel wrong the way rushing a song felt wrong — not dangerous exactly. Wrong.

She smelled him before she saw him.

Not a bad smell. A strange one. Like standing too close to the forge at the county fair's blacksmithing demo — metal and heat — but underneath the metal something older: woodsmoke and pine tar and the specific mineral smell of the creek itself in the fall, and under all of that something she had no shelf to put on, something that did not belong to any human being she had ever stood next to. The smell came in through the cracked window and the hair stood up on her arms and she rounded the last bend with the creek opening out on her right, low and silver-black under the trying moon.

He was sitting on the bank about twenty yards off, in the gap where the tree line broke.

Sitting. Not lying down hurt, not sleeping one off, not any of the things a person did at the edge of a road at near to midnight on a Tuesday. Sitting with his forearms on his knees and his head down and a stillness on him that she would spend months afterward trying to find the word for and only ever get close: completed. Like waiting that had finished being waiting and become something else. Like a stone the creek had been running over so long it had stopped being separate from the creek.

She stopped the truck. She sat in it for about forty-five seconds. She thought about the gas light. She thought about the mix notes she owed Cody before he went to sleep or he'd sleep till noon. She thought about the three warrants and what a county sheriff would make of her stopped on a road that wasn't a road at midnight. She thought about her grandmother's voice. Go find out, or go home and wonder.

She got out of the truck.

She was not a small woman and she was not an afraid one — five-six and lean from two years of not eating quite enough while she tried to get the music up off the ground, with her grandmother's specific brand of Appalachian-woman steadiness that read from the outside as either very calm or very dangerous depending on who was reading it. She had her phone in her hand for the flashlight, not for anything else, and she crossed the broken tree line toward him without calling out, because she had grown up in this county long enough to know that calling out in the dark sometimes got you answered by things you would rather had stayed quiet.

She got close enough to see him properly.

He was large — not in a way that threatened, just in the way some people occupied space differently, like the air had been arranged to make room for him rather than the other way around. The coat he wore might once have been gray; it had been outdoors long enough to give up having a precise color. His hands, on his knees, were big and scarred in the way of someone who had worked metal a long time. And his back was wrong.

She did not catch it at first. She caught the size and the stillness and the fact of his breathing and the ruin of the coat, and then her eyes went to his back and stayed there, because the coat fit him wrong between the shoulder blades — not the way a coat sits wrong on a man with big shoulders, but the way a coat sits wrong on a frame that had, at some time, been built to carry something that was no longer there.

Dixie had grown up in a house where her grandmother kept the Book of Enoch on the kitchen table between the salt shaker and the light bill, and she understood, in the specific bone-deep way of Calhoun women, exactly what she was looking at.

She said, "You look like you've been there a while."

He lifted his head.

His eyes were a color she did not have a word for — not dark, not light, the color of something that had been watching the world long enough to have taken a little of everything it watched into itself. Old in a way that made old feel like the wrong size of word. He looked at her, and the look was doing something, reading her, cataloguing her with an attention that was not human-normal and that the part of her brain that had been tracking strange things since before she could read flagged immediately as significant.

He said, "Go back to your truck."

She said, "Why."

He said, "Because proximity to me is currently inadvisable." His voice was not deep and not theatrical. It was precise. Like someone who had stripped the way he spoke all the way down to only what was necessary and then lived a very long time in what was left.

Dixie stood in the cold on the bank of the creek and thought about that. She thought about the road presenting itself. She thought about the stillness on him, which she was now fairly sure had been going on a great deal longer than tonight.

She said, "Are you hurt."

He said, "No."

She said, "Are you bleeding, are you lost, do you need a ride somewhere."

He looked at her a long moment, the cataloguing look. "I'm not bleeding," he said. "I'm not lost. I don't know what I need."

"Okay," she said. She did not move back toward the truck. "What's your name."

He was quiet for a moment, the way she would come to know meant he was deciding how much truth a thing could hold. "Azazel," he said.

"That's a name."

"Yes."

"Old Testament."

"Yes."

"You're going to have to give me more than that."

"I know." He looked at the dark water. "I will."

"How long have you been at this creek."

"A long time."

"In what time frame."

He said, "Ten thousand years. Approximately."

She drove that around her head a second the way you test the ice on a pond with one foot. "Approximately," she said.

"Give or take a century."

"Right." She did not laugh and she did not back away, and some part of him registered that — she would understand later that nearly everything she did on that creek bank was being registered, weighed, filed by a being who had been doing nothing but watching for longer than there had been a county to watch. She just looked at him, sitting in the ruin of his coat with the shape of the missing thing between his shoulders, ten thousand years deep into a stillness she could not imagine the bottom of, and what she felt, against everything that should have been sensible, was not fear. It was the thing her grandmother had never quite named for her. The familiarity the Calhoun women had with the things that lived at the thin places of the world. Fear was the wrong register for it. She was not afraid. She was paying attention.

She said, "I'm Raelee Calhoun. I live about three miles up the ridge. My grandmother makes biscuits at midnight whether or not she's expecting company, because she's always expecting company. You can ride as far as the homestead, or you can keep sitting here. Those are the two things on offer."

He said, "The Calhoun homestead."

"You know it."

"I know what that land is."

"Most people don't."

"I'm not most people."

"No," she said. "You're really not." She tipped her head toward the truck. "Come on."

He said, "How do you know I won't —" and stopped, like the rest of the sentence was a door he had decided not to open.

She said, "Because she's been waiting on something for thirty years, my grandmother, and I've got a feeling you're related to whatever it is. And because the road brought me down here, and the road doesn't make mistakes, even when I wish it would." She turned and walked back to the truck without looking to see if he followed, because some part of her had already gone certain he would, with the same Calhoun-women certainty that came from the same place the road came from — not a decision, a knowing.

She got in. She put it in drive. She waited.

The door opened. He folded himself into the cab with the careful attention of someone unused to the dimensions of the thing — not clumsy, but mindful of the mechanics of it, like a being who had gotten into ten thousand years of different conveyances and learned to pay each one its due. He said nothing. She drove.

The truck made it twenty-two miles, which was about as far as it had been willing to make anything lately, and then it coughed once at the base of the homestead driveway, decided it had done enough for one night, and died.

She said, "That's a good sign."

He said, "How."

She said, "Made it home."

She got out. He got out. The porch light was already on, the way it was always already on, and her grandmother was already standing in the open door at two in the morning in her housecoat the way she had clearly been standing for some while, because Mama Calhoun had felt the road make its introduction the same as the road had made it, and Mama Calhoun did not get caught at her own door.

Dixie stopped at the foot of the porch steps. He stopped behind her. And because the night had been long and strange and her ears were still ringing faintly under the mountain quiet and she had a fallen thing standing in her grandmother's dooryard, she did the thing she did when she had run out of ceremony, which was to lean a shoulder against the porch post and say the plain thing.

"My friends call me Dixie," she said. "My grandmother calls me Raelee. You can call me either."

He looked back at her.

"Alright," he said.

A small pause. The creek going somewhere down in the dark. The porch light steady.

"Dixie."

Just her name. No ceremony to it, no weight laid on it, none of the thousand things a being ten thousand years old might have made of a mortal woman's name. Just the name itself, said plainly, handed back to her the way she had handed it to him.

She smiled at him.

* * *
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FOR TEN THOUSAND YEARS Azazel had been still, and he had thought he understood what stillness was.

It was the discipline of the severed. When the connection is cut — when the thing you were made to be is taken and what is left of you is set down at the edge of a corridor in a fold of mountains to keep a watch no one asked you to keep — stillness is what is left when everything that moved you has been switched off at the source. He had been still the way a stopped clock is still. He had been still the way the cooling slag of a forge is still, holding the shape of heat with none of the heat left in it. He had sat at that creek through the rise and fall of everything, through the coming of the people who became the Calhoun line and three generations of their women holding the corridor, and he had watched it all from inside a stillness so total that he had stopped, somewhere in the second or third millennium, being able to remember that stillness was a thing that had an opposite.

He had watched the line itself, across the generations, the way you watch weather from inside a house you cannot leave.

He had watched the one they'd called Pearl hold the door in the years of the mine wars, a hard woman with a soft way of singing to the creek when she thought no one could hear, and he had been the no one who heard, every time, for the length of her life. He had watched her daughter take the succession and grow old at it and hold it through a drought that cracked the creek bed to tile, and he had watched her teach the next one — watched a small girl with a stubborn jaw learn the boundary work at her grandmother's elbow, the girl who would become the old woman standing in the dooryard tonight. He had watched that girl become a woman, become the holder, become old. He had watched three generations of Calhoun women live entire lives twenty yards from where he sat, and he had not once been able to cross the distance, because crossing was a thing the moving did, and he did not move. He was the watch. The watch does not get to be watched back. For ten thousand years that had been the whole of the arrangement, and the specific ache of it — of loving a line of people across the exact width of a creek bank and never once being seen by any of them — had worn so smooth and so deep in him that he had filed it, too, under stillness, and stopped feeling it as a separate thing.

He had gotten into the truck because the road had told him to and because he was tired in a way that had no bottom, and he had let the woman who called herself by two names drive him up to the homestead, and he had stood in the dooryard of the anchor he had watched for three generations and prepared himself for the grandmother and the questions and the long machinery of what he had finally, after ten thousand years, decided to set in motion. He did not let himself look too closely at the decision. He knew only that something in him had reached the end of a count he hadn't known he was keeping — that after ten thousand years of being the watch, he had chosen, this October, to become something that acted, and that he did not yet know what he would act toward, only that the sitting was over. It was the largest thing he had done in ten millennia and he had done it the way the severed do everything, quietly, alone, with no one to witness the size of it.

He had not prepared himself for the granddaughter to smile at him.

It went through the stillness like the first crack going through river ice in spring — not a sound so much as a structural fact, a thing that happens all at once along a line you did not know was a line. He went still in an entirely different way than he had been still for ten thousand years, the way a thing goes still when something enormous moves through it, and he did not have language for what was happening because the language for it had been switched off at the source so long ago that he had forgotten it had ever been installed. He only knew that a mortal woman with sweat dried at her hairline and her grandmother's stubbornness in the set of her jaw had leaned against a porch post and handed him her name with no ceremony, and then she had smiled, and the smile had reached something in him that ten thousand years of severance had not managed to fully kill, and he could not, for the length of that smile, have moved if the whole framework of Heaven had ordered him to.

She had looked at him — at him, not past him, not through him to whatever she needed — for the first time in ten thousand years a member of that line had looked across the creek bank and seen the watcher on the other side of it. He did not have the word for what that did either. The watched, after ten thousand years, had been watched back.

He did not understand it. That was the part that would take him a long time. A being ten thousand years old, who knew the shape of nearly everything, met the smile of a woman he had known for one hour and did not understand what it had done to him, and the not-understanding was itself the most alive he had felt since before the fall.

* * *
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SHE WAS STILL SMILING at him, and he was still gone to stone in her grandmother's dooryard, when she pushed off the porch post and headed up the steps past Mama Calhoun, and over her shoulder, like it was the most ordinary thing in the world, like he was anybody, like the night had been any night at all, she said:

"Dinner's at six."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Mama Calhoun

Edna Mae Calhoun was seventy-three years old and had been the primary Anchor of the Pike County Thinning for thirty-seven of those years, and she was standing in the open door at two in the morning because she had felt the mountain make its introduction a little after eleven and had not bothered pretending to sleep since.

She was not a large woman. She was the kind of small that got smaller with age in the specific way of Appalachian women who had spent decades burning energy in directions nobody could see. White hair in a braid. Reading glasses pushed up on her head. Hands that had done everything hands could be asked to do and a few things they couldn't. She stood in the doorway in her housecoat with the porch light steady behind her and the kettle already gone cold on the stove from the first time she'd boiled it, and she looked at her granddaughter first.

"Raelee," she said.

"Nana," Dixie said.

Then Mama Calhoun looked at the being standing behind her granddaughter at the foot of the porch steps, and she went quiet for about four seconds, which was a long time for Edna Mae Calhoun to be quiet when she had something to say.

"I have been expecting something like you," she said.

"You have the wrong person," he said.

"I have never once been wrong about a person in my life. That's a family trait, not a brag." She pushed the door wider. "Come inside."

He looked at Dixie.

"She means it," Dixie said.

He came inside.

The kitchen was the heart of the Calhoun homestead and had been since the house went up in eighteen sixty-two. A table older than the house. A woodstove not quite as old. A refrigerator that hummed in the particular key of an appliance kept alive past its time by sheer stubbornness. The Book of Enoch sat on the table between the salt shaker and a cell-phone bill, the way it had sat on that table longer than anyone living could account for. The biscuits were in the oven. The whole room smelled of them.

He stood in the middle of it and looked at the Book of Enoch the way you look at a photograph of yourself you don't remember being taken.

"Where did you get that," he said.

"It's been in this house since before my grandmother's grandmother," Mama Calhoun said. "Sit down." She opened the oven, checked the biscuits, shut it. "Raelee, get the honey."

Dixie got the honey. She did not look at him straight on. She'd looked at him straight on at the creek and had needed to look away to figure out what she was dealing with before she could look again, and so now she looked at him the way you looked at the sun — at the edges of her attention, sidelong, taking him in around the part of her vision that could stand it. He sat down across from the Book of Enoch. He looked at it like it was both familiar and wrong.

He had not seen a copy in a long time, and he had certainly never seen one sitting on a kitchen table between a salt shaker and a phone bill, treated like a thing a family simply had, the way a family has a Bible or a deed or a photograph of the dead. The book had been written about him. Not by him — about him, by men who had heard the story third-hand and fourth-hand across centuries and set down a version of it that had hardened, over the long years, into the only version anyone remembered. He had read it once, the way you read your own obituary if you somehow outlived it: recognizing the bones of the facts and not one thing about the meaning. There he was on the page, the teacher of the forbidden arts, the corrupter, the name the counting needed. The version of him that fit the story the survivors needed to tell. He had not minded it, exactly. You could not mind a thing for ten thousand years; the minding wore out long before the years did. But to see it here, on this table, in this house, kept like an heirloom by the very line that had been quietly holding the door he was set to watch — that was a strange specific ache he had no shelf for, and he sat down in front of it and let the ache happen because there was nothing else to do with it.

Mama Calhoun set a plate in front of him. "How long," she said.

"Long."

"The name they call you."

"Azazel."

The kitchen was quiet a moment, just the tick of the oven cooling.

"The scapegoat," Mama Calhoun said.

"That's one interpretation."

"What's yours."

"The weapons-teacher," he said. "The one who showed humanity how to take iron out of rock and make a blade out of it, and learned, too late, what humanity does with blades. The one Heaven needed a name for when the counting came."

"And do you think you were wrong."

"I think humanity was going to learn to make weapons with or without me. I think the timing was inevitable. I think Heaven's decision to lay ten thousand years of human violence at my feet specifically was—" He stopped.

"Convenient," Mama Calhoun said.

"Yes." He turned the biscuit once in his scarred hands and set it down without eating it. "You have to understand what came after the descent, or the name doesn't make sense. When we came down — when the two hundred of us crossed over and the passage did what it did to us — Heaven and Hell did not simply let it happen. They warred over it. Over us, over the breach, over which of them would hold the thing we'd torn open coming through. Ten thousand years that war ran, in the thin places where the mortal world doesn't quite touch, and ten thousand years of it left marks on everything, including the people who had to live on top of it without ever being told why their nights felt wrong. When a war runs that long, both sides need a story for how it started, and a story needs a name to hang the blame on, and I was a convenient name. I taught the blade. Let the blade be the reason. It's tidier than the truth, which is that the war started because Heaven and Hell each wanted what the other had and we were the door it came through." He looked at the Book of Enoch. "The men who wrote that needed the tidy version too. Everyone always does. I stopped arguing with it around the time the last person who'd actually been there forgot my face."

"And now you're at my table," Mama Calhoun said.

"And now I'm at your table." He looked, briefly, almost amused, in the worn-down way of a thing that had outlived its own amusement and kept a little anyway. "Eating a biscuit. The weapons-teacher. Heaven would find it undignified."

"Heaven," said Mama Calhoun, "can come get him." She said it mild, pouring coffee, and did not yet know she had said the title of a song her granddaughter would write that winter. "Eat. You've had ten thousand years to be dignified and look where it got you."

She set out butter and the honey Dixie had fetched and poured coffee that had been waiting on the warmer since eleven. Dixie watched her grandmother set food in front of a fallen angel with the same competent calm she brought to everything — the calm she'd had when Dixie's father died, the calm she'd had through the two years the county called the creek contaminated and the older families hauled water and nobody said out loud that it fell hardest on them, the calm she'd had on the morning Dixie finally understood her mother was not driving back from Lexington that weekend, or the weekend after, or any weekend, that the going had not been a trip but a leaving.

She was seven the morning she understood it.

She had not been told. Nobody told her in words; that was not how the news arrived. It arrived as a quality in the house — a stillness in the rooms where her mother's things had been, the particular kind of empty a space gets when it has been emptied on purpose and not by accident. There had been a suitcase, weeks before, and a fight she'd heard through the floor as a vibration more than as words, and her mother crouching down to her level in the front room with that bright tight smile grown people used when they were lying to children for what they had decided was the child's own good. I'm going to go set things up, baby. Then I'll send for you. Lexington's got more for a voice like yours than this holler ever will. And Dixie — Raelee, then, only ever Raelee then — had believed it the whole and total way a seven-year-old believes her mother, had packed a paper grocery sack with her three best things and kept it by the door for the sending-for. She had checked it every morning. She had kept it ready.

The morning she understood, she had come down to the kitchen and the paper sack was where she'd left it by the door and the house had that purposed emptiness in it and her grandmother was at the stove making biscuits and did not turn around for a moment longer than her grandmother ever took to turn around. And Raelee had stood there in her sock feet with seven years' worth of certainty draining out the bottom of her, and she had understood, the way you understand a thing in the body before the mind agrees to it, that there was not going to be a sending-for. That the suitcase had not been the start of a plan that included her. That her mother had a bright tight smile for exactly the size of lie it took to get out the door clean.

She had cried then. She remembered the crying with a precision she kept nowhere near the surface — not the loud kind, not a tantrum, but the other kind, the kind that comes up out of a place that has just learned something permanent, quiet and total and shaking, her face against her grandmother's apron and her grandmother's flour-dusted hand on the back of her head saying nothing, because there was nothing to say that wouldn't be smaller than the thing itself. Mama Calhoun had not promised her the mother would come back. That was the gift of it, the thing Dixie only understood much later: her grandmother had not handed her a bright tight lie of her own to replace the one that had just walked out the door. She had just held the back of her head and let her cry it all the way out, and when it was done she had sat her at the table and put a biscuit in front of her, warm, with honey, on the morning the load-bearing thing had walked out of the house and not come back. The biscuit had not fixed it. Nothing was going to fix it. But it had been there, warm, and her grandmother had been there, solid, and Raelee had learned at seven what kind of woman she was going to have to become to live in a world where the people who were supposed to stay were the people who left. You carry your own sack. You keep your own things ready, but you do not keep them ready by the door for somebody else's sending-for. You become the one who stays, because you have learned in your body what it costs to be on the other side of the leaving.

Mama Calhoun had made biscuits that morning. She had made them tonight. Dixie had learned young that this was what her grandmother did with an absence: she put something warm on the table next to it and kept the house standing.

Dixie set the plate of biscuits a little closer to him without a word.

And then she looked at his back again — the coat that fit wrong between the shoulder blades, wrong the specific way a coat fits wrong on a frame built to carry something that was no longer on it — and she asked the question her grandmother had not asked, because her grandmother was reading the corridor and Dixie was reading the man.

"What happened to your wings."

He looked at her. For the first time since the creek, he looked at her straight on, and she let him, and she held it.

"They were removed," he said.

"Does it hurt."

"It hurt for approximately three thousand years," he said. "After that I stopped registering it." He looked at the biscuit in his hand as though he had forgotten he was holding it. "The absence hurts. The lack of the weight. I carried them a long time."

Dixie did not say anything. There was nothing to say that wouldn't be smaller than the thing itself. But something in her moved when he said the lack of the weight — something old and low and personal, the part of her that knew exactly what it was to go on carrying the shape of a thing that had decided, or been made, to leave. She did not say it. She did not think it in words. It moved in her under the level of words, the way the deep part of a song moves before you have the lyric for it.

* * *
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EDNA MAE FELT IT MOVE.

She had been reading her granddaughter's frequency since Raelee was four years old and had toddled to the edge of the boundary and stood there humming at something Edna Mae couldn't see, and so she knew the whole range of the girl by heart, every note Raelee had, the bright defiant top of her and the steady low floor and the one cold seam that ran through the middle of her that had been there since the spring her mother left and had never entirely closed. Edna Mae felt that seam open now, just slightly, just for a second, at the exact moment the Watcher said the lack of the weight. She did not look up from her coffee. She did not need to look. She knew what had just turned over in her granddaughter, and she knew that Raelee did not know she had broadcast it, and she knew — with the particular grief of a woman who had watched the women of her line carry absences for three generations — exactly why this man, of all the old and dangerous things that could have come up the road, was the one the mountain had brought to her granddaughter. Like calls to like. The corridor did not make introductions by accident, and it did not make them gently, and it had just introduced a woman who carried the wound of a thing that left to a being who carried the wound of a thing that was taken. Edna Mae filed it. She kept her face still. She had thirty-seven years of practice keeping her face still over things that were turning her inside out.

And she watched the Watcher register it too.

That was the thing that decided her, finally, watching him across her own kitchen table. He had felt the shift in Raelee — she saw it land on him, saw the ancient cataloguing attention catch on it and hold, saw him not understand it and file it anyway, the way you keep a thing you can't read because you know it matters. A being ten thousand years old, who had watched three generations of her line from a creek bank and named them all to himself, had just felt her granddaughter's oldest wound move in the air of the kitchen and had gone still over it the way he'd gone still in the dooryard. He didn't know what he was reading. But he was reading her. There were two beings on earth who could read Raelee Calhoun all the way down, Edna Mae understood in that moment, and one of them was the grandmother who'd done it her whole life, and the other had been in the girl's company for under two hours and didn't yet know what was happening to him. That was not nothing. The corridor did not do that by accident either.

She let herself remember, because the night had cracked something open and the memory came whether she wanted it or not, the last time she had sat at this table while the work changed hands.

It had been spring. Her mother, Ruth, eighty-one and three days from the end of it, had asked to be brought down to the kitchen instead of kept in the bed, because Ruth Calhoun was not going to hand over thirty-some years of the corridor lying down. Edna Mae had been thirty-six. She had a husband still living then and a daughter not yet grown and gone, and three hundred uncounted things a week to do, and her mother had taken her hand on the scarred top of this same table and not softened any of it, because softening it would have been a lie and the Calhoun women did not lie to each other about the work.

You know what this land is, Ruth had said. You've known since you were small. It's time you started holding it properly. I'm not going to tell you it's fair, because it isn't, and I'm not going to tell you you get to say no, because you don't, not really, not and still be who you are. The door needs an anchor. You're the anchor. That's the whole of it.

Will I do it alone, Edna Mae had asked. She'd been thirty-six and she had asked it like a child, and she had never forgiven herself the smallness of it and had never once stopped being glad she'd asked, because of the answer.

Mostly, Ruth had said. Most of it's alone. That's the nature of it. And then she had tightened her grip, the last of her strength going into it. But not forever, and not at the end. When it matters most, the corridor sends what the corridor sends. You hold the door long enough and faithful enough, and when you can't hold it alone anymore, you won't have to. I won't see it. But you will. Hold on till then.

Ruth had died three days later, in the back bedroom, with the lamp on the way she asked. And Edna Mae had held the door. Thirty-seven years. Mostly alone, the way she'd been told. She had buried her husband and watched her daughter leave for Lexington and not come back, and she had raised her granddaughter and held the corridor and gotten smaller and tireder and never once set the work down, and there had been long stretches — whole years in the worst of it — when she'd wondered if her mother had told her a kindness at the end instead of the truth, if when it matters most the corridor sends what the corridor sends had just been a dying woman giving her daughter something to hold onto in the dark.

And now it was two in the morning and the Thinning was fracturing faster every month and she was seventy-three, and there was a fallen Watcher at her kitchen table who had felt her granddaughter's wound move in the air, and Edna Mae Calhoun understood that her mother had not lied to her after all.

She set her coffee cup down.

"Your name's in the archive," she said.

"I know."

"My mother's mother had the first entry. The record goes back further than that, but that's as far as our documentation's intact." She looked at him level. "The archive says you're dangerous."

"The archive is correct."

"The archive also says every significant thing in this corridor is dangerous under the wrong conditions, and most of them are the opposite under the right ones." She watched him. "You're off the creek. After ten thousand years. That means something changed."

"The Thinning's fracture is accelerating," he said. "I could feel it from the creek. What's been holding it is — I could feel it thinning. The thing that's been holding it."

"I know."

"You've been holding it alone."

"That's the anchor's job."

"For thirty-seven years."

"Yes."

"It shouldn't be one person."

"I know that too." She folded her hands around the cup. The seam she'd felt open in Raelee had a cousin in her own chest, older and better managed, the place where she'd kept hold on till then for thirty-seven years. "Why are you here," she said.

"I don't know exactly. There was a reason to stay at the creek for a very long time, and now there's a reason not to, and I can't tell you with more precision than that. I followed the reason. The road did the rest."

"Can you feel the corridor's full shape from this side of the Thinning."

"Yes."

"And."

"And it's in better condition than it has any right to be, given what's been pressing on it." He looked at her, and something in the ancient flat voice changed, not much, but she caught it. "That's your work. Thirty-seven years of it. It's exceptional work."

"I know," she said. Not a brag. A fact, the way she said everything. "It's also thirty-seven years of one person doing what should've been done by more than one, and I'm seventy-three, and the fracture is still getting worse." She held his eyes. "I need help."

"I know."

"Can you give it."

"I think that's what I came to find out."

Across the table, Raelee — who had been watching the two of them with the specific stillness of someone who had understood something large and was deciding whether to say it out loud — picked exactly that moment to be entirely her mother's opposite, to be the one who stayed, and said the most ordinary possible thing into the enormousness of the room.

"I can make more biscuits."

"I think we've got enough for the night," Mama Calhoun said. And she looked at the being across her table — ancient, severed, eating a biscuit with the careful attention of a creature for whom an ordinary thing had become extraordinary by sheer contrast with everything else he was — and at her granddaughter beside him, carrying her one cold seam and not knowing she'd let it show, and Edna Mae thought: hold on till then. She had held on. The then had come up the road in a dead F-150 at two in the morning. She was too tired and too old and too honest to pretend she felt anything but relief, and under the relief, the grief of all the years it had cost to get here, and under that, so far down she'd never say it to a soul, the small fierce vindication of a woman whose dying mother had told her the truth.

"You can have the back bedroom," she said. "It's got a leaky window and the mattress is older than Raelee. Don't thank me for it."

"Thank you," he said anyway.

She stood to get the sheets. Dixie stayed at the table with the complicated quiet and her cooling coffee and a fallen Watcher who kept, every so often, glancing at her sidelong the way she was glancing at him — each of them reading the other around the edges, neither of them straight on, both of them carrying the wrong-fitting weight of a thing that was gone.

She thought: at least the night got interesting.

She had no idea.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Morning After the Biscuits

He was still there in the morning.

She had not been sure he would be. She had come down the stairs with the specific carefulness of a person who had learned not to assume the people who were there last night would be there this morning, half-braced for the back bedroom door to be standing open on an empty room and the particular emptiness that meant something had decided in the night it didn't need to be here after all. She knew that emptiness the way you know a song you hate. She had grown up with it, one parent at a time — her father into the ground, her mother onto a road to Lexington that only went one direction. You learned, after enough of it, to hold the morning loosely. Not to abandon hope, exactly. Just to carry it in an open hand instead of a closed fist, so it hurt less when it was taken.

But the back bedroom door was shut. And the kitchen smelled like coffee somebody had already started.

Her grandmother was at the table with the Book of Enoch open and the expression she wore when she was running something through a system Dixie didn't have access to — the I'm working, wait expression Dixie had been reading since she was small. Dixie poured coffee and went to the window that faced the back of the property, where the field ran down gray and cold to the dark tree line and the creek came around on the south side, and she waited, because you waited when her grandmother wore that face.

"He didn't sleep," Mama Calhoun said.

"How do you know."

"I know the difference between a house with a sleeping person in it and a house with a person sitting in the dark thinking. This house has made both kinds of sounds for a long time. Last night the back bedroom made the second kind." She turned a page she wasn't reading. "All night."

Dixie looked at the closed door. "What do you know about him. The real version. Not the archive."

"The archive and three generations of Calhoun women who've held this door." Mama Calhoun folded her hands. "His is the oldest name in the Watcher catalog. The Grigori — the ones Heaven sent down to watch over humanity, who watched so long and so close that they fell into it instead of over it. Azazel fell first and fell hardest. Which is why, when the counting came and Heaven needed a face to nail the whole cost of the Watchers to, it was his face they used. The weapons-teacher. The scapegoat. The one you can blame so you don't have to look at the ones who sent him."

"Is he dangerous."

"He was." She considered it the way she considered everything, from a slight angle. "Something that's sat by a creek for ten thousand years isn't dangerous the way an active thing is dangerous, Raelee. He's a fire that burned all the way down to coals. The danger in a thing like that isn't that it'll jump at you. It's that it might catch again, with the right air."

"Or it might just be ash."

"Or it might just be ash." Mama Calhoun nodded slowly. "That's what I have to find out. And if he's ash — then we fed him biscuits and gave him a bed and did a human thing in a situation that hasn't had near enough human things in it for a very long time. That's not nothing. That's never nothing."

Dixie drank her coffee. Outside, the October morning was the specific gray of Pike County in fall, wet leaves and coal smoke, the hills shouldered close. "I've got Cody at ten about the mix," she said. "Calls about Friday's show after. Then—"

"Then come home and don't go back out tonight."

"Nana."

"There's something moving in the county I've been tracking three months. Something the fracturing drew in. The road that found you last night wasn't only the mountain making introductions, Dixie." Her grandmother looked up from the Book then, and the look had weight in it. "The road was the Thinning pulling you to where you needed to be, before something else got there first."

Dixie set her cup down. "What kind of something else."

"The kind that comes with a badge."

"A badge."

"Heaven's enforcer. Goes by Saraqael. He's been in this county before — I can still feel the old scar of the last time, down near the southern boundary, a burn that never grew back right. He'll wear a badge this round. State police, most likely. It's the cleanest authority to detain a person with and ask no one's permission." She closed the Book. "He'll be hunting the Watcher. To take him back, or to end what's left of him. Heaven's enforcement runs two modes and they're both bad for everyone standing nearby. Come home tonight, Raelee."

She came home.

She came home at four, having done the meeting with Cody and the calls about Friday and one stop at the county market she hadn't planned, which had cost her twenty minutes and produced one piece of information that sat in her chest the whole drive up the ridge: a new state trooper, three sightings in a week, three different ends of the county, in a cruiser nobody local recognized and out of no barracks anybody could name. Loyce at the market had mentioned it the way people mentioned weather. Dixie had filed it the way she filed the things that mattered.

The fallen angel was in the back bedroom with the door open and the window open despite the cold, sitting on the floor with his back against the bed, looking at nothing. She stood in the doorway.

"You're going to freeze."

"I don't—"

"I know. You don't feel cold the way I feel cold. You've said a version of that twice now and I've been keeping score." She leaned on the doorframe. "That window's costing us twenty dollars of propane an hour. Close it, or I close it."

He looked at her. She looked back. He got up and closed the window, and there was something in the small obedience of it — a being ten thousand years old shutting a window because a mortal woman told him it cost twenty dollars — that she would think about later.

"There's a state trooper in the county who isn't from any local barracks," she said.

He sat back down on the floor. "Saraqael."

"My grandmother says he works behind a badge."

"He's used a badge since nineteen seventy-three. Before that, a military commission. Before that a magistrate's seal, and a constable's iron before that, going back as far as there have been institutions with the authority to take a person away and not be questioned about it. That's what he is, under whatever he's wearing. The right to detain, with no one over him to say no." He paused, and the flat voice went a half-degree flatter, which she was learning was how he carried the things that weighed most. "He is very good at what he does. He doesn't rush. He never rushes. He finds the outline of a situation, and then he finds the one place pressing will make it come apart, and then he waits for that place to be tender. The waiting is the worst of him. I have watched him wait a man's whole life for the right afternoon."

"What's the pressure point here."

"I don't know yet." He looked at his hands. "I don't like that I don't know yet."

She studied him a moment — the wrong-fitting coat, the stillness, the way he sat on the floor of a back bedroom like a man who had not earned the bed. "Why the creek," she said. "All that time. Why there."

"The creek is where the Thinning is thinnest. I could feel through it from there. Not all the way through. But enough." He stopped, and then went on, which she was beginning to understand was not nothing for him. "It was the closest thing I had to—"

"Home," she said.

"I don't have a home."

"You're sitting in one."

He looked at her with the ancient-eyed look she was starting to recognize as his version of being caught off guard.

"This is the Calhoun homestead," she said. "It's stood on this ridge since eighteen sixty-two. My people have been up here longer than the republic had a settled name for itself. That's not a building you're sitting in. That's a home. You're in it. You don't have to have earned it. Nobody earns the place they're let into."

He was quiet a long moment. "Dixie," he said.

And she noticed it — that he'd said it plain, Dixie, the friend-name, without being told to this time, the way you say the name of someone you've decided is a person and not a situation. He'd crossed that line in the dooryard last night and he hadn't crossed back. She gave him the small smile, the one she didn't hand out often, and then she put it away because dinner wasn't going to make itself.

"Hour till dinner," she said, and went to make it.

He came out to the kitchen at eight the next morning the way he moved generally — without warning, without the small sounds a human body made moving from room to room. She would notice this more as the weeks went on: that he moved through the house like something that had never learned to announce itself, because for ten thousand years there had been no one to announce itself to. He stopped in the kitchen doorway and looked at the room the way he'd looked at the biscuits the first night, cataloguing it, orienting himself inside a context that didn't fit him yet.

"Coffee's on the counter," Dixie said.

He poured it with the careful precision of a man doing a thing for nearly the first time and being thorough about the mechanics. He came to the table and stood.

"Sit," Mama Calhoun said. "You stood in the dark all night. Sit down."

He sat.

"What do you know about the fracture," she said. "Now that you're off the creek and in the center of it."

"More than I knew out there. The creek gave me the corridor's frequency at the southern point. This house gives me the center." He looked into the coffee. "The fracture's in three places. The southern boundary — that's the oldest, it's been there longest, it's managed but never healed. The eastern edge, which is new, which means something's been pressing on it from outside within the last year. And the anchor itself."

The kitchen went still.

"The anchor isn't the practitioner," he said. "The anchor is the relationship between the practitioner and the corridor. After thirty-seven years that relationship is sustained, but it's load-bearing in a way that can't hold indefinitely. One beam carrying a whole roof. It needs the weight distributed."

"I know," Mama Calhoun said.

"When did you know it was at capacity."

"Three years ago." She closed the Book of Enoch without looking down at it. "I've been doing maintenance since. Holding, not building. Waiting for the configuration to come right."

And Dixie, at the window, felt the morning tilt under her, because she had caught the word and she already knew — in the Calhoun-women way, the knowing that came before the explaining — that it had her name in it somewhere.

"The configuration," she said.

"An anchor isn't one person." Mama Calhoun said it carefully, laying it down like she was setting out the good plates. "The Calhoun women have always been the primary anchor of this corridor. That's never meant it was built for one person to carry. It's meant the primary position has stayed in this family. There's a secondary position. There's a support structure around it. And there's"—she looked at Azazel—"the Watcher's position. The configuration is all of it, holding together. Distributed weight. The thing I have not had in thirty-seven years and have needed for three."

"Tell me what it actually is," Dixie said. "Anchoring. Not the shape of the org chart. The thing itself. What does a person do."

Mama Calhoun considered how to say it. "You know how a suspension bridge works," she said. "Not the engineering. The idea. There's a load — the weight of the thing, the cars, the wind, all of it — and the load wants to pull the bridge down, and the only reason it doesn't is that the load gets carried out along the cables to the anchorages, the great blocks of stone sunk into the ground at either end, and the ground takes it. The bridge doesn't hold itself up. The ground holds it up, through the anchor. The anchor is the place the impossible weight finds something old enough and deep enough to bear it."

She tapped the table.

"The corridor is the bridge. The Thinning — the place where the mortal layer wears thin against everything that presses on it from the other side — that's the load. It wants to tear open. It has wanted to tear open for longer than there's been a name for this county. And the only reason it hasn't is that the weight gets carried out, through the practice, to an anchor — to a person whose own frequency is steady enough and rooted enough that she can be the block of stone the load finds. You don't fight the Thinning, Raelee. You can't. It's the ocean; you'd lose. You hold a frequency so true and so steady that the fracture has something to settle against instead of something to tear. Every morning. In your sleep. In the middle of a fight with your band, at the bottom of a bad week, the morning after a funeral. The corridor doesn't take a day off, so the anchor doesn't get one either. That's the work. It's not dramatic. It's the least dramatic thing in the world. It's being reliably, unmovably true, every single day, for the rest of your life, whether or not anyone ever knows you're doing it."

"And if the anchor moves," Dixie said. "If the frequency's not steady."

"Then the load has nothing to settle against, and it finds the next weakest place, and it tears there instead." Mama Calhoun said it plainly. "That's why it can't be a half-thing. You can't anchor a corridor the way you'd take a job. The corridor can feel the difference between a person who's decided and a person who's keeping a foot out the door. A foot out the door is a crack in the stone. The whole point of an anchor is that it doesn't have a foot out the door. It's sunk in. That's the cost of it and that's the whole of it: you don't get to be the kind of person who leaves an exit open anymore. You become the ground."

Azazel spoke then, quietly, from across the table.

"That's why it has to be chosen," he said. "Not assigned. Heaven assigns. The formal framework assigns — puts a being in a position and binds it there whether it consents or not, and the binding holds because the framework has the authority to make it hold. The corridor doesn't work that way. The corridor's older than the framework, and the older law runs on something the framework never understood: a thing held by choice is stronger than a thing held by force, because force has a seam where the will said no, and choice doesn't. An anchor that was conscripted would crack along the line of its own resentment the first hard winter. An anchor that chose has no such line." He looked at her, the cataloguing attention gone gentle at the edges. "It's the same reason the bond between a Watcher and a practitioner has to be chosen and can't be ordered. The whole architecture runs on consent. That's not sentiment. It's structural. The thing you choose can hold weight the thing you're forced into never can."
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