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He had been sitting at the bar all day, sipping lightly at his drink, spiced wine from some vineyard near the Unmod border. He’d also been watching the curvy, red-haired serving maid. All day. He’d been there since the bar first opened, and now it was less than an hour until close.


He was not an ugly man, though he wasn’t a prince either. Still, he would catch the glances and smiles that women would give him as they pranced about the tavern serving drinks and food. And the red-haired woman was no different. 


In fact, he had been scouting her now for three days, coming right at opening and not leaving until the brooms were sweeping the floor at close. He knew that she noticed him, saw her smile coyly when he ordered a new mug. He had learned, too, from various people around the city, that her husband was a merchant away on business in the south. She had a son of eight years. She was very pretty, with wide hips and a healthy set of thighs. Some might think her overweight; he thought her perfect.


The man set down his mug and walked out of the tavern with the last of the patrons into the fading light of the day. The capital city of P’Piar was as nice a city as one would ever see; ivory arches and parks with fountains, stained glass windows in the beautifully crafted churches and temples, and of course, the First Tower, home of the royal family.


He walked down the boulevards, fingering the narrow scar on his chin. His head was shaved bald, and his eyebrows were trimmed in a stylish, upwardly manner. He tried to look good, even though he had no money, no family, no inheritance of any kind. He was from the common sector, the poorest area in the city. A shack he owned, if one could call it that. It was a dilapidated wooden standalone bordered on both sides by weeds.


But he was not heading home just now. The sun had set, and night was upon the capital. Inns and other taverns were loud and noisy, the bright light pouring out of their windows. He walked past these, heading for a quiet, residential neighborhood. 


Had there been any passersby at the man’s destination, they would have seen the modest stone house down a side street, with its gabled roof and large panoramic window on the second floor. The front door was made of maple and carved with the personal insignia of a rich merchant. Indeed, had they moved closer, they would have seen the dark form of a man crawl through an open side window, and quietly shut it. Then they might have walked on, ignoring what they had seen.


The man, on the other hand, couldn’t see much, as the interior of the house was pitch-dark. He fingered his scar. Feeling his way along a near wall, he bumped his shin into a table leg. He cursed silently. Finally he grabbed hold of a doorknob and quietly turned it, sneaking into the next room.


His eyes were adjusted now, and he could see a bed against the far well. There was nobody in it.


He heard heavy breathing, and whirled around, drawing a long, serrated dagger.


There was a young boy standing against the wall, his hands up in a fighting posture. Neither man nor boy said anything.


Then, with a lunge, the man drove the dagger into the boy’s stomach and twisted. At the same time, he shoved a rag in the boy’s mouth so he could not scream. In the darkness, the man could see the black pool spread across the floor in small streams. He wiped his blade on the unmoving boy’s shirt. Then he exited the room and made his way down a hallway and into the second bedroom.


His eyes were almost fully adjusted now, and he could faintly make out the fiery hair of the sleeping form therein. Silently he crept to the bedside, admiring the woman’s fine features, the way her shoulder curved into her arm, and the round form of her breasts beneath her evening gown. He stood that way for a long time, watching her.


Then, he reached out a large hand and stroked her hair. Once, a second time, more firmly now. She smiled in her sleep. Then a blade was at her throat, and her eyes shot open. The two figures looked at each other in the darkness. The man could feel the pulsing throb in her throat grow faster as it nudged against his dagger. He leaned down right next to her ear.


“Scream,” he whispered, “and it will be the last thing you ever say.” He took another rag out of his pouch and tied it between her teeth and around behind her head. She whimpered lightly. He pulled out more ties, ropes and cloth, and bound both her arms to the bed posts. All the while, her eyes grew wider, until it seemed as if the eyeballs themselves would burst out of her face. Her heart was a hummingbird.


The man smiled.


“Just relax,” he said softly. Then he moved himself on top of her, the dagger pressed against her stomach. She tried to scream through the rag. It came out as a groan.

“Shhhhh,” the man whispered. Her feet began to wildly flail, trying desperately to throw his weight off. He put the dagger point to her ribs, and slowly slipped it between the bones there. Her throat emitted a shriek of horror and pain. Blood seeped into her gown.


The man kissed her neck, the pale smooth curve right where it met her jaw. He nibbled her ear, bit her lightly. Her body strained against him, against the bonds that kept her. He traced his blade down the inside of her thigh, stopped right above the knee, and drove it in. 


Her eyes pleaded with him for mercy. Utter wild terror looked him in the face, and he smiled a small smile. She recognized him now.


Had there been passersby outside the house, they would have heard nothing. It would have been a house just like any other house, dark and quiet, with its occupants sleeping and dreaming their dreams of pleasure and pain. 


They would have looked at the door, marveled at the carving, and moved on. But maybe they would have noticed it was cracked open just a bit, and a shadowy form lay in a heap on the front stairs. Maybe they would have let curiosity take them over, and went to investigate. There they would have found a young boy, bleeding from a wound in the gut, slowly dying.


They would have called the city guard immediately.


The city guardsmen who arrived would have entered the house, their blades at the ready. In the rear bedroom they would have found a man inside a dead woman, kissing her bloody neck, tearing at her sleeping clothes. They would have pulled him off the body, clubbed him in the face with their sword hilts, and dragged him off to the city dungeons. Perhaps the man’s last thought before losing consciousness would have been surprise that he hadn’t killed the boy like he thought, the boy who may have dragged himself down the hall and out onto the front porch.


In a week the crime was forgotten, even by the first responders of the city guard. 
In a year, the only person who knew the man was the cell keeper in the dungeons.


In five years, the man himself didn’t know who he was anymore.


In seventeen years, he was brought out of his cell and thrown before the new Grand Prince. He was given his freedom. He was given full command of the armies of P’Piar itself. And he was a given a new name to replace the one he had forgotten: the Ace of War.

