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The Gentleman’s Oath

Chapter 1 – The Promise Beneath Prague
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Prague looked most honest after midnight.

The city lost its charm then.

Tourists disappeared from the bridges, laughter faded from the squares, and the old architecture stopped pretending to belong to the living. Beneath rain and fog, the city became what it truly was: ancient, watchful, and hungry for memory.

George stood beneath the black stone archway of Saint Vitus Cathedral and watched mist crawl across the courtyard like pale fingers.

“You’re thinking about leaving.”

Ayton’s voice emerged softly behind him.

George turned.

Ayton stood several steps away beneath the cathedral lanterns, one gloved hand resting against the silver head of his cane. Everything about him belonged to another century:

	dark wool coat, 

	black leather gloves, 

	sharp collar, 

	elegant posture untouched by cold. 


Even the shadows seemed careful around him.

George hated how beautiful he looked in candlelight.

“I’m thinking,” George corrected.

“That usually precedes escape.”

A faint smile touched George’s mouth despite himself. “You say that as though you’ve studied me.”

“I have.”

The answer came too quickly.

Too honestly.

For a moment neither man moved.

Rain whispered against cathedral stone.

Far below them, hidden beneath Prague itself, music drifted upward through ancient tunnels: violins, low conversation, crystal glasses touching softly together.

The gathering had already begun.

George adjusted the cuffs of his charcoal coat, trying unsuccessfully to steady the strange unease beneath his ribs.

“You still haven’t explained why tonight matters,” he said.

Ayton approached slowly, gaze fixed on him with that unnerving composure he carried like a weapon. “Because certain families in this city enjoy pretending they are civilized while conducting rituals beneath churches.”

“That explains absolutely nothing.”

“It explains enough.”

George exhaled through his nose. “You become intolerable when nervous.”

Ayton’s expression flickered almost imperceptibly.

Nervous.

Most people would never have noticed it.

George had learned to.

That was dangerous knowledge.

The realization settled between them with quiet weight.

Their relationship had never possessed clear definitions. Attraction existed openly now, impossible to ignore, but both men approached intimacy like wounded creatures circling a fire—drawn toward warmth while expecting pain.

George often wondered if Ayton understood how transparent he became during silence.

The elegant posture.

The measured voice.

The impossible self-control.

All of it hid fear more effectively than arrogance ever could.

“What exactly are these people?” George asked quietly.

Ayton looked toward the cathedral doors.

“Old things pretending to be human.”

“That includes you?”

A pause.

Then, softly:

“Sometimes.”

Before George could answer, the cathedral bells rang overhead.

Low.

Heavy.

Ancient.

The sound seemed to vibrate through bone rather than air.

Ayton extended a gloved hand.

“Come with me.”

George stared at the offered hand longer than necessary.

Not because he feared Ayton.

Because he feared how instinctively he wanted to take it.

Finally, he did.

The moment their skin touched through leather, something cold slid down George’s spine.

Not emotion.

Not intuition.

Recognition.

Ayton felt it too. George saw the subtle tightening in his jaw before the other man released him almost immediately.

Interesting.

Fear crossed Ayton’s face faster than lightning—and vanished just as quickly.

Without another word, Ayton led him through the cathedral.

Candles burned low along endless corridors lined with saints whose stone faces looked mournful rather than holy. The deeper they descended, the colder the air became.

George could smell earth beneath the incense.

Old earth.

Burial earth.

At the bottom of a spiral staircase stood two men dressed entirely in black.

Neither appeared remotely human.

Their eyes reflected silver in the dark.

One inclined his head respectfully toward Ayton.

“Your arrival was anticipated.”

“I dislike being anticipated,” Ayton replied coolly.

“Nevertheless.”

The second figure finally looked toward George.

Not at him.

Into him.

George suppressed the instinctive urge to step backward.

“You brought a witness,” the man murmured.

Ayton’s voice sharpened dangerously. “Careful.”

The figure immediately lowered his gaze.

Interesting again.

Whatever Ayton’s standing was among these people, it inspired genuine caution.

The massive iron doors opened slowly.

Warmth spilled outward first.

Then music.

Then voices.

George stepped inside—and nearly stopped walking.

The crypt beneath the cathedral was enormous.

Ancient chandeliers glowed above black marble floors. Noble families dressed in severe dark elegance gathered beside candlelit tables overflowing with wine and silver. Velvet curtains divided archways leading deeper underground.

Beautiful people filled the room.

Not human people.

George felt it instantly.

Some moved too gracefully.

Some never blinked.

Some cast no reflection in mirrored walls.

Others smiled with entirely too many teeth.

The atmosphere pulsed with restrained violence disguised as aristocratic civility.

“God,” George whispered.

“No,” Ayton said softly beside him. “Quite the opposite.”

Several figures turned toward them.

George felt the shift immediately.

Recognition.

Attention.

Tension.

Whispers spread quietly through the crypt like moving smoke.

Ayton ignored all of it with practiced indifference, though George noticed his shoulders becoming subtly rigid.

“You truly hate these gatherings,” George murmured.

“I hate nostalgia.”

A woman dressed in deep crimson approached them gracefully. Her silver hair cascaded over bare shoulders, and rubies glittered at her throat like fresh blood.

“Ayton.”

Her voice carried amusement and old danger.

Ayton inclined his head minimally. “Lady Vesper.”

Her gaze slid toward George with open curiosity.

“And who,” she asked, “is this?”

“George Laurent.”

George extended polite restraint into his tone. “A pleasure.”

“It may become one.”

Ayton’s eyes cooled instantly.

The woman smiled wider, apparently delighted by the reaction.

“Yes,” she purred. “There it is.”

George frowned slightly. “There what is?”

But before she answered, another voice interrupted from nearby.

“No.”

An elderly man had risen abruptly from one of the distant tables.

He stared directly at Ayton.

Not with recognition.

With horror.

The entire crypt seemed to quiet around him.

The old man’s face had gone pale beneath parchment-thin skin.

“That name,” he whispered.

Ayton’s expression hardened instantly. “I assure you, I still possess it.”

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Now people were watching openly.

George felt tension spreading through the room like invisible cracks in glass.

The elderly noble approached slowly, eyes fixed on Ayton with growing alarm.

“What exactly did your father tell you?” the man demanded.

“Very little worth remembering.”

“That fool,” the man hissed. “He should have ended it.”

Ayton’s voice became dangerously soft. “Ended what?”

The old man looked toward George.

Everything changed in his face then.

Fear deepened into certainty.

“Oh God.”

Several nearby guests stepped backward.

George felt suddenly cold.

The old man pointed directly toward him.

“It’s begun again.”

A low murmur swept through the crypt.

Ayton moved instantly, placing himself slightly in front of George.

“Explain yourself.”

But the old man was already retreating.

“No,” he whispered shakily. “No, no—not here. Not beneath witnesses.”

Then he turned and disappeared into the crowd with startling speed for someone so ancient.

Silence lingered.

George looked toward Ayton. “Would now be an appropriate time for explanations?”

Ayton did not answer immediately.

For the first time since George had known him, genuine uncertainty crossed his face.

And beneath it—

fear.

“We’re leaving,” Ayton said quietly.

“What?”

“Now.”

Without waiting for agreement, Ayton took George’s wrist and guided him rapidly through the crypt.

The atmosphere behind them had changed completely.

Whispers followed.

Eyes lingered.

Something ancient had recognized Ayton tonight.

Something the others feared.

The rain had intensified by the time they emerged from the cathedral.

Prague glistened black beneath storm clouds.

Ayton released George only once they reached the empty street beyond the courtyard.

“What the hell was that?” George demanded.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s a lie.”

Ayton turned sharply. “Do not mistake limited knowledge for dishonesty.”

The anger in his voice wasn’t directed at George.

It was directed inward.

George stepped closer.

“You’re frightened.”

Ayton laughed once under his breath, humorless and cold. “An unfortunate observation.”

Lightning flashed above the cathedral towers.

For one brief second, George thought he saw shadows moving behind the stained-glass windows far above them.

Watching.

“You said your family dealt in myths,” George said carefully.

“Yes.”

“But you don’t believe that anymore.”

Ayton’s silence answered for him.

Thunder rolled overhead.

Then suddenly—

pain.

Ayton flinched violently.

George caught his arm instinctively. “Ayton?”

Ayton’s breathing had become uneven.

Without warning, he shoved open the gate of a narrow alleyway beside the cathedral and braced one hand against the stone wall.

George followed immediately.

“What happened?”

Ayton pulled off one glove with visible difficulty.

His hands were trembling.

That frightened George more than anything else tonight.

Then Ayton slowly opened the buttons of his black shirt near his ribs.

George’s breath stopped.

A mark was spreading across Ayton’s skin.

Black lines curled beneath his ribs like ink beneath flesh—elegant, elaborate, unnatural.

A sigil.

It looked burned into him from the inside.

“What is that?” George whispered.

“I don’t know.”

But again—

not true.

Ayton stared at the mark with quiet horror.

As George stepped closer, the symbol shifted slightly beneath the skin.

Alive.

The alley suddenly felt colder.

No—

not colder.

Occupied.

George heard something then.

A whisper.

Soft.

Male.

Directly beside his ear.

He turned sharply.

No one.

Another whisper followed immediately.

Then another.

Latin.

Dozens of voices layered together softly in the darkness.

Ayton heard them too. George saw it in his face.

The whispers grew louder.

Not threatening.

Devotional.

Like vows spoken during a funeral.

Or a wedding.

George’s pulse quickened.

The voices repeated the same phrase over and over.

Ego te vidi.

I witnessed you.

The alley lights flickered violently.

Ayton grabbed George’s wrist suddenly.

The moment their skin touched, the whispers stopped.

Complete silence crashed over them.

Then both men inhaled sharply at the exact same moment.

A vision struck George without warning.

Darkness.

Candles.

Blood running across marble floors.

Two men kneeling before something impossibly tall and faceless.

Hands clasped together.

Vows spoken through tears.

And behind them—

a figure watching silently in black gloves.

The vision vanished instantly.

George staggered backward against the alley wall.

Ayton looked equally shaken.

“You saw it too,” George said quietly.

Not a question.

Ayton’s face had gone pale.

“Yes.”

Rain poured around them.

Neither man spoke for several seconds.

Then George asked the question carefully.

“You never told me your family made bargains.”

Ayton stared at the black sigil spreading slowly across his ribs.

When he finally answered, his voice sounded distant.

“I thought they were myths.”
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Rain remained over Prague for three days.

The city darkened beneath endless storm clouds, its towers vanishing into silver fog by late afternoon. Water streamed down ancient windows and flooded narrow cobbled streets until the entire city felt submerged beneath something older than weather.

George had barely slept.

Every time he closed his eyes, he heard the whispers again.

Ego te vidi.

I witnessed you.

The words followed him through dreams and waking hours alike, lingering softly beneath thought like distant music.

Worse still were the visions.

Brief flashes struck without warning:

	black-gloved hands, 

	candlelit crypts, 

	rings pressed against bleeding palms, 

	a faceless figure standing silently behind kneeling lovers. 


None of it felt imagined.

All of it felt remembered.

George sat alone in the restricted archives beneath the Klementinum Library shortly after midnight, surrounded by stacks of fragile texts and yellowed genealogical records.

Candles burned low beside him.

He had abandoned modern research two nights ago.

Nothing digital contained references to what he sought.

Whatever the Gentlemen Witnessed had been, history had not merely forgotten them.

History had buried them intentionally.

George turned another brittle page carefully.

Most of the text was written in Latin and archaic Czech, but certain phrases appeared repeatedly enough to form patterns.

The Witness sees what lovers conceal.

No vow disappears once spoken sincerely.

Devotion acknowledged becomes eternal.

George rubbed tired eyes.

The deeper he researched, the more the material resembled theology twisted into obsession.

Not marriage.

Ownership.

Not romance.

Binding.

A quiet knock echoed through the archive door.

George looked up immediately.

Only one person knew he was here.

“Come in.”

Ayton entered silently.

He looked exhausted.

Not physically—Ayton never allowed visible physical weakness—but emotionally strained in ways increasingly difficult to conceal.

His black coat was damp from rain, silver strands of wet hair falling across his forehead.

George’s chest tightened unexpectedly at the sight of him.

That had become dangerous too.

Everything involving Ayton now carried dangerous intensity.

“You disappeared,” George said softly.

Ayton removed his gloves slowly. “You were working.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No,” Ayton agreed. “It isn’t.”

George studied him carefully.

The sigil beneath Ayton’s ribs had spread farther since the cathedral. George had seen it earlier that evening when Ayton changed shirts after returning from some undisclosed meeting.

The black markings now curved across his side like elegant cracks in porcelain.

Alive.

George hated how often he thought about touching them.

“You found something,” Ayton said.

George hesitated.

Then he turned the book toward him.

“The Gentlemen Witnessed,” George murmured. “Ever heard the name before now?”

Ayton’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“No.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Ayton met his gaze calmly. “I’m beginning to resent how easily you detect dishonesty.”

“That’s because you’re getting worse at hiding it.”

A faint flicker crossed Ayton’s mouth.

Not quite a smile.

Something more tired.

George pushed several documents across the table.

“They weren’t a cult,” he explained quietly. “Or not solely one. They were an aristocratic order tied to supernatural contracts.”

Ayton skimmed the pages rapidly.

George













































































	a younger Ayton sitting alone beside a massive fireplace, 

	blood on his knuckles, 

	his father’s cold voice saying:
Love makes servants of intelligent men. 
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