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      This account contains ghosts.

Some are hostile.

Some are argumentative.

One is Scottish.

You’ve been warned.

– Captain Harold Fitzwilliam
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  Prologue

  
  




The Cost of the Crown 

Belgrade, 6 April 1941 




The sky had already become a ruin. 

Stukas tore screaming incisions through the clouds, their dives splitting the morning into shards of sound. Ash drifted down in pale, weightless flakes: paper, plaster, the powdered memory of ministries and archives now evaporating into their own foundations. Belgrade’s spine had snapped before noon. 

Cabinet offices were haemorrhaging smoke, soldiers scattered in disordered knots, and young King Peter II of Yugoslavia was being pushed towards the last unblocked road like a boy driven out of his burning childhood home. 

A thin, dark-haired man in a worn cassock forced him towards the armoured car. He carried no rifle, only a thick, leather-bound Bible softened by decades of desperate hands. A commando by British training, a priest by calling, a Yugoslav by birth – he was now becoming something else entirely. 

“They are closing the perimeter, Your Majesty,” he said. His voice was as steady as cliffs: indifferent to the fall, because falling is inevitable. “The road remains clear for five minutes. No more.” 

King Peter, barely eighteen, trembled, his breath catching in his throat. “Lieutenant Petrović, you must come with us. There is no defence left.” 

“There is always defence,” Petrović murmured, but his attention was not on the Germans. He watched the pattern behind them: the impossible precision of their advance, the synchronised angles, the way entire formations shifted as if following an invisible geometry. Not a strategy. Not human instinct. 

Intention. 

A cold presence brushed against his mind – not a voice, not a thought, but a pressure: analytical, silent, inhuman. The world began to lose its jagged edges. The billowing black smoke from the ministries suddenly stiffened, its edges sharpening into perfect razor-thin planes. The very embers dancing in the air ceased their drifting and began to move in exact parallel vectors. 

It was a frequency without sound. It was the terrifying stillness of a tomb where every brick is measured to the micrometre. To the Shapeshifter, the world is a messy equation that must be solved, flattened, made straight. 

The Shapeshifter’s first whisper. 

Marko Petrović stepped onto the cracked marble of the courtyard. He opened the Bible, not to read but to anchor himself. His palms pressed into the pages as he exhaled, reaching again for the terrible faculty he had discovered once, long ago, while praying over a field of the newly dead. 

The resonance. 

Not divine. Not mystical. A human wound sharpened into a blade. 

He braced. Then he unleashed it. 

The air fractured, not with sound but with its opposite. A wave of psychic static blasted into the German vanguard, shattering the entity’s perfect lines. It carried the compressed agony of a decade: fear buried beneath uniforms, the betrayal of treaties, the grief of parents who received folded flags instead of sons. A weapon forged from everything a nation had endured but never spoken. 

Soldiers staggered as if struck by invisible fists. Helmets rang. Fingers spasmed open, rifles clattering to cobblestones. Their hands flew to their temples as though trying to hold their thoughts together. 

The resonance tore through Marko as barbed wire dragged through bone. Blood trickled from his ear. He tasted iron and dust. 

“Go!” he roared, his voice ripping apart. 

The car lurched forward, carrying the Crown into uncertain exile. 

Marko swayed. Something had struck back. A retaliatory thread of thought – cold, geometric, predatory – had reached out to return the blow. 

The Shapeshifter had tasted him. 

He closed the Bible, streaking its cover with the blood from his ear. His knees shook, but the decision before him was crystal clear, a single unbroken line. The Crown had escaped because of him. Now the entity that had answered his mind owned a part of it. 

He turned from the fleeing monarch towards the advancing lines, towards the shadow behind them. Whatever this war had been, it was no longer fought for nations. 

It had become a war against the perfect, symmetrical evil that had just acknowledged his existence. 
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I Will Restore the Pattern 




The ruined chapel smelt of pine sap and fresh blood. Župan Drako Krvavica knelt in his immaculate Ustaša uniform, brushing gloved fingers across the dirt floor. The ruin – once an Orthodox shrine – had been burnt down to stone, to ash, to memory. 

“A more… orderly canvas,” Krvavica murmured. “This ruin is far more honest than the structure it replaced. It has been stripped of its pretension.” 

Dr Elias Eisengrimm stood rigid beside him, fear making his posture painfully precise. His spectacles caught the lamplight like two small shields. On the floor, dust and soot shifted into faint geometric lines – perfectly straight, perfectly parallel, as if an invisible architect were redrawing the room. 

In the centre of these lines sat the iron casket. It was the Reliquary: a heavy, age-blackened box bound in silver wire that seemed to hum against the stone. 

“The power is unmistakable, Župan,” Eisengrimm said, his voice brittle, “but the casket’s behaviour diverges from all projections. The broadcast requires a specific threshold of human—” 

“Suffering,” Krvavica finished softly, almost warmly. He did not look up, but his tone had the clinical edge of a surgeon. “Yes, Doctor. We have provided it in abundance. Think of the casket as a lens. We are merely focusing the messy spirit of this village until it burns a hole through reality.” 

Eisengrimm’s stomach tightened. The lines in the dust seemed to shift again, no more than a few millimetres but enough to break the certainty of his equations. 

A third figure lingered near the doorway, half consumed by shadow. The leather hood moved with a whisper too controlled to be mere fabric. Eisengrimm felt himself observed – measured – by something that did not seem to breathe. He blinked, and the shadow seemed to fold into the stone. 

“Župan,” he whispered, “we were supposed to be isolated. There was someone… there.” 

Krvavica glanced towards the now-empty archway, his expression one of mild, predatory amusement. “Local fauna, Doctor. Or perhaps a flickering in your amygdala. Conscience often manifests as a ghost when one lacks the stomach for the work.” 

He opened a leather pouch and withdrew forged royal documents, placing them with ritual precision beside the iron Reliquary. The box exhaled a pressure that pulsed beneath the floorboards – a presence felt more than heard. 

“Once the casket stabilises, our broadcast will begin. It will be irresistible bait for those who oppose us. They will come to restore ‘justice’ and find only the geometry of their own ends.” 

Krvavica rested a hand on the cold metal. “The world is an untidy wound, Doctor,” he whispered, his eyes fixed on the perfect lines in the dust. “I will be the suture. I will restore the pattern.” 
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A Singular, Unyielding Purpose




The chamber beneath the shrine held no air, only weight. The three tallow lamps flickered not from a draught but exhaustion, each flame a trembling witness. On a slab of raw slate, something massive stirred.

It was not a body. It was a collection.

A consolidated harvest of cast-off humanity: faces, limbs, and torsos fused into a pallid mass that twitched with the accumulated rejection of entire villages. The Body. The Incarnate of Rejected Flesh.

Dr Elias Eisengrimm stood nearby in blood-speckled scrubs. His spectacles fogged with each uneven breath. On a smaller table behind him lay the small Jewish boy whose body had fed the ritual – fragile, innocent, a single life twisted into geometry for the sake of obsession.

Eisengrimm felt the cold weight of science inverted and morality unmade. We are not shepherds, he thought, his mind fracturing. We are standing beside a star as it forms.

“Župan,” Eisengrimm whispered, “this is not a weapon. It is an event.”

A shadow detached itself from the far wall. Sebastian Faulkner entered with the measured tread of a man inspecting a firing squad. There was no wasted motion in his gait; he moved as if navigating a world composed entirely of right angles. His face was a landscape of hard-won authority, his eyes possessed of a piercing, pale intensity that made one feel not just seen, but appraised.

“On this point,” Faulkner said, his voice a low, gravelled rasp that cut through the room’s humidity, “the doctor is correct.”

Krvavica’s irritation flickered – a spark behind his eyes – then smoothed into his habitual, fanatic calm. He recognised the tone. It was the frequency of a man who had already decided the outcome of the war.

Faulkner approached The Body. He did not recoil from the waxy, fused mass of limbs. Instead, he leaned in, his focus locked on a fused shoulder with the clinical detachment of a general reviewing a bridge blueprint.

“Your ritual lacked elegance, Doctor,” he said. He did not turn to face Eisengrimm; his attention remained fixed on the asymmetrical bulge of a limb. “The extraction completed long before you ended it. The delay introduced noise into the signal. In my experience, noise is the first step towards defeat.”

Eisengrimm’s voice quivered. “You speak of efficiency; this is horror.”

Krvavica laughed softly. “Horror is clarity. The perfect embodies purity. Doubt stripped away. Weakness extruded.”

On the slab, the fused mass shivered as though listening. Eisengrimm felt something inside himself loosen. Krvavica leaned close, his voice moving from clinical to deceptively intimate.

“Tell me, Elias… your son, he likes to draw, yes? Soldiers, horses, imaginary battles.”

Eisengrimm’s throat tightened. “Yes, he likes to draw.”

“And your wife,” Krvavica continued, “does she still drink her cinnamon coffee in the mornings? Or has the world stolen that from her, too?”

Eisengrimm swallowed hard. “Yes… she does… she still—”

Krvavica’s expression remained one of predatory light. “And little Liesel with her one-eared horse. You cling to these anchors, Doctor. Little illusions that make life tolerable.”

Faulkner stepped into the doctor’s personal space. He did not move with the predatory lunge of a monster; he moved with the steady, inevitable calm of a commanding officer.

Eisengrimm froze. He expected a blow, or perhaps a hand around his throat. Instead, Faulkner reached out with a gloved hand and grasped the knot of the doctor’s tie, which had been knocked askew during the ritual. With a sharp, clinical tug, he centred it. His fingers lingered for a second, smoothing the silk against the doctor’s collar until the line was perfectly vertical.

“Precision, Doctor,” Faulkner whispered. “If you cannot govern the geometry of your own person, how can I trust you to govern the broadcast of a god?”

He stepped back, his eyes raking over Eisengrimm’s silhouette, searching for further deviations.

“The world is a sequence of misaligned parts,” Faulkner continued, turning away as if the doctor were no longer worth the effort of his focus. “I am simply here to ensure they finally… click into place.”

Krvavica bowed in obedience.

Eisengrimm’s breath shuddered through him. He stared at Faulkner, and the truth settled like cold rain: Faulkner was not of the Reich. He was not of borders or flags. He was orchestrating geometry, aligning human suffering with a singular, unyielding purpose.

The Body shifted once more, its form settling with terrible finality.

The chamber seemed to exhale around them, carrying the residue of their acts upwards, back to the ruined chapel above, linking the floors, the iron casket, and the world outside into a single terrifying pattern.
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The Dissolution of Reason 




The staircase to the outpost exhaled cold: a damp, heavy breath that suggested the stone itself resented the men descending it. 

Krvavica led the way, his boots clicking with the rhythmic perfection of a metronome. He was polishing his cigarette holder with ritual precision; it was not an act of cleanliness but a performance of mastery over small, obedient objects. Behind him, the lamplight caught a drifting cloud of tobacco smoke, turning the grey plumes into translucent, honeyed silk. For a fleeting second, the dust of the crumbling fort hung suspended in a shaft of light, glittering like powdered diamonds before being swallowed by the damp dark of the tunnel. 

“Come, Doctor,” Krvavica said, his voice echoing off the curved ceiling. “The night will offer us whatever comfort we deserve.” 

Eisengrimm followed, his shoulders contracted as if expecting a blow from the shadows. His mind – once a cathedral of proofs and bright, orderly conclusions – was sagging inwards. Thoughts refused to align. Numbers flickered at the edges of his consciousness like insects dying against a hot glass pane. 

The command post smelt of tobacco, paraffin, and the stale grief trapped in places where soldiers have run out of reasons to speak. Maps spread across the wall showed severed supply routes, the jagged red ink marking fresh partisan incursions looking like open veins against the yellowed parchment. On a central table, a disassembled rifle lay like a corpse mid-autopsy – its springs and pins laid out in a row that mocked the doctor’s need for order. 

Eisengrimm tried to breathe steadily. He reached for his ledger to calculate the iron casket’s energy drift – simple work, familiar work – but the variables warped. Symbols he had trusted for a lifetime wavered and twisted into shapes that resembled thorns. The results contradicted themselves; the patterns dissolved into static. 

“There is logic,” he whispered, his fingers trembling over the paper. “There must still be logic—” 

“Elias.” The word landed with unnatural softness. Precise. Intimate. Wrong. “Logic is a tired horse,” Krvavica said. “Let it rest.” 

Krvavica’s focus dropped to Eisengrimm’s spectacles. “And your lenses, are they troubling you tonight? You seem to be squinting at a world that no longer wishes to be seen.” 

Eisengrimm touched the frames instinctively. “What? No. Why do you ask?” 

Krvavica moved with the blurred, inhuman speed of a predator. 

The spectacles vanished. Blindness surged in – a wash of warm, golden-grey fog. The sharp edges of the room, the maps, the disassembled rifle – all melted into a smear of indistinct shapes. The world became a soft-focus watercolour of amber and shadow, beautiful in its disintegration. 

“Nein! Give them back!” Eisengrimm clawed at the empty air, his hands finding only the smoke-thickened darkness. “I cannot see!” 

“Exactly.” Krvavica’s tone grew almost merciful: the terrifying kindness of a man about to deliver a coup de grâce. “You cling to clarity. To tidy interpretations of a world dissolving before you. You think your equations are failing? No, Elias. They are being corrected. Reason slides like ice beneath your fingers because the structure you trusted – your mathematics, your geometry – they no longer obey the laws of man.” 

The very air thickened around them, pressing against Eisengrimm’s skin, then beneath it, like a memory forcing itself towards the present. 

In the corner, Faulkner stood as part of the architecture. He was not hidden; he was omnipresent: a silent anchor around which the room’s reality warped. His outline shimmered subtly, edges sharpening and softening, his form bending to the perception of the blind man in the centre of the room. He observed the arrangement of Eisengrimm’s fear as if it were just another material to be measured and straightened. 

Eisengrimm finally understood. The noise in his maths, the shifting lines in the dust, the spectacles taken from his face – it was all part of a larger edit. 

It was not the hand of God, nor the random cruelty of war, nor the failure of science. It was something far more precise. Reality was being rewritten by a man who considered the original draft… untidy. 
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The Curation of the Lure 




The command post trembled with the residue of what had happened – and what had been permitted to happen. Shadows stretched incorrectly: longer, thinner, as if drawn out like thread by an invisible hand. 

The door opened. 

Faulkner was in the room long before the hinges moved. His presence always arrived before his body, sliding in from the periphery of perception like a cold draught. He only became visible when he allowed the light to acknowledge him. 

His outline shifted subtly as he entered, the air itself bending to accommodate the form he chose. Even the smoke seemed to hesitate before settling around him. He moved gently, efficiently, like a spider rehearsing an imitation of a man. His suit looked designed: not by a tailor but by a formula. His face wore the polite, vacuous expression of someone who had studied courtesy from the outside and found it slightly amusing. 

Krvavica straightened immediately, his hand snapping to a salute that felt suddenly clumsy and asymmetrical. 

“Župan, dear boy,” Faulkner said, shifting into English with the ease of a man who owned the language. “Let us not wade into theatrics. Disorder generates noise. And noise, as you know, is an offence.” 

Faulkner’s focus did not land on the cowering doctor but on the desk. He reached out and adjusted a fountain pen, moving it three millimetres to the left until it sat perfectly parallel to the edge of the ledger. He found the same satisfaction in the alignment that a detective might find in a perfectly balanced egg. 

He gestured towards the documents spread across the table: royal seals, forged signatures, instructions crafted with meticulous mimicry. Their arrangement was a visual equation rather than mere paperwork. 

“These will serve as the lure,” Faulkner said. “The British need a story they can believe – a tale of a brilliant scientist who died trying to save a secret. Your corpse beside them, Doctor, will provide the necessary narrative structure. It is not a punishment; it is merely the completion of a shape. We need the Padre to find a reason to come out into the light.” 

Eisengrimm found his voice, a high, thin sound. “Please, there is no n-n-need…” 

Faulkner did not listen. To him, the doctor’s plea was merely a discordant note in an otherwise perfect symphony. 

He raised the obsidian device. Lamplight disappeared into its surface, swallowed cleanly. “No need indeed,” he said. 

I cannot see the hand, Eisengrimm thought, his world a golden-grey blur of terror. I only hear the click of the safety: a sound so sharp it feels like a needle in my ear. He felt the air in the room suddenly go still, the temperature dropping until the sweat on his neck turned to ice. 

The gunshot was immaculate. It did not echo; it closed, as if the room had simply snapped its teeth. 

Eisengrimm collapsed as though the bullet had removed the invisible scaffolding that held him upright. He fell across the table, his blood beginning to bloom across the forged maps: a hot, metallic-smelling liquid seeping onto the cool, polished varnish of the mahogany. 

Faulkner frowned at the splatter. He stepped forwards, unhurried, and adjusted the doctor’s head, tilting it slightly so the blood flowed in a straight, predictable line along the wood grain. He was correcting a spill. 

He gathered the forged papers, aligning their edges with reverent precision, then touched a hidden control beneath his collar. 

The room tightened. Shadows straightened. Smoke rose in flawless vertical lines. The chaotic residue of fear collapsed into a stillness so profound it felt mechanical. The air adjusted itself, settling into an architecture Faulkner considered acceptable. 

For a heartbeat, the world belonged entirely to his geometry. 

“The soul of this war,” he whispered, his focus locked on the perfect crimson line he had curated, “is my gift to the British.” 

Not loyalty. Not ideology. Not malice. 

Curation. 

He adjusted the angle once more, watching the crimson line follow the grain of the wood without deviation. As he moved, his form subtly adjusted, the air aligning to him – the room had become the shape he desired. 
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A Welcome Prepared 




Three weeks had passed, and the fog now hung as thick as a woollen shroud around the gates of Whitehall. A man in an impeccably tailored RAF uniform moved through the gloom with a gait so steady it felt timed to a hidden clock. 

He paused near a sandbag emplacement to guide an elderly woman struggling with a heavy shopping bag. His English accent was perfect – lightly modulated and resonant with authority. “Allow me, madam. A grim business, this city. But rest assured, even the dreariest days here are a luxury denied to half the continent.” He tipped his hat with a courtly flourish, his smile warm and entirely without truth. “Sebastian Faulkner, at your service.” 

The woman thanked him, slightly flustered, and moved on. Faulkner did not watch her go. His attention had already shifted to the heavy oak doors of the entrance. 

As he reached the threshold, a young intelligence lieutenant – harried and breathing hard – scrambled out of the building, clutching a stack of files that had begun to fan out into a messy arc. Faulkner did not merely step aside; he halted, his gloved hand reaching out to catch the edge of the officer’s topmost document. With a clinical, silent flick of his wrist, he pushed the stray paper back into the stack until the edges were perfectly flush: a single sharp rectangle of white. 

He did not look at the man’s face. He followed only the line of the correction. 

“Symmetry, Lieutenant,” he whispered, the rasp of his voice cutting through the humid air. “A disordered desk is the first sign of a disordered mind.” 

He stepped around the stunned officer without waiting for a reply, his pace never breaking. He moved deeper into the building, the world of the street fading into the yellowed, subterranean light of the Cabinet War Rooms. Here, the air was heavy with the smell of paraffin, damp wool, and the stale tobacco of men who had forgotten the taste of sleep. 

Inside a cramped, smoky annexe, King Peter II and Colonel Abernathy sat in brittle silence. The door opened, and Winston Churchill entered, a cloud of cigar smoke trailing him like a battle ensign. 

“Right, Colonel. This ‘occult’ complication you mentioned.” Churchill’s voice was a gruff rasp. “I have a war to fight, not fairy tales. Tell me quickly: is this an excuse to justify a ridiculous expenditure of our best men?” 

“Mr Prime Minister, our intelligence – corroborated by reports from the Yugoslav government-in-exile – is irrefutable.” Abernathy stiffened. “The Ustaša commander, Krvavica, has elevated his atrocities into a direct threat. They are building something they call The Body. We require the Labyrinth team to neutralise it.” 

King Peter II added, “Mr Prime Minister, the stakes are not merely spiritual. This is a political firestorm waiting to consume the morale of every occupied country.” 

The door opened again, and King George VI entered. 

“Gentlemen.” The King sighed wearily, taking his seat at the head of the table. “My a-a-apologies for the delay. The Foreign Office, as usual, requires an u-u-unnecessary affirmation.” 

Sebastian Faulkner, playing the part of a diligent intelligence officer, moved to steady the King’s chair. As his gloved fingers brushed the royal uniform, a cold, almost imperceptible hiss of displaced air occurred – a ripple in the geometry of the room felt only by the entity. 

The King felt a sudden, deep lethargy: a weight pressing behind his eyes. “Excuse me,” he murmured, fumbling for a cigarette case with trembling hands, “I appear to have l-l-left my lighter in the annexe.” 

He stood and walked back into the shadows of the hallway, his hands moving quickly to cover the sudden, inexplicable dullness in his head. 

Thirty seconds later, the figure returned. 

He moved with crisp, unwavering confidence. He walked straight to the table, his posture firmer, his focus – sharp and target-locked – sweeping the room. “The matter is settled, gentlemen. Strategic priority is clear.” His voice was firm; the stammer vanished as if erased by a master editor. “We cannot risk The Body reaching Axis frontline capabilities. Abernathy, I want the operational order issued at once. Use the cover story regarding Yugoslav assets. It is… symmetrical.” 

Churchill narrowed his eyes through a veil of smoke. “You insist we involve the priest specifically, Your Majesty? Are we fighting God’s war or Hitler’s?” 

The King gave Churchill a calm, deliberate look. “Faith has its uses, Prime Minister. Some threats respond only to its presence. Padre Petrović’s involvement will align certain vulnerabilities in the field.” 

“Vulnerabilities?” Churchill stepped closer. 

“A matter of resonance, Prime Minister. You need not concern yourself with the details. Simply ensure Captain Fitzwilliam understands the priest’s role is not optional.” 

He stood, ending the meeting with quiet authority. As he swept past Abernathy, he handed the colonel a sealed envelope. “This confirms the report regarding Eisengrimm’s location. Ensure the Padre’s courage is put to its intended purpose.” 

Outside the War Rooms, the air was bitingly damp. The figure walked briskly through the underground corridors, and for a fleeting moment, the regal shape of King George VI dissolved into a shimmering distortion. The royal uniform twisted, the flesh flowed, and the neutral, terrifyingly perfect silhouette of Sebastian Faulkner solidified in its place. 

The true King George VI was not the key to opening the Hellmouth, but he was the key to the door that led there. Faulkner breathed deeply, the perfect façade restored. He keyed the compact field transmitter hidden beneath his cuff. 

“Krvavica,” the Shapeshifter said, his voice now a clean, precise rasp. “The trap is set. The British command believes the priest is essential. They are on their way to Vis Island, precisely as planned. I am embedded. Prepare the welcome.” 














