The cell was gross, dark and clammy, and the very stones of the wall seemed to bleed unhappiness. Moira pulled her cloak as tightly around her shoulders as she could, but could draw no warmth from the heavy wool fabric. 


Her cellmate wasn’t much help, either. He’d jeered at the guards the entire way in, earning himself several slaps and once a full blow across the mouth. That final one had apparently stunned him into silence, and he hadn’t spoken once since they’d been taken below ground. 


Moira slunk over to the driest looking corner of the cell, and carefully lowered herself to the ground, making certain that her cloack made contact with the ground before she did. She sighed a little as she took the weight off her aching shoes, though the sigh quickly turned to a sound of  puzzlement as she looked up to see the thief running his hands over the stones of the cell, knocking on them every now and then as she would have knocked on a goodwife’s door. 


“What are you doing?” she asked, sounding suspicious even to her own ears. The thief didn’t turn to look back at her, he just continued his inspection of the wall. 


“I, sweetpea, am being productive,” he said with another knock. 


“That doesn’t look very productive to me,” Moira said dubiously, her curiosity winning out over exhaustion and depression. She leaned forward a little more intently, gauging his movements as her eyes adjusted to the dark.


“That doesn’t look very productive to me,” he parroted her, his voice in a silly falsetto. “Shows what you know, pudding pop.”


“Stop calling me that,” Moira said crossly. A little spirit regained, she stood now, though she continued to hold the cloak tightly around her body. Some warmth seemed to be seeping into her now. It couldn’t be too long before someone came to rescue her, after all. Lord Hagen had come all this way just to bring her—he wouldn’t let he languish in the dungeon. Besides that, her brothers wouldn’t stand for it, and Raf


But all of that was out of her control, she reminded herself. She just had to wait, and make certain that the thief didn’t get her in more trouble than she already was. 


“Look, princess,” the thief said, finally turning around and facing her. “I’m in a bit of a situation here. If’n I don’t get out of here before your little friends come down to rescue you, I’ll be hanged. Dead. Kaput. Personally, I don’t hold much with the afterlife, and I reckon even if’n it exists, I’d only be finding myself personal friends with Satan. So if’n you don’t mind, I’ll just be getting back to my business, and you can be getting’ back to yourn, whatever it is.”


Moira stared at him throughout the strange speech, her ears delighting at his strange accent. It danced across her nerves, skittering up the dark stone and embedding itself in the walls itself. A smile slowly wound its way across her face, causing even the callous thief to pause for a moment.


“Well, there’s one thing,” he said, a smile pulling at his own lips as he turned back to his work. “You’re pretty as a sunrise.”


A flush spread across her cheeks, but a clang across the hall from another prisoner quickly reminded her of the situation and of just who she was dealing with.


“What did you do, anyway, that makes them want to kill you so much?” she asked, returning to the relative safety of her corner and sitting down in it again. She could feel a wetness beneath her, as it slowly sank into her cloak. She looked around for a drier spot but wasn’t sure it would even exist. 



“Now you’re prying your nose in other people’s business,” the thief said curtly. He wandered over to the bars and began staring down the hallway. Moira watched him with curiosity. Her panic over being imprisoned was slowly draining away, replaced by a sense of boredom. The more she thought about it, the less danger she was in. She just had to sit and wait to be rescued.


“Is your name really Nightfingers?” she asked. The thief nodded his head, a jerky motion that seemed neither a denial nor agreement. Not having any other option, Moira decided to view it as a sign of agreement. This did not, however, help to abate her boredom, as there wasn’t much for her to do with such information. Instead she turned to the frayed end of her skirt, worrying away at the tassels and hanging strings. If only she had a needle and thread, she’d at least be able to mend things, instead of sitting here getting her pretty cloak all wet and soaked.


Some time later, while the young woman was still idly engaged in playing with her clothing, Nightfingers leapt back from the bars, seemingly in one fluid motion, his long arms spread out behind him to seek the wall and his feet flying through air. He landed on all fours with a catlike grace and turned to Moira, his eyes dancing.


“All right, princess,” he said wryly. “It’s time to see if you have charm to go along with all that there beauty.”


A moment later two men came to stand before their cell, an oddly matched pair if Moira had ever seen such. One was tall and lanky, sallow skinned but with a jovial twist to his lips and sparkling eyes. The other stood with pudgy cheeks and a protruding belly, his face mostly hidden behind a bristling black beard and a shapely blue hat.


“Ah, Nightfingers, so pleased to see you again,” the tall one said drolly. NIghtfingers stood and sketched a rather graceful bow. Still unnoticed, Moira took the opportunity to stand up and brush some of the caked dirt off her cloak. “Whatever have you done this time, lad?”


“Just the usual, Warden Johannsson,” the thief replied smoothly. “Smalltime robberies, not enough to keep me locked up in here. Just turn the key, I’ll tip my hat, and we can both be off to better things.”


“Mmm, perhaps not,” The thin man said. He nodded toward the pudgier officer beside him. “Judge Kennedy here claims that the charges leveled against you are a bit more serious this time.”


“Robbery, assault, burglary, and a murder,” the judge said flatly.


Moira watched all of this with great interest, her gave flying back and forth from one speaker to the next. The hem of her skirt was completely forgotten, as was her now musty-smelling cloak. Unconsciously she had begun moving toward the confrontation to aid her hearing and allow her to see in the deep shadows of the cell.


“And a hanging prescribed, correct?” Johannsson prompted his college. Kennedy nodded his head, still looking disinterested.


“Hardly necessary,” Nightfingers had begun to protest, when Moira must have taken one step too far. Light from the sputtering candles in the corridor glinted off her golden hair, and both the warden and the judge immediately glanced at her. The judge gasped, knuckled his forehead and bowed his head, but the warden just stared in open-mouthed amazement.



“What on earth is royalty doing in there with you?” Johannsson asked. “Who would have jailed you—milady, I am so very, very sorry. Just a moment and I’ll have the key and let you out.”


Moira nodded her head, not certain what she should say. This was about the third time somebody had mistaken her for nobility. But this went one beyond—royalty? How could anyone possibly think she, in her ragged farm clothes, could ever be related to royalty?


“You might want to hold on a moment there, cap’n,” Nightfingers said, and Moira could have swore that there was an evil glint to his eyes. He sauntered forward and leaned nonchalantly against the bars. “This lady here ain’t no royalty. She just happens to be my partner.”


“Your partner?” Kennedy said disbelievingly. Johannsson just stared intently at the thief.


“You’re not exactly known for telling the truth, lad,” he said pointedly. He then sighed, however, and glanced back at Moira, an apologetic look in his eyes. “He does, however, have a point. We’ll have to identify you before we let you out, milady. I’m sorry. What relatives should we contact?”


Moira thought for a moment, before the obvious answer came to her. “I was traveling with Lord Hagen. My brothers were with him, Gair and Oran, and my sister-in-law, and”


“That will be quite sufficient,” Johannsson cut her off. Moira stared at him, but her hope began to falter a bit as she noticed the worried look in his eyes. “I will see if Lord Hagen has returned. . .until then. . .” he shook himself and pointed a heavy finger at Nightfingers. “You behave yourself. You’re not forgotten.”


The two free men turned and began walking away, though the judge took another moment to knuckle his forehead and bow slightly. 


“Well that was very pretty of you,” Nightfingers snarled when the guards had walked away. He shook his head in disgust, long strands flicking across his face, and moved to slump in the corner farthest from Moira. 


“Now what did I do?” Moira asked, confused by his abrupt dismissal of her. She wasn’t overly concerned about his opinion of her—after all, he was a thief, and after Lord Hagen had rescued her she was likely to see him ever again—but she was still feeling a bit put out that he could suddenly become so antagonistic when she had done nothing.


“’Tendin to be royalty, getting’ your own heiny off the line. I understand, princess, don’t mind that,” he said, a huffy tone in his voice. “It’s just hard to be all puppies and rainbows when the hangman’s noose is hanging around your neck. If’n that makes any sense to yer royalness.”


“Oh,” Moira said, and thought about his words for a moment. She noticed a small spider that was crawling down her arm, but for the first time in her life she didn’t hurriedly brush it away. After all, it was a gross little spider, but at least it was a sign of life that was neither mold nor cantankerous criminal. So as the arachnid zigged it’s way across her forearm, resting particularly long upon one small, dust-colored mole, she considered.


Of course she hadn’t thought of the thief’s fate when she’d responded to the jailor. But then again, it wasn’t her fault that he’d ended up in the predicament. He’d dragged her in, and she was just getting herself out. Undoubtedly he deserved what was coming to him. After all, he hadn’t protested the charges at all, had he?


The spider paused, and turned to face her, the part of its body that was smaller and less hairy pointed straight at her face. Now Moira did shudder, and considered throwing the animal off her. She couldn’t see it’s eyes, it was far too tiny for that, but she could imagine them, fixing on her face. In order to avoid the spider’s confined stare, her eyes drifted over to Nightfingers, who was now leaning despondently against the far wall, long thing fingers dancing in the air, gesturing, intertwining, caressing, and then flapping free again like anxious moths.


He was really very young, she thought critically. Older than herself, of course, and maybe older than Gair, but not by much. He wasn’t tall, either, perhaps only a hand taller than herself, but his lean body and lanky limbs made him seem somehow longer than most men. He was very pale, under all of the dirt that caked his body, and she briefly wondered whether his hair would still be that grey-brown color after a decent washing. But she couldn’t see his eyes. . .they were downcast now, and covered by his hair besides. She wondered what his aspect was. Probably earth, as that was the most common.


“I am sorry,” she said finally. Nightfingers shrugged his shoulders and didn’t even bother to look at her. She tried again, even more remorse in her voice now. He was a thief, but for all that he hadn’t been absolutely horrid to her—not enough to merit death, anyway. “When Lord Hagen comes, I’ll ask him to consider you.”


“My gratitutde for putting yourn sweet tush on the line,” Nightfingers muttered low and gravelly. Moira pretended that she didn’t hear him.


When the prison door finally opened again, light streaming in through wooden cracks, it was not Lord Hagen, however. Two figures stood for a moment, silhouetted by the crackling of torchlight behind them, before entering the dimly lit jail. One was awfully short, Moira thought. She couldn’t tell what that one looked like, cloaked as it was. The other was taller, broader, a very simple robe covering his body. As they two came closer, she saw that he wore a worried look on his simple face.


“Sweet Jesu,” the cloaked figure said when they’d come close enough that Moira could see the fine hairs crossing the back of the man’s hand. The hood was thrown back with a single gesture and Moira gasped, a hand flying immediately to her mouth.


She was looking back into her own face.


Her heart beat.


She was looking back into her own face.


A patter of feet behind her, and Nighteyes was at her shoulder. “You never told me bout yourn sister,” he said.


Moira took a deep breath and steadied herself with one hand against the bars while the other flitted to her heart. It was exactly her own face, she realized now, after a moment. Though this woman had the same brilliant gold hair, it lay perfectly straight down her back, held back by a thin silver chain. It was not caked with the dust of several day’s travel, and shone with a luminosity that Moira’s had never reached.  Her lips were a trifle thinner, the nose not quite as upturned at the end. Her skin was pale alabaster, as though it had not spent any time in the sun at all. While Moira knew that her nose and cheeks were covered with a light dusting of freckles, this woman had only a single mole, located just under her right eye. Her brows did not had the precise, delicate arch of Moira’s, and her eyes were set farther apart. And, instead of being the roiling blue of the ocean at midday, her eyes were the soft, light grey of clouds on the horizon, of wind and rain.


“Well, imagine that,” the man said with a bit of a laugh, the worry simply wiped from his face. “After all your sad talk of Grainne going mad, it looks as though she may have had the right of it after all.”


“Eamonn,” the woman said softly. “This is not the time for joking. Please.” She turned to look at him, and Moira felt jealous that this mirror of herself had a source of comfort. The man nodded at her, reached out, and gently caressed her hand. The woman nodded decisively and turned back to the girl.


“Judge Johannsson told me that there was a young noblewoman in the cellar,” she said. “He did not tell me that she was my own doppelganger.” Moira fell silent as the woman spoke. There was something in that low, husky voice that demanded respect, and she gladly gave it, glad to hand over authority to someone else. The woman frowned at her for a moment before continuing. “Who are you, sister, and how did you come to be in this jail?”


“My name is Moira,” she said, and the words began pouring out. “I’m from the village, and it’s very far away, a week’s ride even. I wasn’t doing anything—really, nothing, because Raf’s mother died so I wasn’t even learning cooking—” the woman’s eyebrows rose, and Moira knew that she was babbling, but didn’t quite know how to stop, the relief of being able to tell her story pouring words out of her. “Lord Hagen came, and said that he was testing everyone to see if they should come to the capital, and I didn’t want him to test me because I knew I was very powerful, but then the Shelkh came and I had to, so Lord Hagen took me and Brigid with him—she’s my sister-in-law, by the way—and we started riding to the city.


“Only, we didn’t know it but Raf and my brothers were coming after us, and that was a good thing because there were wolves and then we rode more and we came to the city but I—” she paused here in the narrative conscious of the slight body just behind her, of an almost trembling sensation emitting from it, and with a sudden rush of conscience, she changed the ending of the tale. “I dropped my bags,” she said, a bit lamely in her own mind. “And this kind man helped me to gather them up, even though he knew he’d get in trouble, and now I’m here and I’m just waiting for Lord Hagen to let me out.”


The woman nodded her face, which had become more calm and placid throughout the story, while the man’s eyes had grown wider with every word. “Her name is Moira,” he whispered. “Sweet Jesu, Zephyr, I. . .”


“I know,” she said gently. “Sister,” this time addressing Moira. “What is your aspect.”


“Water,” Moira said softly. The woman let out a low, moaning sound, and would have collapsed to the ground if the man hadn’t caught her. 


“It cannot be,” she was muttering. “It cannot be, it cannot be, it cannot be. . .”


Meanwhile, behind her, Nightfingers whistled and began to chuckle a bit. Moira didn’t want to take her eyes off the woman, who she had determine would be able to save her, but she hissed to the thief, “what’s going on?”


“That is the High Priestess Zephyr,” he said, not lowering the timbre of his voice one bit. “And you are apparently the long lost younger sister.”


“What?” Moira gasped. “No, that’s not it at all,” she protested, grasping the prison bars despite the oil and dirt caking them. “I’m not—I’m just from the village, I didn’t say—”


“It is enough,” the woman said. She stood on her own now, though the man continued to hold her firmly about the waist. “Who you are will be determined, but not in here.” A moment later the lock fell from the bars and the door to the prison pushed inward. Moira tentatively stepped out. She turned around, surprised that the thief had not bolted at first opportunity. Indeed, he looked as though that was what he would like to be doing—he stood frozen, one foot in the air, a very disgruntled look on his face, as the door swung slowly shut again. 


“What about—” Moira began, but the High Priestess cut her off before she could finish.


“He awaits his fate,” she said, her grey eyes fixing unwaveringly on Moira. “That which he has earned himself. As for you. . .well, we must find out who you really are.”


As Moira left the darkness of the prison for the only slighter lighter corridors of what she assumed was the castle keep, she couldn’t help feeling that she had left one jail only to enter another. 
