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Chapter 1: The Saint of Nails
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POV: Aletheia
The first strike rang like a bell in a throat.

Iron bit the lintel, the nail’s head catching candlelight, a bead of black dew forming where brine had etched the sigil—rose wound with chain. The whole cottage scented of vinegar and horsehair, damp wool, the faint copper of night sweat. The child twisted in the pallet, eyes veined with dream-salt, breath catching as if hands clutched his ribs from the inside.

“May I pin what prowls,” Aletheia murmured, voice low enough that the words were as much for the air as for the watchers, “and may what is pinned consent to stay until the fever finds a door.” She turned to the mother. “Damaris. Will you stand as ward?”

Damaris’ answer shook like a leaf but held. “Hold him. Hold anything that hunts him. I say yes. I do.”

Aletheia’s thumb tapped her ring finger—one-two-three, four-five-six, seven-eight-nine—the nail-prayer’s quiet count steadying the tremor in her right hand. The tremor had worsened since the last procession; iron took warmth from her and left a winter in her knuckles.

She lifted another nail from her pouch. Each had been etched with brine and vinegary breath, kissed over a bowl of rusted filings until it held temper. “Rust remembers rain,” her mentor used to say, laying a nail across her palm; “and iron remembers hands.” Aletheia laid the woven charm of horsehair and thread over the doorframe and set the next nail through its throat. She struck.

Candles guttered. The temperature fell on a cough. The iron took the sound with it, swallowed it, and in the deep that followed, the house listened. The child’s breath steadied by a hair. Aletheia let out her own air on the length of a prayer. She wound an iron circlet around the child’s wrist—not piercing, never piercing without spoken consent—and whispered names of pathways: door, hinge, lock, latch. “Affliction, stand here instead,” she told the charm, and it hummed faintly, the iron song that lives in thresholds.

Behind her, the town had gathered like fog. They filled the one-room with their wet coats and hunger for a miracle. Some had coin; others brought offerings of bent nails, tugged from old planks, horseshoes cracked by winter labor, tins of blackened brads. They piled them shyly at the hearth as if laying down sins like ballast.

“A blasphemy,” hissed a voice under the breath of another. “A blessing,” answered someone’s grandmother-spit. Aletheia didn’t turn. Words had their own weather; she had hammered enough thresholds to know that storms passed or they settled in your bones. She set her palm over the boy’s forehead. Heat reared like a wild thing. His lashes trembled. She spoke the Three Turns, the phrases her mentor taught in callus and bruise, the ones that asked affliction not merely to stop but to choose a safer threshold.

When the dawn bell sounded, it came from the ridge above town—the Bone Garden ringing its low hour for those who had kept vigil with the dead. On its heels, steps in the yard, slow boots, a spade bumping against a shin. The doorway framed him as the sun frames a nailhead: a man with the build of someone who lifted stone for a living, a coat spattered with clay, a glove on his right hand even in the damp heat of the cottage. He touched two fingers to his brow, not to Aletheia, but to the lintel. Respect, then skepticism. The move held both.

He was a ledger in human form: measured, squared, marked with a neat hand. He carried the smell of turned soil and rain. The gravedigger, she thought, having heard the town’s economy in whispers: the mill, the forge, the inn, the cemetery above them all like a tide line. He said, to no one and to her, “We had one at dawn. You finish a binding and the earth opens. Balance keeps its own books.”

“You keep them,” Aletheia said, and did not flinch when the boy jerked once beneath her hand. The iron circlet pulsed against his wrist like a thought you tried not to think. “You know the names of what you bury.”

“I know the names of what’s left,” he said. Wry, not cruel. He made a note on the palm of his glove with a stub of pencil, as if the words could climb from leather to ledger later.

The child’s mother pressed her fingers into Aletheia’s sleeve. “Is he—”

“Look,” Aletheia murmured. She stepped aside. The boy’s pupils had unpinned into darkness; his skin no longer radiated heat like a forge. Sweat cooled on his temples. The iron circlet sang once, the thin high sound of a kettle boiling one note. It tasted metallic in her mouth.

Aletheia took her hand away slowly, an unbinding even in gesture. “He will sleep now. Keep the charm oiled. If you feel the threshold hum, speak his name three times. Ask it to remember it chose to hold, not to strangle.”

Damaris nodded, eyes glassed with gratitude and something like dread. The townsfolk exhaled all at once, breath frosting in the cold that still clung to the candles. Two women crossed themselves with horsehair clippings. The miller’s apprentice, Kyrillos, ducked in with a jug of water and bowed to Aletheia without looking at her. She saw his hands shake; she saw the way he held his arms so the iron nails along the doorframe wouldn’t brush his sleeves.

When she reached for the plate where they had laid their iron tithe, her hand trembled outright. She took a bent horseshoe, kissed it to wake the rust, and laid it with the others in her satchel. The weight settled against her hip like a promise she half-believed.

On her way out into the bleared cobalt dawn, she paused under the charm she had just hammered. The nailheads were already filmed with breath, each bead of dew a black pupil looking back. She imagined she could see memory in each drop—storms, mouths, a pair of hands. She counted nine taps against her ring finger, then another nine for the habit she had never been able to break.

Outside, the procession formed with the odd dignity of the poor. The gravedigger took the front, shoulder to the coffin as if it had always meant to lean on him. He glanced at her once, a precise look that measured her and found her exact weight. “You took his fever,” he said. “Be sure where you set it down.”

“Doorways are good at holding,” Aletheia said.

“Doorways are where things watch,” he countered. Then, softer, as if the words surprised even him by their gentleness: “You have a steady hand. My mother would have liked that.”

The remark—intimate because unnecessary—landed like bread passed across a table. Aletheia inclined her head. “May I come?” she asked, and when he looked startled, added, “To the burial. The living feed on our work as if it were meat. I prefer to see the other end of breath.”

He weighed her request like a stone. “You may,” he said, and she held the shape of the word in her mouth a heartbeat too long.

They walked up toward the Bone Garden, a thin ribbon of people stitched by mud and grief. The iron fence of ship-nails and horseshoes loomed, a circle that had known salt water, storms, and their ghosts. Aletheia felt the hum begin before she heard it—at the edge of sense, like a comb drawn lightly through hair. When the coffin slid down on its ropes, the earth answered with a sound like chain dragged across bone. She saw people flinch and pretend the movement was prayer.

On the way down, after the words had closed like a lid, someone whispered, “A saint who hammers,” as if to spit and genuflect in one breath. Someone else said, “Blasphemy,” and their mouth drew the word like blood.

Aletheia did not trouble herself with titles. She had a satchel of nails, a book that sometimes wrote back, and a pair of hands that shook when she slept. On the path, wet with dawn, she matched her pace to the gravedigger’s boots without quite meaning to. “What do you call the sound the ground makes,” she asked, “when it grieves?”

He considered. “The ledger never says.” Then: “Chain-hum.” The word seemed to settle in both their ears. Neither admitted hearing it even as it rose, faint, under everything, like a nail driven into silence.
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SOMEWHERE BENEATH THE terraced stones, a chain-hum thrummed—soft as breath against a door.
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Chapter 2: The Price of Iron
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POV: Nikos
The ledger drank light the way soil drank rain.

Nikos kept it by the window of the shed, on the shelf above the sharpeners and the cloth he used to wipe the spade clean. He turned the pages with a measured thumb, counting not by grief but by letters and dates. He marked the dead the way he set stones—square, level, names in their right depth. The column split itself without his asking: before the saint; after.

He did not call her saint, not in ink. He wrote A.M. where he needed a label. She arrived a winter and a half ago with a satchel and a book whose margins looked as if someone had breathed brine onto them. The deaths grew stranger after. Fewer, yes, and not so many in the darkest months. But the ones that stayed had iron in them, filings at the edges of a grave, a nailhead caught in a knot of roots, the way rust seemed to bloom just where a widow would set her hand upon the fence and say a name.

He wetted the pencil with his tongue—penny taste he’d grown used to and disliked—and drew a thin hatch next to a row of recent burials. He’d started a private tally: places where the soil glittered when he turned it, silver-gray motes the texture of sorrow caught in a beam of light. He told no one. Who would he tell? Myron would only nod
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