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Ezra Nighthawk sat in the dark cell, holding his face in his hands, sure he had never felt so utterly miserable in his whole life. The door to the cell had a small, grated window up high, letting in a little torchlight from the hallway of the dungeon.

A skinny young man of twenty-some summers—he never had known exactly how many, due to his unstable parents—Ezra had tightly curled black hair, and delicate, almost feminine features. He wore a rumpled purple tunic with the laces at the throat untied, leaving most of the front open and revealing the hawk’s head necklace he wore around his neck. The outfit was completed with a black belt, and tight black pants. His feet were bare on the cold stone, as they had taken his boots.

At the beginning of the night, this had been a good look for him, he felt, but now his clothing was dirty, stained, wet, and even bloody in spots. His face was also dirty and bloody, with a black eye forming on the left, with a bloody and swollen lower lip. He hurt...everywhere, and was sure he was covered head to toe in bruises.

The night had been going swimmingly, he supposed, thinking back. His friends had taken him out to celebrate his birthday—a date they had long ago settled on, not knowing the true date he was born. They had insisted on buying him numerous drinks, in the wildest tavern they could find. Ezra was much more comfortable doing, well, pretty much anything else, and honestly did not care much for the highbrow people his mother kept pushing him to hang out with. But the drink had taken hold of him, there was much laughing and dancing and craziness, and he eventually did find himself having fun. He was even singing at one point, he recalled with a shudder.

Then everything that could go wrong, went wrong. Horribly. The prince came in with his giant entourage, and although Ezra was extremely intoxicated by that point and did not recall details, he knew there had been a misunderstanding with one of the beautiful women who had accompanied the prince. Ezra did not even like women, he never would have grabbed her there intentionally!

But before he knew what happened, and over the loud protests of his friends—he recalled near-riot conditions in the tavern by that point—he had been dragged outside by the prince’s very large bodyguards, and the prince and a few of his toadies had proceeded to beat Ezra senseless on the high porch of the tavern. Ezra, without thought, had kicked out like a mule at the prince, and the prince, many drinks into the night as well, was not able to maintain his balance and tumbled over the edge.

The commotion increased tenfold at that point, and Ezra was knocked unconscious by one of the bodyguards. When he had awakened while being hauled into the dungeon, the guards assured him that the prince was dead, and that he was in very, very big trouble.

So he sat with his head in his hands, caught somewhere between drunk and hungover at whatever very late hour it was at that point, wincing in pain and trying to move as little as possible.

Eventually there was the sound of others walking down the hallway towards his cell, and the door was thrown open. The torchlight was dim, but to Ezra’s eyes it was like staring into the noon sun. He closed his eyes tightly until the door closed again, and the footsteps receded down the hallway.

Someone was in the cell with him now though, his foggy brain eventually realized. He opened his good eye slightly and could make out a figure standing just inside the doorway, hands on hips, looking down at him.

“Well, I’ll be damned. It is Ezra Nighthawk.” The low voice sounded amused.

Ezra, for his part, was not surprised, and let out a resigned sigh. Unfortunately, Ezra’s mother was famous in town, having been one of the leaders of the most successful thieves’ guild around for many years, until she retired. Tess Nighthawk. And being her son brought some measure of—in his case, unwanted—fame as well.

He had never had any of the talent of his famous mother, a skilled cat burglar with near-acrobat abilities that made her rich, famous, and rise through the ranks rapidly...helped in no small part by her immense charm. Ezra did not share that part either. He was clumsy, shy, and utterly lacking in self-confidence.

The stranger crouched down in front of him, and to his immense surprise, a flame soon appeared in the man’s hand, raised and cupped between them. A magic user!

He stared at the stranger now, some of the fog lifted by the shock. The flame illuminated a face he had never seen before, but one he was sure he would never forget. The man was gorgeous. Roughly Ezra’s age, he guessed, with wild, spikey dark hair, and hoop earrings in both ears that shone in the light. He was grinning, showing off perfectly straight white teeth. And enough of his form was visible to make it clear that he had a lean, athletic build, exactly the type Ezra was—secretly—attracted to. He was...perfect, Ezra thought, and he suddenly forgot to breathe.

“You don’t know me, of course, but I know you,” the stranger began, still grinning. “I’m a thief in your mom’s guild. Low level, for now.”

He stood up, still looking at Ezra appraisingly. “You’re cute, too, up close. Even with the black eye. Too bad we don’t have time to have some fun in here.” He said the last with a mischievous twist to his smile.

“Wait, what did you just say?” Now that sobered Ezra up even further!

“Hush,” the man admonished in a distracted tone, having already moved on. He was looking at the lock on the door, illuminating it with his small flame. “I’ll have us out of here in no time.”

“Wait, no! Hold on,” Ezra protested. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I can explain myself out of this. I don’t need to get in deeper trouble by trying to escape with you.”

The smile was gone now, and the man gave him a look tinged with pity. “You’re a dead man, prince killer. They won’t give you time to explain. You’ll be lucky if they don’t execute you at sunrise.”

Ezra’s blood ran cold, and he found he could not speak to protest further.

The man nodded as if Ezra had spoken, and continued, “That’s right. Your only choice is to come with me now. And we will get out of here. I know a way. We all do. Your mom no doubt knew all about it, not that she was ever caught.”

When Ezra could finally speak, his voice was shaky. “Fine. What do we do?”

“Well, see, when I get through this lock, the key is to go down, not up. If we went up, the guards would catch us. The lower levels of the dungeon are no longer used, and the thieves’ guild long ago discovered a tunnel down there that leads out. Or had it dug. I don’t know the details. But only guild members know about it, and it’s only for use in extreme emergencies. Like this one.”

“What did you do?”

“I killed a man, like you. For you, actually. Or for your mom, I should say.”

“Wait, you’re not making any sense.”

“Hush. Just let me work. We don’t have much time.”

With that, he turned back around to focus on the lock, setting the small flame off to the side. He then bent over and began working on the lock, which left his spectacular backside at eye level for Ezra, and close enough that he could reach out and...

“Enjoying the view?” the man threw back over his shoulder, causing Ezra to sputter denials.

With a click, the lock was open, and before he knew it, they were running down the hall, in the opposite direction the guards had come from. The strange man guided them again with his uplifted flame, and they proceeded down, initially through galleries with closed doors, some of which were obviously occupied, from noises they could hear. Soon, though, the doors were all open, and the torches in wall sconces were no longer lit. They had reached the part of the dungeon which was no longer used.

Still they continued lower and lower, going around corners occasionally as the gallery turned. Ezra was stunned that the dungeon was so large. Was it built in case the king ordered the whole town imprisoned? Unreal.

His companion soon found a small tunnel, hidden behind a false wall, and before they knew it, they were in...

“The sewers,” Ezra observed in disgust, as they came out into a slightly larger tunnel, with an inch or two of dark water running down the middle. The sewers had been one of many reasons Ezra had chosen not to follow in his mother’s footsteps. He was afraid of rats, and spiders, and cockroaches, and really, pretty much disgusted by every aspect of the stories he had heard about the famous thieves’ highway, as it was called.

“Relax, this isn’t even sewage, it’s just rainwater mostly.”

“Well mostly, it’s disgusting,” Ezra complained, looking down at the dark water slopping over his bare feet.

They followed the twists and turns of the tunnel, with the dim magical flame bouncing merrily and casting crazy shadows on the walls.

When they came around a bend after what seemed like hours of walking, the man all in one motion turned, slammed Ezra against the stone wall, threw the flame at the wall—where it stayed—and pulled a wicked looking dagger from...someplace. It all happened so fast that Ezra’s mind was reeling, as he tried to figure out why the man would bring him this far only to kill him...and then another figure came around the corner, practically running into the dagger as it was plunged into his midsection.

The figure fell to the floor with a grunt and a splash, and the guide grabbed Ezra by the arm and pulled him at a run down the tunnel again. When they were a ways off, they slowed, with Ezra gasping for breath.

“Sorry, I didn’t have time to warn you. I heard him coming at the last second.”

“Who was that? Why?” was all Ezra could get out. His wits were scrambled.

“No idea. Might have been a random encounter, or someone who was trying to kill you or me. We’ll probably never know. C’mon.”

After what seemed forever, the man told Ezra they were outside the city gates, and eventually they came to an opening that spilled out the side of a hill, in the forest that bordered the city on the eastern side.

Out in the forest, they continued on, stopping only when they were miles away. It was daylight by then, with the late morning sun shining down on them. A small lake glistened in the sunlight nearby, with the sounds from the river that fed into the lake providing a calming background. It was hard to believe the events of the previous night, looking at the peaceful scene before them.

They drank their fill from the river, then both sprawled out up against the trunks of large trees, exhausted. The strange man looked slightly haggard by now, with his face covered in grime and sweat, and with dark circles under his eyes. But Ezra was still powerfully attracted to him.

“Okay, now tell me the story. Who did you kill to end up in
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