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She is the land. The land does not forgive.

From the Nóinden Ulad

A Note on the Source

The tale at the heart of this book is drawn from the Nóinden Ulad, the Debility of the Ulstermen, one of the ancient remscéla, or fore tales, that stand before the Ulster Cycle of early Irish literature. The Nóinden Ulad explains the recurring weakness that overcomes the warriors of Ulster in their hour of greatest need, and it centres on a woman from the otherworld who is forced to race against the king's horses while heavy with child.

The source tradition is firmly grounded in medieval Irish manuscript culture. The tale survives in several versions and connects the goddess Macha to the royal site of Emain Macha in County Armagh, the legendary seat of the kings of Ulster. Emain Macha itself is believed by many scholars to correspond to Navan Fort, a significant late Bronze Age and Iron Age ritual site. The Ulster Cycle, the broader heroic tradition in which Macha's curse operates, includes such figures as Conchobar mac Nessa, the warrior Cú Chulainn, and Queen Medb of Connacht. The Táin Bó Cúailnge, the great cattle raid that forms the centrepiece of that cycle, can only be understood fully against the shadow of what Macha suffered.

This book is a literary retelling. It deepens and extends the emotional and symbolic life of the myth while remaining faithful to its essential shape. The forced race, the birth, the curse, and the naming of Emain Macha are the spine the story does not bend. Everything else serves the truth beneath the tale.
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Chapter One

The House Without Her
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The house had gone quiet after the woman died.

There was bread there and salt and the smell of cattle in the yard and smoke laid black along the rafters above the hearth, but the life had gone out of the place. The servants moved softly as though noise might wake what had been buried. The children watched the threshold at evening and did not know why they watched. Crunniuc sat alone where the firelight reached him and the dark did not, and beyond the door the land lay under frost, field after field, hard as grey bone beneath the moon.

His name was Crunniuc mac Agnomain and he was a man of some standing in Ulster, a landholder, a keeper of cattle, a man known along the roads between settlements as one who paid his debts and spoke plainly and caused no one particular grief. He had been a husband for fifteen years. He did not know how to be otherwise. The children moved through the house on paths the dead woman had laid out and they followed those paths because the paths were still there and no one had made new ones.

The eldest boy, Ferann, had taken to sleeping near the fire as if cold were the thing to be feared. The girl, Dubhnat, spoke less than she had done before and her silences had the quality of water held in cupped hands, always on the verge of spilling. The two youngest had not yet learned what absence was and so they searched for their mother in the ordinary way, looking in corners, looking behind doorframes, looking with the patient confidence of children who do not yet believe the world capable of permanent loss.

Crunniuc watched them. He could not help them. His grief sat in him like a stone in wet ground, sinking slowly, drawing everything around it down.

The cattle had not suffered. The land had not suffered. The grain bins were full and the salt barrel was sound and the tools hung on their pegs in the order a careful woman had arranged them, and he could not bring himself to move a single one. To move them would be to admit that the arrangement no longer served any purpose. He was not ready for that admission. He was not certain he would ever be.

It was late in the season when the strangest thing happened. He had been sitting at the edge of sleep, not in the bed because the bed was hers still in some essential way that the blankets and the headboard and the cold linen could not dissolve, but in the chair beside the fire, his head tilted back and his mouth slack and the fire burning low. The children were asleep. The dog slept at the door. Outside there was wind in the grass and the periodic sound of cattle shifting their weight in the dark.

He heard no footfall on the road. The dog did not lift its head. He heard no creak of the gate or the soft collision of a shoulder against a doorframe. What woke him was not a sound at all. It was the absence of the cold.

She was standing in the room.

She stood near the hearth with her cloak still about her and her hair dark against it and the firelight touching the side of her face as if it had been waiting for something worth illuminating. She was tall. She had the kind of stillness that is not the stillness of uncertainty but the stillness of a thing that has always been still and will be still long after the houses and the fields and the men who built them are gone. She was looking at the fire.

Crunniuc did not speak. He watched her look at the fire and the fire burned with a clarity it had not had all evening, as though it too had remembered what it was.

She moved then. Without asking, without explaining herself, she moved to the hearth and knelt and began to work it, building the turf back the way a practiced hand builds fire, not for warmth alone but for the particular quality of a fire that can last the night. Her hands knew what they were doing. Crunniuc watched her hands.

He said nothing. He understood later that this was the right thing, though he had not known it was a choice. He simply sat and watched her bring the fire back to life and the room filled with light and warmth and the quality of air that goes with those things, the quality of a house that is in use.

She did not look at him while she worked. She moved to the corner where the bread things were and she began to make bread, and Crunniuc watched this too, the flour and the water and the salt and the shaping of the dough in the dark hours before morning, and he thought that he was dreaming, and then he thought that he was not dreaming, and then he stopped thinking about it because she set the bread near the coals to bake and turned and looked at him.

Her eyes were dark and direct and they held him the way still water holds the sky, completely and without comment.

He did not ask who she was or where she had come from. He understood in some wordless region of himself that these questions would not be answered, or would be answered in a way that told him nothing more than he already knew, which was that she was here and the bread was baking and the fire was burning and the cold was no longer in the room.

She began to manage the house from that night as though she had always managed it. She did not announce her intention. She simply moved through the rooms and the rooms responded to her. She found the things that had been misplaced in the months of grief and put them where they belonged. She found the things that needed mending and mended them. She spoke to the children in a voice low and even and they came to her without the wariness that children usually bring to strangers, as if they recognised something they could not name.

Ferann watched her from a distance for three days. On the fourth day he helped her carry water without being asked. Dubhnat brought her the comb from the windowsill and she accepted it with a nod and the girl stood at her knee and watched her dress her own hair and the house was quiet in the way a house is quiet when the right things are happening in it.

Crunniuc did not touch her for some time. He did not know how to begin. He was afraid, and the fear was not of her precisely but of the thing her presence named, the fact that he was still living and still a man and that the house could still be a house of the living if someone was willing to make it so.

She made no demand of him. She waited with the patience of something that does not count time the way a man counts time. And one night when the fire was low and the children slept and the wind was running hard across the fields outside, she turned toward him from across the room and he rose from the chair and went to her and that was the end of the time when Crunniuc lived in his own house as a man waits in an empty room.

The land felt it. He would have said this to no one, but he felt it himself. The morning after she came to his bed the fields looked different, not in any way he could have described to another man, not changed in the way of weather or season, but changed in the way a thing looks when it is seen correctly after a long time of being misread. The cattle were calmer. The dogs moved without urgency. The children ate with appetite for the first time in months.

He did not ask her name for some while. When he finally asked she told him, and the name she gave was Macha. He held it a moment as a man holds a coin of unfamiliar weight, testing it without knowing what he is testing for.

He had heard the name before. Most men in Ulster had. There were stories, the old kind, the kind that live at the edge of firelight and are not repeated in daylight among reasonable men. He did not speak these stories aloud. He set the name beside what he could see, which was a woman of practical skill and quiet authority who had come to his failing house and began to repair it, and he chose to understand her by what he could see.

This was not wisdom. He did not know that yet.

The first snow came early that year and it lay on the fields with a cleanness that felt like the land setting something down. Crunniuc stood in the doorway in the morning and looked out across the white fields and the dark line of the distant wood and he could smell bread from behind him and hear the voice of the woman moving softly through the house, and for the first time in many months he felt something that was not quite happiness but was close enough to it to make his eyes sting.

He closed the door against the cold. Inside was warmth, and bread, and the sound of children waking, and the woman called Macha moving with her customary certainty between the hearth and the table and the places where things needed to be. He stood with his back to the door and watched her and she did not look at him, but the smallest curve came to the corner of her mouth, a thing so slight a man might have missed it, and he did not miss it.

The house had been dead. Now it remembered what it was.

*          *          *
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Spring came late that year but it came with force, as if the earth had been holding something back and could no longer contain it. The barley came up thick and early. Crunniuc's cattle calved without loss, each one clean and strong, and the other men along the road noticed and said
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