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The Gentleman’s War

Chapter 1 – The First Crack
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The city had learned long ago how to pretend nothing was wrong.

It wore its darkness like velvet—smooth, deliberate, intentional. Lanterns burned low behind iron glass, casting amber halos that softened the edges of things better left unseen. Carriages moved through narrow streets with hushed wheels, and voices rarely rose above what could be mistaken for civility.

It was a city that understood restraint.

Which was precisely why the crack felt so loud.

The Gentleman noticed it not with his eyes—but with something far more precise.

A pause.

Not in movement. Not in sound.

But in pattern.

He stood by the tall window of his study, gloved fingers resting lightly against the glass. Below, the street curved like a vein through the district—predictable, familiar. He knew its rhythms better than the men who lived their entire lives upon it. He knew which lantern flickered two seconds too long before dimming. Which shopkeeper locked his door with unnecessary force. Which shadow lingered just slightly past its natural shape.

Tonight, something had shifted.

Not dramatically. Not in any way that would alarm the untrained eye.

But the world had... hesitated.

Behind him, the fire cracked softly in the hearth, its glow reaching only halfway across the room before surrendering to shadow. The study was arranged with deliberate precision—dark wood, deep green upholstery, the faint scent of ink and something older, something almost metallic.

Everything was as it should be.

And yet—

“You’ve been standing there for nearly an hour.”

The voice was quiet, but it carried.

The Gentleman did not turn immediately. He allowed the moment to stretch, to breathe, to gather weight. Only then did he shift, just enough for the firelight to catch the edge of his profile.

“I have,” he said simply.

His companion leaned against the doorway, one shoulder resting against the frame as though he belonged there—and perhaps he did, though not in any way the house itself would acknowledge. There was a looseness to him that did not match the room. Where the Gentleman was measured, contained, the other man seemed to exist just slightly outside the rules.

It was... unsettling.

And necessary.

“You’re thinking too loudly,” the man continued, crossing the room without invitation. His steps were quiet, but not careful. He did not fear disturbing anything here.

Few things in this house could be disturbed.

“What does that mean?” the Gentleman asked.

“It means,” he said, stopping just behind him, “that something is wrong, and you haven’t decided whether to ignore it or destroy it.”

A pause.

Then, softly—

“Which is it?”

The Gentleman finally turned.

Up close, the contrast between them sharpened. His companion’s expression was open in a way that bordered on defiant—eyes searching, unguarded, unwilling to accept silence as an answer. It was a kind of boldness that would have been punished in anyone else.

But not here.

Not by him.

“Neither,” the Gentleman replied. “Not yet.”

The other man studied him for a moment longer than was comfortable.

“You felt it,” he said, not a question.

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

The Gentleman considered the question—not because he lacked an answer, but because the truth, when spoken aloud, had a way of becoming more real than he preferred.

“A disruption,” he said finally. “Subtle. Deliberate.”

“That could mean anything.”

“It does not,” he corrected gently.

The room seemed to tighten around the words.

The companion exhaled slowly, stepping closer—not quite touching, but close enough that the space between them became noticeable.

“Then tell me what it means.”

The Gentleman looked at him then—not through him, not past him, but at him. It was a rare thing, that kind of focus. Most people, when caught in it, felt exposed.

This man only held his gaze.

“It means,” the Gentleman said, voice low, precise, “that something has begun.”

Silence followed.

Not empty—never empty—but filled with the quiet awareness that something had shifted beyond the boundaries of the room.

The companion’s expression changed, just slightly. Not fear.

But understanding.

“That’s not good,” he said.

“No,” the Gentleman agreed.

A faint smile touched his lips, though it did not reach his eyes.

“It rarely is.”



Later, the city would say it began with rumors.

But rumors were simply echoes of things that had already happened.

The Gentleman did not deal in echoes.

He dealt in origins.



The first sign, tangible and undeniable, arrived just before midnight.

A knock.

Not at the front door.

Not where visitors announced themselves with politeness and expectation.

But at the side entrance—unmarked, unlit, and known only to those who had no desire to be seen.

The Gentleman was already waiting when it came.

Of course he was.

He stood in the narrow corridor, one hand resting lightly on the silver head of his cane. The house around him felt... attentive. As though it, too, had sensed the shift and was now holding its breath.

Behind him, footsteps approached.

“You’re expecting someone?” his companion asked.

“No,” the Gentleman said.

The knock came again.

Three times.

Measured.

Patient.

Not a demand.

An announcement.

The Gentleman inclined his head slightly, as though acknowledging an invisible audience.

“Stay here,” he said.

“Not a chance.”

A flicker of something—amusement, perhaps—passed through the Gentleman’s expression.

“I was not asking.”

“And I wasn’t agreeing.”

Their eyes met.

For a moment, the tension between them was sharper than anything waiting beyond the door.

Then—

“Very well,” the Gentleman said softly. “But do try not to interfere unless absolutely necessary.”

“No promises.”

“I expected none.”

He turned, reaching for the handle.

The metal was cold beneath his glove.

For the briefest moment—so brief it might have been imagined—he hesitated.

Then he opened the door.



The man on the threshold did not step inside.

He did not need to.

Everything about him suggested he had already crossed a line.

He was dressed plainly, almost forgettably. The kind of face one would overlook in a crowd. But his eyes—

His eyes were wrong.

Not in shape. Not in color.

But in stillness.

They did not move as they should. Did not react as they should.

They simply... observed.

“You’ve come a long way,” the Gentleman said.

The man inclined his head.

“I go where I am sent.”

“Of course you do.”

A pause.

The companion shifted behind him, just enough to signal presence without stepping forward.

The messenger’s gaze flickered—just once—toward the movement.

Interesting.

He could see more than he should.

“What message do you carry?” the Gentleman asked.

The man reached into his coat.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Not out of caution—but out of respect.

He withdrew a single object.

An envelope.

Black.

Unmarked.

Sealed with wax so dark it absorbed the light rather than reflected it.

The Gentleman did not take it immediately.

Instead, he studied it.

Felt it.

The weight of it—not in his hand, but in the air between them.

“Who sent this?” he asked.

The messenger’s lips curved into something that might have been a smile, if it had contained any warmth.

“You already know.”

A mistake.

A small one.

But noticeable.

The Gentleman’s expression did not change—but something beneath it did.

“Do I?” he said softly.

The man held out the envelope.

“Open it,” he said.

The words were not a command.

But they were not a suggestion either.

The Gentleman accepted it.

The wax was cool beneath his fingers.

Old.

Older than it should have been.

Behind him, the companion stepped closer.

“Don’t,” he said quietly.

The Gentleman glanced back.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t pretend this is nothing.”

A faint tilt of the head.

“When have I ever done that?”

The companion held his gaze.

“More often than you admit.”

For a moment—just a moment—the Gentleman said nothing.

Then, with deliberate care, he broke the seal.



Inside, there was no letter.

No words.

Only a single card.

White.

Impossibly white against the darkness of the envelope.

At its center—

A symbol.

Simple.

Elegant.

Unmistakable.

The Gentleman’s fingers tightened, almost imperceptibly.

Behind him, the companion leaned closer.

“What is it?” he asked.

The Gentleman did not answer immediately.

When he did, his voice was quieter than before.

“An invitation,” he said.

“To what?”

A pause.

Then—

“To war.”



The messenger inclined his head once more.

“Your presence will be expected,” he said.

“Of course it will.”

“And your answer?”

The Gentleman looked at the card again.

At the symbol.

At the past it represented.

At the future it threatened.

Slowly, deliberately, he slipped it back into the envelope.

“My answer,” he said, “will be given in due time.”

The messenger smiled—this time, just slightly more convincingly.

“I look forward to it.”

Then he turned.

And disappeared into the night.



The door closed.

The house exhaled.

But the crack remained.

Wider now.

Impossible to ignore.

Behind him, the companion spoke.

“War,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“You’re not surprised.”

The Gentleman removed his gloves, one finger at a time.

“No,” he said.

“Should I be worried?”

A faint smile.

“Always.”

The companion stepped closer, close enough now that the distance between them finally disappeared.

“And you?” he asked quietly. “Are you worried?”

The Gentleman looked at him.

Really looked.

For a moment, the carefully constructed calm slipped—just enough to reveal something beneath it.

Something sharper.

Something darker.

“Not worried,” he said.

A pause.

Then, softer—

“Interested.”

The companion studied him, something unreadable passing through his expression.

“That might be worse.”

The Gentleman’s smile returned, polished and precise.

“It usually is.”



Outside, the city continued as it always had.

Unaware.

Unchanged.

Unprepared.

But beneath the surface—

Something had begun.

And this time, it would not remain hidden.
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Chapter 2 – Invitations Written in Blood
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Morning did not soften the city.

It revealed it.

What the night had concealed beneath velvet shadow now stood in pale, unforgiving light—stone edges sharper, iron colder, the streets less forgiving in their quiet. There was no comfort in daylight here. Only clarity.

And clarity, the Gentleman knew, was often far more dangerous.

He stood once more at the window, though this time the glass reflected him as much as it revealed the world beyond. The envelope rested on the desk behind him, unopened again since the night before, as though proximity alone might yield more truth.

It had not.

But it had confirmed one thing with unnerving precision.

This was not a threat.

It was a summons.

“You haven’t moved it.”

The voice came from behind, quieter than yesterday. Less edged, but heavier.

The Gentleman did not turn.

“No,” he said.

“You’re letting it sit there like it’s going to explain itself.”

A pause.

“Or like you already understand it.”

Another pause.

“Which is it?”

The Gentleman’s reflection met his companion’s in the glass. Even distorted by the faint imperfections of the pane, the difference between them remained unmistakable—one composed to the point of distance, the other alive with questions he refused to bury.

“It has already explained itself,” the Gentleman said.

“Without words?”

“Words are rarely necessary.”

His companion exhaled slowly, crossing the room. This time, his steps were quieter—not out of caution, but intent. He stopped near the desk, eyes settling on the black envelope as though it might react to his attention.

“I don’t like it,” he said.

“That is not its purpose.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to accept it.”

The Gentleman turned then, finally facing him fully.

“You misunderstand,” he said softly. “Acceptance is irrelevant.”

The companion’s jaw tightened slightly.

“Then what is relevant?”

A faint, almost imperceptible shift in the Gentleman’s expression.

“Response.”



The city did not wait long to speak.

By midmorning, the first mark appeared.

It was subtle—so subtle that most would have missed it entirely.

A smear of red across the base of a statue in the eastern quarter. Not splashed, not thrown. Placed. Intentional. Almost careful.

Blood, though not fresh.

The Gentleman did not need to see it to know.

But he went anyway.

Because this was no longer about instinct.

It was about confirmation.



The eastern quarter carried a different kind of silence than the rest of the city. Less refined. Less practiced. It was the kind of quiet that came from absence rather than restraint.

Fewer people.

Fewer witnesses.

More truth.

The statue stood at the center of a narrow square, its stone surface worn by time and neglect. Whatever figure it had once represented had long since lost its meaning.

Now, it served something else.

The mark was exactly where it had been described.

Low.

Deliberate.

Not meant to be seen from afar—but impossible to ignore up close.

His companion stopped beside
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