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Dedication

For the ones who kept the other ledger.
For the people who were entered into records as assets, quotas, labour-units, and secondary resources — and who had names that the State could not be bothered to write down.
For Lukas, who picked up the weight and knew it was heavy. For Ona, who sang the names of the trees. For Jonas, son of the hive-keeper, who died in the light of a stolen candle.
This book is for everyone who has ever read an official document and understood that the gap between what it says and what happened is not an error. It is the point.
The Pious Lie is always written in the best ink. The truth survives in the margins — on scraps of vellum hidden in the hems of habits, in the memory of a child who watched and did not look away.
The audit is total. The account is closed.
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Grain And Ash

      The Vistula had become a graveyard of things that preferred to stay hidden. As nine-year-old Matthias picked his way across the cracked riverbed, the mud didn't squelch; it groaned. It was a thick, clay-heavy sludge that put him in mind of the porridge his mother had been serving for three months - grey, flavorless, and full of grit.

      He looked down at a sun-bleached ribcage of some great fish, or perhaps a calf that had wandered too far into the receding waters. The white bone was stark against the dark silt.

      'Don't linger there, Matty,' his sister Anna called from the bank. She was seven, clutching a bundle of dry reeds to her chest as if they were a doll. She pressed her lips together in a thin line - their mother's expression, though Anna didn't know that. 'The reeve says the water is cursed this year. He says the Order is coming because the river took the tithe before they could.'

      Matthias didn't answer. He looked toward the village of Stary Targ. From here, it looked like a cluster of scabs on the skin of the earth. The thatched roofs were balding.

      'They're already in the square,' Matthias said, quietly. He could see the dust rising. Not like cattle - something wrong, moving in a straight line.

      'Who?' Anna asked.

      'The White Cloaks.'

  

      The village square was an oven. The smell of hot dust and unwashed wool was thick enough to chew. Normally, a Tuesday morning would be loud with the rhythmic thwack of the cooper's hammer or the bickering of women at the well. Today, there was only the sound of horses breathing - dense, wet huffs of air - and the occasional clink of a bit.

      The Teutonic Order sat their horses like statues carved from salt. There were four of them. Two were knights, draped in the heavy white mantles that gave them their name. The black crosses on their chests were so dark they seemed to absorb the sunlight, voids in the shape of a cross. Behind them sat two sergeants-at-arms, men with faces like scarred leather, wearing kettle helms that reflected the village back at itself in distorted, fish-eye curves.

      In the centre of the square, a wooden frame had been erected. It looked like a gallows. Hanging from the crossbeam was a set of iron scales, the pans swaying slightly in a hot breeze that brought no relief.

      Father Thomas, the village priest, was already there, his fingers fluttering over his rosary like nervous birds. He was talking to a man who didn't fit the soldier's mould. This was Brother Konrad, a lay-brother and a Kuttenmönch of the Order's administrative wing. He wore no armour, only a dark habit and a dense leather satchel.

      'But the decree of 1340,' Father Thomas was saying, his tone high and thin. 'The Hochmeister himself stated that in times of ecological hardship - of drought or blight - the extraction would be mitigated by the charity of the Order. The people are eating seed-grain, Brother. They are eating the future.'

      Konrad didn't look up from the parchment he was unfurling on a portable desk. 'The decree of 1340 was an act of grace, Father. Not a contract. Grace is a luxury of a full treasury. Currently, the Order is securing the northern Baltic trade routes. Civilizing the wilderness is an expensive endeavour. Piety requires iron, and iron is bought with grain.'

      'You are bleeding them dry,' the priest whispered.

      Konrad finally glanced up. His eyes were the colour of a winter sea. 'We are not bleeding them. We are measuring them. There is a difference.'

      Matthias felt a hand on his shoulder. It was solid and calloused. He didn't need to look up to know it was his father, Lukas. His father's clothes were stained with the grey dust of the fields, and his eyes were red-rimmed from lack of sleep.

      'Stay behind me,' Lukas said. It wasn't a suggestion.

      The reeve stepped ahead, holding a bowl of water for the knights. None of them took it. They didn't even acknowledge he existed. They simply stared ahead, their hands resting on the pommels of swords that were longer than Matthias was tall.

      'Begin,' the Knight-Brother on the lead horse commanded. His rasp sounded like stones grinding together in a mill.

      Brother Konrad opened a small, oiled leather pouch. He reached inside and pulled out a cube of iron. It was perhaps two inches square, stamped with the Schwarzes Kreuz.

      'The standard,' Konrad announced. 'Sanctioned by the Marienburg Mint. This is the measure of justice.'

      He placed it on the left pan. The scale dropped with a violent, metallic clack.

      'First family. Jakob of the Mill,' Konrad read from the register.

      A man Matthias knew well - a man who had once been stout but now looked like a suit of clothes draped over a fence post - dragged a sack ahead. His wife and three children watched from the shade of a nearby hovel.

      The harvest was poured. It looked thin, the husks grey and brittle. As the wheat filled the right-hand pan, the iron weight on the left didn't budge. Jakob poured more. And more. The sack was empty.

      The scales remained stubbornly down.

      'Short,' Konrad said, his quill scratching across the parchment.

      'That's everything!' Jakob cried, his register breaking. 'That's the winter's bread! Look at the pan, Brother! It's nearly level!'

      ''Nearly' is the language of the lazy, Jakob,' Konrad said without looking up. 'You are short three pounds. That debt will be carried over at ten percent, collateralized against your livestock.'

      'I have one cow!' Jakob shouted. 'One cow! If you take her, the children have no milk.'

      The sergeant on the left shifted his horse. The animal's flank pressed into Jakob's shoulder, forcing him back. The knight said nothing. He didn't have to.

      Family after family went to the scales. The ritual was the same every time. The surplus was poured, the iron weight didn't move, and Konrad's quill sang the song of their ruin.

      'That's not fair,' Matthias whispered.

      'Hush,' his mother, Elsbeth, hissed, pulling him closer to her skirts.

      'No,' his father said, his tone a low rumble. 'He's right. Look at how that brother handles the weight. He doesn't set it down; he drops it. He wants the momentum to seat the pan.'

      Finally, it was Lukas's turn. He stepped forward, dragging a sack that was larger than the others. He had worked the low-lying soil near the river, the only land that had held any moisture.

      Lukas didn't wait for Konrad to speak. He hoisted the sack and poured it out. The grain was better than Jakob's - heavier, gold-flecked, smelling of the earth's stubbornness.

      The pan rose. It vibrated, hovering just a hair's breadth below the iron weight.

      'Short,' Konrad said automatically.

      'It is not,' Lukas said. His voice was calm, but it had the edge of a whetted scythe.

      The square went silent. Even the horses seemed to stop breathing.

      Konrad looked up, blinking. 'I beg your pardon?'

      'The scale is balanced,' Lukas said, pointing a thick finger at the iron arm. 'If you blow on it, it will tip. That is a full tithe.'

      'The pan must clear the marker,' Konrad said, tapping the wooden frame. 'It has not cleared. Therefore, it is short.'

      'The marker has been moved,' Lukas replied. He stepped closer to the scale, ignoring the sergeant who moved his horse to intercept him. 'I saw the reeve's boy painting the frame last night. The line is an inch higher than it was at the spring reckoning.'

      Konrad's face didn't redden. It grew paler. 'You are accusing the Order of the Temple of St Mary of... what, exactly? Petty carpentry?'

      'I am accusing you of using a thumb on the scales of God,' Lukas said.

      Father Thomas rushed closer, his hands held out in a pleading gesture. 'Lukas, please! Brother Konrad is a man of the cloth. There must be an error of sight. The sun is high, the shadows are tricky - '

      'The shadows aren't tricky, Father. The iron is,' Lukas said. He reached out - a move so fast the knights didn't have time to react - and grabbed the iron weight from the pan.

      A collective gasp went up from the villagers.

      Lukas held the cube in his palm. He hefted it once, twice. His brow furrowed.

      'This isn't a three-pound weight,' Lukas said.

      'Put it back,' the lead knight said. It was the first time he had spoken directly to a villager. It wasn't a command; it was a death warrant.

      'This is four pounds, maybe more,' Lukas said, his voice rising so the whole square could hear. 'They've cast them heavy! They aren't measuring a tenth; they're taking a fifth! They're stealing the bread from your mouths before it's even baked!'

      'Lukas, stop!' Elsbeth wailed from the crowd.

      Brother Konrad stood up. He turned to the Knight-Brother. 'The sanctity of the measure has been violated. The peasant has laid hands upon the instruments of the State.'

      The knight didn't say a word. He simply looked at the sergeant.

      The sergeant spurred his horse ahead. The animal's chest slammed into Lukas, sending him sprawling into the dust. The weight flew from his hand, thudding into the dirt near the well.

      Lukas tried to scramble up, but the sergeant was already off his horse. He didn't draw his sword. That would have been too honourable. Instead, he used his gauntleted hand. He caught Lukas by the hair and slammed a mailed fist into his ribs.

      The sound was like a dry branch snapping.

      Matthias screamed and tried to run toward him, but his mother held him back with a strength born of terror.

      'Lukas!' she cried.

      The sergeant struck again. And again.

      Lukas was on his knees, coughing up something that looked like dark wine. He fixed on Brother Konrad.

      'Is this... is this the Order?' Lukas wheezed.

      Konrad started packing the account. 'The sanctioned weight is the sanctioned weight. Your objection has been noted and will be filed with the Commandery. Next family.'

      He walked over to where the iron cube lay in the dirt. He picked it up, wiped the dust off on his habit, and placed it back in the pouch.

      'Lukas of Stary Targ,' Konrad said, his tone projecting across the square. 'For the crime of sedition, for the physical assault of a Brother of the Order, and for the failure to meet the adjusted tithe, your holding is hereby declared under Provisorium. You will remain as labour. You will work the land, but you will no longer own the yield. Your house, your barn, and your livestock are now the property of the Marienburg Commandery.'

      'You can't,' Jakob from the mill whispered. 'He's lived there all his life. His grandfather cleared those woods.'

      The Knight-Brother finally turned his head. He looked at Jakob. 'The woods belong to the Order. The air you breathe is a gift from the Hochmeister. Do not make us rescind the gift.'

      Jakob looked away. Everyone looked away.

      The sergeants hauled Lukas to his feet and threw him toward the cart. He hit the wood with a dull thud. He didn't move.

      Matthias watched as the column began to turn. The knights didn't look back. They didn't look at the weeping women or the silent, broken men. They looked toward the horizon, toward the next village, toward the next line in the tally.

      As they moved, a small object fell from the sergeant's saddlebags - a piece of waste, or perhaps a fragment that had chipped off the scales during the scuffle. It was a jagged sliver of iron, no bigger than a thumbnail.

      Matthias didn't think. He didn't cry. He waited until the dust had started to settle, and then he crawled out into the centre of the square.

      The earth was still hot. He found the sliver near the well-stone.

      He picked it up. It was heavy. It was cold, despite the sun. It felt like a piece of the sergeant's heart.

      Matthias closed his hand around the sliver. He squeezed until the sharp edges bit into his palm, drawing a tiny, perfect bead of red.

      'It's wrong,' he said.

      Behind him, in the shadow of the church, Anna watched. She looked at the metal in his hand.

      He put the iron sliver into his pocket.

  

      While the dust of Stary Targ was being stirred by the boots of broken men, four hundred miles to the north, the air was sharp with the scent of pine resin and the cold, salt promise of the Baltic Sea.

      Friedrich von Ravenstein stood on the stone balcony of his father's keep, his hands gripping the freezing granite railing until his knuckles turned the colour of ivory. He was twelve years old. Behind him lay the warmth of the solar - the smell of roasting venison, the soft murmur of his mother's loom, and the familiar, dusty scent of old tapestries. Ahead of him lay the road to Marienburg.

      'It is a heavy thing, Friedrich,' a voice said from the shadows of the doorway.

      Friedrich didn't turn. He knew the tone of his father, Baron Wilhelm. It was a voice like millstones turning - slow, certain, and immovable.

      'The railing, Father?' Friedrich asked, quietly.

      'The name,' Wilhelm said, stepping out into the biting wind. He was wrapped in furs that made him look like a great grey bear, but beneath the pelts, his frame was thinning. The Ravensteins were an old house, but age was a disease that gold could not cure. 'The Order does not take boys, Friedrich. It takes legacies. When you pass through the gates of the High Castle, you are no longer my son. You are a tool in the hand of the Virgin.  A ledger entry in the defense of Christendom.'

      Friedrich finally looked up. 'I want to be more than an ink entry. I want to be a knight. Like the ones in the songs.'

      Wilhelm let out a short, dry laugh that was quickly swallowed by the wind. 'The last song I heard was about Königsberg. The man who wrote it never saw the frozen dead stacked outside the walls. Do not look for poetry in Marienburg, boy. Look for architecture. Look for discipline. The Order did not conquer the heathens with verse; they conquered them with brick and the longsword.'

      The Baron reached out and placed a hand on Friedrich's shoulder. The pressure was immense. Friedrich felt his knees lock.

      'The ceremony begins at noon,' Wilhelm said. 'Your mother is weeping in the chapel. Go to her. But come back dry.'

  

      The chapel of Ravenstein Keep was a narrow, rib-vaulted space that always felt as though it were holding its breath. The light filtered through narrow lancet windows, casting long, bruised shadows across the stone floor.

      Friedrich found his mother, the Lady Elena, kneeling before the altar. She wasn't praying; she was simply staring at a small, wooden carving of a ship - a votive offering for a brother she had lost to the sea years ago.

      'There was a boy from the village,' she said without turning around. Her voice barely carried to the door. 'Gerhard. Two years older than Klaus. He went to the Order at ten. When he came back for his father's burial he sat at the table and ate and said nothing. Not one word. His own mother spoke to him and he looked at her as if he were translating from a language he had almost forgotten.'

      'That's just one boy, Mother,' Friedrich said, stepping into the circle of candlelight.

      Elena turned, her face pale. 'I don't care about the Order,' she said, rising and taking his face in her hands. Her skin was warm, a stark contrast to the stone of the balcony. 'I don't care about your duty. I want you here.' She held him a moment, then let go. 'Promise me one thing. When you are there, amidst the stone and the steel, remember the smell of the pines here. Remember that you were a boy before you were a page.'

      Friedrich pulled away gently. 'I have to go, Mother. The escort is waiting.'

  

      The courtyard was a riot of controlled chaos. The Ravenstein men-at-arms were lined up in double rows. At the centre of the yard stood the escort from the Order: three men who seemed to radiate a different kind of cold than the Baltic wind.

      They were led by Sir Thomas von Gall, a Knight-Brother of the Order whose reputation for efficiency was matched only by his lack of mercy. He did not wear his white mantle today - that was for the road and the ritual - but his grey surcoat bore the black cross with a precision that made the Ravenstein heraldry look cluttered and gaudy.

      'Baron,' Sir Thomas said, bowing his head a fraction of an inch. 'The tide is turning. We must reach the commandery at Elbing before nightfall.'

      'The boy is ready,' Wilhelm said, pushing Friedrich ahead.

      Sir Thomas walked around Friedrich slowly. He took hold of Friedrich's right hand, turned it palm-up, glanced at it, set it down. He measured Friedrich's height against his own forearm.

      'He is small for twelve,' Sir Thomas noted.

      'He is fast,' Wilhelm replied. 'And he is literate. He has been tutored in Latin and the common tongue.'

      'Literate. Good.'

      Friedrich was hoisted onto a small, sturdy cob. He looked down at the faces of the villagers who had gathered at the gates. The blacksmith crossed himself. One of the kitchen girls turned away before Friedrich could meet her eyes. Friedrich straightened in the saddle. He had never been this tall before.

      The procession moved out of the gates, the iron-shod hooves of the horses clattering on the drawbridge. Friedrich glanced back once. He saw his mother standing in the high window of the solar, a pale handkerchief clutched to her breast. His father stood in the centre of the courtyard. He did not wave.

      Then, the forest swallowed them.

  

      The journey to the Elbing Commandery was a blur of grey skies and dark trees. Sir Thomas spoke little, and when he did, it was only to point out the logistics of the land.

      'See those fields, boy?' Thomas asked, gesturing to a vast expanse of tilled earth where peasants moved like ants. 'That's what keeps the swords sharp. Remember that.'

  

      As they approached the coast, the air grew thick with the smell of salt and wet brick.

      They reached the gates of the commandery just as the sun was dipping toward the horizon. Friedrich smelled the sea before he saw it - cold, rotting weed, something metallic beneath. He counted the towers. Seven. His father's keep had two. He counted again to be certain.

      The walls were immense, built of red brick. Friedrich thought of his mother's story about Prussian blood and decided it wasn't true. The colour was too even for that.

      The ceremony of induction took place in the lower chapel of the fortress. It was a space stripped of all ornament. There were no tapestries, no gilded icons. There was only the altar, a plain stone slab, and a massive, unadorned iron cross hanging from the ceiling.

      Friedrich stood in the centre of the stone floor, wearing a simple linen tunic. The air was frigid, and the scent of beeswax and rust was suffocating. Around the perimeter of the room stood a dozen Knight-Brothers, their faces hidden in the shadows of their hoods.

      Sir Thomas stepped ahead, holding a bundle of white wool in his arms.

      'Friedrich von Ravenstein,' Thomas's voice echoed in the hollow space. 'You come here seeking not a home, but a burden. You come here to surrender your name, your inheritance, and your will to the service of the Virgin and the Order of the Teutonic Knights.'

      'I do,' Friedrich said, his voice sounding small against the high vaults.

      'Do you swear to hold the defence of the faith above the safety of your kin? Do you swear to follow the rule of the Hochmeister as if it were the word of God himself? Do you swear to live in poverty, in chastity, and in absolute obedience?'

      'I swear.'

      The knights in the shadows began a low, rhythmic chant in Latin. It wasn't a song; it was a drone, a vibration that seemed to come from the very stones of the fortress.

      Sir Thomas unfurled the cloth.

      Friedrich's breath caught in his throat. He had seen the knights from a distance, but up close, the fabric was staggering. A brilliant, blinding white - the colour of bone, the colour of a winter moon. And there, centred on the left shoulder, was the cross. Black, sharp-edged, and demanding.

      As Sir Thomas draped the mantle over Friedrich's shoulders, it was heavier than any cloth he had touched. It smelled of cedar and lye. The black cross on the shoulder was stitched so tight the thread had no give.

      'You are now a page of the Order,' Thomas whispered, leaning close to Friedrich's ear. 'The world you knew is gone. You are a brick in a wall that spans the Baltic. Do not crack.'

      The knights moved closer then, one by one, placing a hand on Friedrich's head. Their gauntlets were cold, the mail rings pressing into his scalp.

      Friedrich looked down at his chest. The white cloth covered him completely.

  

      Later that night, Friedrich was led to the dormitory where the other pages slept. It was a long, narrow room with straw pallets arranged in perfect rows. There was no fire.

      He sat on his pallet, his mantle folded neatly at his feet. He could hear the distant sound of the Baltic crashing against the sea-wall.

      A boy in the next pallet, slightly older than Friedrich, sat up. 'You're the Ravenstein boy, aren't you?'

      'I am,' Friedrich said.

      'Don't get used to the name,' the boy said, his tone flat. 'Tomorrow, you'll be "Number Four" in the grain-audit detail. I'm "Number Two." They like numbers here. Numbers don't have mothers who cry when they leave.'

      Friedrich didn't answer. He reached out and touched the white wool of his mantle.

      He thought of the pine forests of his home. He tried to remember the smell of the needles and the warmth of the solar. But the salt air and the smell of the red mortar were already beginning to overwrite his memories.

      He closed his eyes and saw the black cross.

      'History is made here,' Friedrich whispered to himself, repeating the words of his tutor.

      'No,' the older boy said, rolling over. 'Records are made here. History is just what happens to the people who can't read the ledgers.'

      Friedrich lay back on the straw. The cloak lay beside him in the dark. He was part of the Order.

  

      The evening did not bring cool air; it only brought a change in the color of the stifling heat. The sky over the Vistula marshes turned a bruised, sickly purple, the kind of hue that preceded a storm that never came. In the village of Stary Targ, the silence was no longer the natural quiet of a rural twilight. The people moved through the shadows like ghosts, refusing to look at the empty space in the square where the scales had stood, or the dark, trampled patch of earth where Lukas had bled.

      Matthias sat on the stump of a felled oak behind their cottage, his fingers tracing the sharp, jagged edge of the iron sliver inside his pouch. His mother was inside, the low, rhythmic sound of her weeping serving as the heartbeat of the house. Anna sat in the doorway with her knees drawn up, turning a charred stick over and over in her fingers.

      'They aren't finished,' a rasp came from the darkness.

      Matthias jumped, his hand darting to the pouch. It was Jakob the miller. He looked skeletal in the fading light, his eyes sunken and darting. He leaned against the mud-brick wall of the cottage.

      'They already came,' Matthias said.

      Jakob let out a wet, rattling laugh. 'You think the harvest is all they want? They took my cousin's boys in the last levy. Three of them. None came back. Now there's trouble in the east again. There's always trouble in the east. They'll take more. They always take more.'

      Matthias looked toward the northern road. For a moment, he saw nothing but the swaying of the parched rye. Then, he saw the spark.

      It wasn't a candle. It was a torch. Then another. They were a mile away, moving with a steady, military pace toward the neighbouring holding - the farm of old Marek, a man who had outlived three wives and five sons, and whose only remaining pride was a barn full of seasoned timber and a few head of scrawny cattle.

      'But Marek didn't do anything wrong,' Matthias whispered.

      'Marek is seventy,' Jakob replied, his tone flat. 'He cannot work the new quotas. The Order doesn't believe in the elderly. They believe in efficiency. If a gear in the machine is stripped, you don't oil it. You replace it.'

  

      Matthias didn't stay to hear the rest. He slipped into the tall, dry grass and started to run. He moved like a fox, staying low, his bare feet familiar with every dip and stone of the river-path. The jagged edge tapped his leg with each stride.

      As he reached the perimeter of Marek's land, he slowed to a crawl. He pulled himself behind a stack of drying peat and peered out.

      The scene was illuminated by the flickering orange glare of a dozen torches. The cloaks were gone - the knights were likely already miles away, sleeping in feather beds at the local outpost. In their place were the 'Grey-Mantles' - the sergeants and the low-level mercenaries who did the Order's heavy lifting. They were led by the same sergeant who had broken Lukas's ribs.

      'By the authority of the Commandery,' the sergeant bellowed, his voice carrying over the crackle of the flames. He was holding a piece of parchment that looked identical to the one the lay-brother had used. 'This holding is found in arrears of human service. The resident is unable to fulfill the labor levy. The assets are hereby liquidated to support the frontier garrison.'

      Marek stood in the doorway of his small hut, clutching a rusted billhook. He looked pathetic - a ghost of the frontier, his hair standing out in the firelight.

      'I paid!' Marek screamed. 'I gave the three bushels! I gave the wool!'

      'You gave the yield, old man,' the sergeant said, dismounting with a heavy clatter of ringed mail. 'But you didn't give the sweat. The Order requires three days of labor a week from every able body. You haven't seen a trench in a month.'

      'I can't walk to the outpost! My legs - '

      'If you cannot walk to the work, the work is finished with you.' The sergeant turned to his men. 'Clear the barn. Take the cattle. The structure is to be razed. We need the space for the new settlers coming from Westphalia.'

  

      The soldiers didn't move with anger. They moved with the boredom of men clearing a field of stones. They dragged Marek's two cows out of the barn, the animals lowing in confusion. They hauled out sacks of seed-grain, tools, and a small chest of personal belongings.

      Then, they brought the fire.

      A soldier tossed a torch into the loft of the barn. The seasoned timber, dried by the relentless summer, caught instantly. The fire didn't grow; it exploded. A pillar of orange and gold roared into the purple sky, showering the night with sparks that looked like falling stars.

      'No!' Marek shrieked. He lunged ahead with his billhook.

      The sergeant didn't even draw his sword. He stepped aside with the grace of a trained killer and caught Marek by the throat with a gauntleted hand. He squeezed until the old man's face turned the colour of the bruised sky. Then, he simply dropped him into the dirt.

      'Burn the house,' the sergeant commanded.

      'Wait!' a voice cried out. It was Father Thomas. The priest had followed the light of the fire, his robes dusty and dishevelled. He ran into the circle of light, his cross swinging wildly. 'Sergeant, please! This man is a faithful servant of the Church! You cannot leave him with nothing! Where is he to go?'

      The sergeant watched the priest with a cold, hollow stare. 'He is welcome to seek the charity of the Order at the almshouse in Elbing.'

      'That is sixty miles away! He won't survive the march!'

      'Then he will meet his Creator sooner than planned,' the sergeant replied. 'Either way, he is no longer the Order's concern. Move aside, Father. This property is closed.'

      The soldiers didn't wait. They kicked in the door of the hut and tossed fire onto the straw bedding. Within minutes, Marek's entire life was a pyre. The heat was so intense that Matthias had to shield his face behind the peat stack. The smell was a sickening mixture of burning wood, scorched earth, and the ancient, musty scent of old straw.

  

      As the roof of the hut collapsed in a shower of embers, the sergeant walked over to where a clerk sat at a portable desk in the mud. The clerk was already writing. The sergeant spoke without looking at him.

      'Mark it "Liquidated,"' the sergeant said. 'Inform the surveyors the plot is ready for the Westphalians. They arrive on the feast of St John.'

      'And the man?' the soldier asked, gesturing to Marek, who was curled in a ball in the dirt, watching his world burn.

      'If he's still here in the morning, hang him for vagrancy,' the sergeant said. He mounted his horse, the horseshoes of the beast treading dangerously close to Marek's fingers.

      The column started to move out, the firelight reflecting off their kettle helms. They rode past Matthias's hiding spot, the smell of their horses and the smoke of their work trailing behind them like a funeral shroud.

      Matthias stayed hidden long after the sound of the hooves had faded. He watched the fires die down into a low, pulsing red glow. He watched Father Thomas sit in the dirt next to Marek, whispering prayers that the fire seemed to mock.

      He reached into his pouch and pulled out the sliver.

  

      He stood up and began to walk back toward Stary Targ. He didn't run this time. He walked with a deliberate pace, his eyes fixed on the dark silhouette of the village.

      As he passed the village well, he saw the reeve standing there, looking north toward the smoke. The reeve startled when he saw Matthias.

      'You shouldn't be out,' the reeve hissed, looking around. 'Careful, boy.'

      Matthias kept walking. His father was awake now, his jaw bandaged with a bloody rag, his eyes fixed on the ceiling.

      Matthias sat on the floor by his father's bed. He didn't speak. He took the sliver out and placed it on the floor between them.

      'I'm going with them,' Matthias said suddenly.

      His mother stopped her quiet sobbing. His father's eyes shifted, focusing on his son for the first time.

      'Not to fight,' Matthias said. 'To work. The reeve says they need boys for the granaries.'

      'You would serve the men who did this?' Elsbeth whispered, her tone horrified.

      'They have books,' Matthias said. 'I want to see them.' He did not say the other thing - that the granaries would have food, that anywhere was better than here now, that some part of him wanted to be on the side that did not bleed in the dirt. He did not say it. But it was there.

      His father reached out a trembling hand and touched the sliver on the floor. A small, grim smile touched his broken lips.

      Matthias picked it up and tied it back into his pouch.

    


The White Cloak

      Marienburg did not sit upon the earth; it commanded it.

      As Friedrich von Ravenstein stood in the centre of the High Castle's inner courtyard, he felt as though he had been swallowed by a mountain of red brick. Above him, the walls rose in terrifyingly straight lines, a triumph of human mathematics over the chaos of nature. To a boy raised in the timber-framed, drafty keeps of the Baltic frontier, where the walls always felt like they were leaning away from the wind, the sheer verticality of Marienburg was a physical weight. The walls cut the sky into a narrow strip. He could hear his own breathing.

      The air here was different. It didn't smell of the pine and damp earth of Ravenstein. It smelled of lye, scorched iron, and the dry, ancient dust of crushed stone.

      'Eyes front, Number Four,' a rasp barked, slicing through the morning mist.

      Friedrich snapped his gaze away from the soaring rib-vaults of the Great Refectory. Standing before him was Sergeant Hannes, a man whose skin looked as though it had been cured in the same kilns as the castle's bricks. Hannes was a sergeant of the Dienenden Brüder - the serving brothers - and he viewed the noble pages with a mixture of professional detachment and deeply suppressed contempt.

      'You are not here to admire the masonry, Ravenstein,' Hannes said, pacing a slow circle around Friedrich. The sergeant's iron-shod boots clicked rhythmically against the cobblestones. 'The stone is already perfect. It is you who are crooked. It is you who are soft. Look at your shoulders. Slumped like a peasant's sack. Look at your hands. Soft as a girl's embroidery.'

      'I am ready to learn, Sergeant,' Friedrich said, trying to keep his tone from wavering.

      Hannes stopped directly in front of him. The sergeant was so close Friedrich could smell the sour beer and onion on his breath. 'The Order is built on the Rule,' he said. 'The Rule of the Temple was for crusaders. The Rule of the Teutons is for administrators of God. We are a corporate body. If one finger twitches, the hand misses the strike. If one man breaks the line, the harvest does not reach the port. If the grain does not reach the port, the Crusade starves. You are not individuals. You are links in a chain of supply and slaughter.'

      He produced a dense wooden staff. 'Position one! The Vigil!'

      Friedrich snapped his feet together and brought his hands to his sides, chin up, eyes locked ahead.

      'Stillness!' Hannes roared. 'The Lithuanians will howl. They will come at you with painted faces and the smell of the forest on them. They will scream for their pagan gods. And you will be stone. You will be a red brick in a red wall.'

      Minutes passed. The sun started to climb over the battlements, its light hitting the high windows of the chapel, turning them into glowing eyes of stained glass. Friedrich's calf muscles started to ache. Then they began to burn. A bead of sweat formed at his temple and set to a slow, agonising crawl down his cheek. He desperately wanted to twitch, to brush it away.

      I am a brick, he told himself. I am iron. I am stone.

      Hannes walked past, the tip of his staff trailing in the dirt. Suddenly, the staff whipped out, striking the boy two places down from Friedrich across the backs of his knees. The boy buckled, let out a small 'Oof,' and hit the gravel.

      'Failure,' Hannes said quietly. 'You allowed the pain to dictate your movement. In the Wildnis, that twitch would have alerted a scout. In the counting-house, that lapse of focus would have cost the Order ten marks. Get up. Ten laps of the inner ward. Holding your tunic above your head.'

      The boy scrambled up, his face flushed with shame, and started to run.

      Hannes returned to the front of the line. He stopped before Friedrich. He reached out and touched the white linen of Friedrich's collar.

      'You like the colour, Ravenstein? The white?'

      'It is the colour of the Order, Sergeant.'

      'It is the colour of bone,' Hannes corrected. 'It is the colour of the shroud. When you wear the white cloak, you are telling the world you are already dead. A dead man has no ego. A dead man does not feel the sun on his face. He only feels the will of his master. Do you feel the sun, boy?'

      Friedrich gritted his teeth. His legs were shaking now, a fine, uncontrollable tremor. 'No, Sergeant.'

      'Liar,' Hannes whispered, but there was a hint of something that might have been approval in his register. 'But a good lie. The Order is built on the necessary lie that we are more than men.'

  

      The training continued for hours. They moved from the Vigil to the March - a slow, high-stepping gait designed to build the muscles of the thighs and core. They were taught how to turn in unison, how to collapse into a defensive circle, and how to rise from the ground without using their hands.

      By noon, Friedrich's body felt like a single, massive bruise. His mind was beginning to slip into a strange, rhythmic trance, where the only thing that existed was the sound of Hannes's voice and the sight of the red bricks.

      Suddenly, a bell began to toll from the high tower. It was a deep, bronze sound that seemed to vibrate through the very marrow of Friedrich's bones.

      'Halt!' Hannes commanded. 'The midday office. Kneel.'

      The entire training yard, hundreds of men and boys, dropped to their knees in a single, fluid motion. The sound of their knees hitting the gravel was like a soft clap of thunder.

      Friedrich knelt, his head bowed. Through his peripheral vision, he saw a movement on the high gallery that connected the Middle Castle to the High Castle.

      He blinked, shielding his eyes from the glare.

      There, standing against the sky, was a group of Knight-Brothers. They were dressed in their full ceremonial regalia. The cloaks caught the midday sun, glowing with a brilliance that made Friedrich's eyes ache. From this distance, they didn't look like men at all. They looked like statues of salt and light.

      At the centre of the group was a man whose mantle was trimmed with gold thread, his black cross bordered in silver.

      'The Hochmeister,' Karl whispered from the next pallet of gravel, his timber barely a breath.

      Friedrich could not glance away. His mouth had gone dry. The pain in his legs was gone. The memory of his mother's weeping in the chapel at Ravenstein felt like a dream from another life. He wanted that cloak. He wanted that whiteness. He wanted to be part of the stone.

      'Amen,' the voices of a thousand men intoned, the word rising up the walls like a physical force.

  

      'Break for water and bread,' Hannes announced. 'Ten minutes. If you are a second late, you will spend the night in the pit.'

      Friedrich slumped against the base of a buttress, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Karl sat down beside him, pulling a crust of black bread from his tunic.

      'You did well for a first day,' Karl said, tearing off a piece of the bread and offering it to Friedrich. It was hard as a rock and tasted of sawdust, but Friedrich chewed it as if it were a feast.

      'Is it always like this?' Friedrich asked.

      'No,' Karl said, his eyes fixed on the High Castle. 'Sometimes it's worse. When the winter comes, and the wind blows off the sea, Hannes will make us stand in the Vigil until the frost bites our ears off. He says if we can't handle the cold of the yard, we'll never handle the cold of the Wildnis.'

      Friedrich watched the white cloaks on the gallery again. They hadn't moved. They stood like sentinels of the Baltic.

      'Why do they stay up there?' Friedrich asked. 'Don't they eat?'

      'They eat in the Great Refectory,' Karl said. 'But they don't eat like us. They eat according to the Rule. Every bite is a prayer. Every swallow is a tithe. They aren't men, Friedrich. They're... they're the Order.'

      'My father said it was a machine,' Friedrich mused, the bread sticking in his throat.

      'Your father was right,' Karl said, leaning back against the mortar. 'And we're the oil. We keep the gears turning until we're used up. Then they pour in more oil.'

      Friedrich glanced at his hands. They were scraped and stained with the grey dust of the yard. He wanted to be up on that gallery. He wanted a cloth that glowed like that.

      Karl turned to him then, a strange, pitying look in his eyes. 'Then you'd better learn to love the red brick, Ravenstein. Because in Marienburg, the only way up is to become part of the wall.'

  

      The ten minutes were up before Friedrich's heart had even slowed. Hannes's whistle shrieked through the air, and the boys scrambled back into their lines.

      The afternoon was spent in the scriptorium and the counting-rooms. Friedrich sat on a high stool, his back aching, as a lean, spectacled brother named Augustus showed them how to record the contents of a granary.

      'The Crusade is won in the cellar, not the field,' Augustus said, his voice like dry parchment. 'A knight can kill ten Lithuanians with a sword. But a clerk with a pen can starve ten thousand. If you fail to account for the rot in the rye, you are as much a traitor as a man who deserts his post.'

      He pointed to a massive ledger on the desk. Its pages were filled with columns of tiny, perfect script.

      'Look at this,' Augustus commanded. 'This is the history of the Province of Prussia. Not in battles, but in bushels. Here is the tithe from the Vistula. Here is the export to Lübeck. Here is the cost of the stone for the new tower. Everything has a price. Everything is measured.'

      Friedrich looked at the numbers. They were dizzying, a sea of ink. He felt slightly overwhelmed by the scale of it, the columns running to the edge of the page and beginning again on the next. His hand already ached from the afternoon's copying exercises, and he was not sure he had transcribed the figures correctly.

      'Why do we take so much?' Friedrich asked.

      Augustus looked over his spectacles. 'We do not "take," page. We "administer." The land belongs to the Virgin. We are merely the stewards. The peasant works the soil so the Knight can work the sword. The Knight works the sword so the Priest can work the soul. It is a perfect circle. To question the measure is to question the circle.'

  

      The pages were marched back to their dormitory at sunset.

      But as he passed the Great Gate, he saw a knight descending from the High Castle.

      The knight was old, his beard a silver frost against his tanned skin. He moved with a limp, a reminder of some long-forgotten battle in the East. But it was his cloak that held Friedrich's gaze.

      It was dirty. The hem was stained with the dark, iron-rich mud of the marshes. There was a tear in the shoulder, crudely mended. This wasn't the pristine, glowing white of the gallery. This was a cloak that had been in the world. It had seen the Wildnis. It had seen the smoke.

      The knight stopped and looked at the row of exhausted pages. He didn't speak. He simply looked at them with eyes that seemed to see right through their grey tunics.

      For a moment, his gaze rested on Friedrich. The knight's eyes passed over him without stopping. Friedrich felt counted and dismissed.

      Then the knight turned and vanished into the shadows of the gatehouse.

      'That was Sir Ulrich,' Karl whispered as they reached the dormitory. 'He's been to the frontier five times. They say he's killed a hundred pagans.'

      'He looked tired,' Friedrich said, sitting down on his pallet.

      'He's not tired,' Karl said, pulling his own grey tunic over his head. 'He's just finished. That's what the white cloak does to you. It finishes you.'

      Friedrich lay back on the straw. He closed his eyes. He saw the blinding, bone-white light of the gallery.

      'I will be the best,' he whispered. His fist closed around the edge of his pallet.

  

      In the village of Stary Targ, the air did not stir; it suffocated. The smoke from Marek's farm had long since dissipated into the grey haze of the horizon, but the scent of it remained - a ghost of charred pine and roasted earth that settled into the fabric of every garment and the skin of every inhabitant. For Anna, seven years old, the world had shrunk to the size of a wooden trunk and the width of her mother's trembling shoulders.

      The decision had been made in the dark, whispered between her parents while Matthias slept the laden, twitching sleep of a boy who had seen too much. It was a mercy, her father had said through a jaw wired shut by pain and linen. It was a disappearance, her mother had countered. The land could no longer support four mouths. The 'reassignment' of their holding meant they were now guests in their own home.

      Anna sat on the edge of the hearth, watching her mother, Elsbeth, pack a small bundle of clothes. The house was stripped. The copper pot was gone - sold to the reeve for a bag of salt. The extra blankets were gone. Even the icons had been tucked away.

      'Is the convent far, Mother?' Anna asked. Her voice was small, but it didn't shake. She watched instead of crying. She held the bundle instead of dropping it.

      Elsbeth didn't look up. Her hands, red-raw from scrubbing the floors of the neighbour who now owned their soil, moved with a frantic, jerky rhythm. 'Three days' travel, my heart. To the west. Away from the river. It sits on a hill where the wind smells of clover instead of silt.'

      'Will Matthias come?'

      'Matthias is... Matthias is walking a different path,' Elsbeth said, her tone cracking. She finally stopped her packing and sank onto the bench, her head dropping into her hands. 'Your brother goes north. You go west. It's the only way.'

      Anna walked over and placed her small, cool hand on her mother's neck. She felt the frantic pulse there, like a trapped bird. 'I'll learn the prayers. I'll write you a letter when I can.'

      Elsbeth let out a sob that was half-laugh, half-strangle. She pulled Anna into her lap, squeezing her so hard the girl could feel the bone-weariness in her mother's frame. 'The books. Yes. Learn the letters, Anna. If your father had known what those papers said, he might have asked a different question.'

  

      The morning of the departure was a bruised, grey affair. The sun was a pale coin behind the haze, providing light but no warmth. At the edge of the village, a donkey cart stood waiting. It belonged to the convent's factor, a man named Brother Hrolf who was a man of the road - neither knight nor peasant - who smelled of wet wool and sour ale.

      Lukas stood by the cart, leaning heavily on a crutch fashioned from an ash branch. His face was a map of bruises, the yellow and purple of healing flesh clashing with the pale grey of his skin. He couldn't speak much, but his eyes were fixed on Anna with a desperate, devouring intensity.

      'Anna,' he rasped, the word whistling through the gap in his teeth.

      'I'm here, Father.'

      He reached out and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. His hand was shaking. He fumbled with the belt of his tunic and pulled out a small wooden carving. It was a bird - a swallow - roughly hewn from a piece of applewood. It was the last thing he had made before the scales came.
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