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Chapter 1: The Inn
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Winter was upon the land and a wind swept in from the far north. Fields lay under snow, white and gold-tipped, fading into the distance. Trees leaned over the path in the darkening light. Shafts of wild grass appeared here and there in the cold landscape, making faint rustling sounds. The woman was almost hidden, the coat she wore covering her completely and a scarf wrapped around her throat. She burrowed her head down against the wind and walked beneath the trees. Dusk fell sharply, suddenly, and she was absorbed into the shadows ahead. 

The lamp hanging from the sign outside the inn was a welcome thing, for she was colder than she had ever been, and so tired that she wondered that she had reached it at all. Pushing open the heavy oak door, she felt dizzy from the sudden heat and the commotion of many voices talking at once. No one took notice of her, but she saw the owner, he had to be the owner, his eyes busy watching everything, checking the workers and the customers and her, as well.

“We’re full up,” he said when she approached him and asked for a room. He studied her and relented. “It’s a hard night out there. If you aren’t particular, you can have a coat closet at the back. I can put in a cot. It’ll be warm enough.”

She thanked him and took out her purse and drew out a silver coin.

He fingered it with appreciation. “That’ll get you a meal tonight and breakfast tomorrow, plus the room. Sit anywhere. I’ll have my wife bring you a plate. Lamb’s all we have.”

She chose a table in the corner away from the door. She unwound her scarf and took off the outer coat, but kept her sweater on. The chill had penetrated to her bones, or so it felt. People were crushed together at the bar, exchanging vulgar jokes that brought much laughter.

“Don’t mind them. They own the land around here, but have the manners of pigs.” It was the wife. She set out silverware and a glass into which she poured dark ale.

“It doesn’t matter. I can’t hear what they’re saying.”

“Well, I can. Food’ll be ready in a minute. Where’re you coming from, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Near the sea cliffs of Cruachán.”

“Well, you can’t have walked from there to here.” The innkeeper’s wife leaned against the table, as if she had nothing else to do. Her hair was a wild tangle of red hair, and the lines on her face spoke of age, though her body suggested a much younger woman. It was something the newcomer had noted often, the early resignation in the eyes of those who lived in the isolated regions, and the pallor of their skin.

“No. I got a ride most for most of it. I’m on my way to find . . . to see a friend who’s been taken ill.”

“Pity that, and in this cold season. I’m Henges. Named after the stone circle out there. Well, you can’t see them for the snow, and they’re more flat than upright, old as they are, and it’s a name that did me no favors as a child. I hated it. Now I like it. It’s history. What’s your name, if I can ask that as well?” 

“Anann.”

“The mother goddess. A strong name, and not often used. Your own mother must have had great hopes for you at your birth.”

“She told me she just loved the sound of it.”

“Maybe so. Who am I to talk, with a name like my own? Well, let’s see about that meal.” She walked away toward the kitchen at the back of the inn. As she opened the door a riot of noise emerged along with the steam and the smell of charcoal until she closed it behind her.

Her curiosity was familiar. Anann had encountered it constantly on the road. It seemed a part of the custom of the people of the moors, as if they kept a running inventory of what they were seeing and hearing, though they seemed to subject little of their thought to scrutiny.

It had occurred to her early on that she should keep the purpose of her journey hidden, though even so, the truer she stayed to her original nature, the better. It was not wise to reveal everything, and far too dangerous. But some level of truth was essential, and giving her name and origin could be part of that. So be it.

She devoured the food when it arrived and drank deeply of the ale, ready for another.

“They say your name is Anann. I like it.” It was one of the men from the bar. His hair was a dark brown and longer than the custom. In the candlelight his eyes showed a vivid green. She saw the confidence of a man who had succeeded most of his life, who didn’t need to second-guess himself, much less look below the surface. He was certain she would respond to him—she could see that, too. She had to deflect him, but she wasn’t there to make enemies, not his kind. 

“So does my husband,” she said, and smiled. “My mother called me Ananndais, and fortunately for me he shortened it when we married.”

“Did he now? And where is this inventive man? How has he let you walk so far alone?”

“I am told he is near Scáth Coille.”

Without another word the man turned and went back to the bar. When his friends tried to learn what had transpired with the newcomer, and whether a conquest was made, he didn’t answer, but instead pounded his hand on the counter and ordered a whiskey.

It was always like that, Anann thought. That she had a husband would not have stopped anyone from making advances toward her. That she sought to reach the land of the Lianhan Sidhe was another story. If men entered there, they never returned. None of them wanted to deal with the unknown. None of them would want to touch her now. She had the freedom to go where she chose. 

Was it a fool’s mission she was on? Perhaps. Only God willing, she would not play the fool.

Outside the window the snow was coming down heavily and swirling in the wind. For now she could rest. Too many nights had been spent in barns or on hard boards on the back of a farmer’s wagon. 

“Now then, dearie, let me show you to your room and here’s another ale to help you sleep.” Henges was clearing the table in haste and Anann noted two customers from the bar were standing at the front now, looking for a place to sit.

“Of course.”

They walked into a long hall that ran alongside the kitchen. At the end of it was a half-open door. A cot had been placed against the side wall. Above it was a row of empty hooks, and coats had been piled high on the floor in disarray.

“There you go. No one’ll need their coat tonight, for there isn’t a soul who wants to walk about in this storm. You just make yourself comfortable and you can lock the door from the inside with this handle, see? No reason to worry about anything but just in case someone loses their way and tries to get in by mistake.”

“Thank you,” Anann said, meaning it, aware what the opportunity of her presence in this place would mean for some of the men she had seen. 

Henges set the mug of ale and a candle in its holder on the floor. “Mind you put that out before you fall off to sleep. No need to burn the place down.” With that, she was gone. 
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