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Introduction: Airmid, Celtic Goddess of Healing
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Airmid is remembered in Celtic mythology as a goddess of healing, herbal wisdom, sorrow, and sacred restoration. She belongs to the divine race known as the Tuatha Dé Danann, the shining people of old Ireland whose lives were woven with magic, battle, beauty, prophecy, and power. She was the daughter of Dian Cécht, the great physician of the gods, and the sister of Miach, whose own healing gift became the center of one of the most moving and painful stories in Celtic tradition. Around Airmid gathers the mystery of medicine itself, not as something cold or distant, but as something born from love, grief, memory, and the living earth. Her story is not only about herbs and cures; it is about what happens when suffering opens the heart so deeply that wisdom begins to grow from the wound.

In the mythology of Airmid, healing is never simple. It is shaped by family, devotion, jealousy, loss, and the fragile line between divine skill and wounded pride. Her father, Dian Cécht, held great power as a healer, yet his greatness was shadowed by possessiveness and anger when Miach surpassed him. Miach’s gift was miraculous, tender, and complete, restoring what had been broken in a way that revealed a deeper kind of medicine. When that gift provoked violence and Miach was killed, Airmid was left standing before a sorrow no chant could silence and no remedy could quickly mend. She became the healer who had to face her own grief, the goddess who learned that the deepest medicine often begins where certainty ends.

At Miach’s grave, Airmid’s transformation truly begins. From the body of her beloved brother, healing herbs rose from the earth, each one carrying knowledge for a different part of the human body. Airmid gathered them with reverence and arranged them upon her cloak, creating a sacred pattern of medicine that revealed the hidden wisdom of plants. In that moment, sorrow became a map, grief became a teaching, and the earth itself answered loss with green life. Yet the knowledge was scattered by Dian Cécht, leaving the world with only fragments of the perfect healing order Airmid had discovered. This scattering explains why medicine must be sought with patience, humility, intuition, and respect, for healing knowledge still exists, but it must be listened for among leaves, roots, waters, dreams, and the quiet instincts of the heart.

This book follows Airmid as a goddess of story, wisdom, and transformation. Her journey begins in the sacred house of healing, passes through the heartbreak of Miach’s death, and opens into the green mystery of herbs rising from sorrow. Through her myth, you are invited to enter a world where grief is not treated as weakness, where nature is alive with intelligence, and where healing is a sacred relationship rather than a conquest over pain. Airmid teaches that what is broken may not return in the same form, yet something holy can still emerge from the ruins. She shows that sorrow can become compassion, memory can become medicine, and loss can become a doorway into a wiser and more tender life.

To walk with Airmid is to walk among sacred plants, ancient wells, whispered prayers, and the unseen hands of those who have loved and lost before you. Her presence belongs to every moment when you reach toward healing with honesty instead of pride, when you allow grief to speak instead of hiding it, and when you trust that the earth still knows how to restore what the spirit cannot carry alone. Airmid’s gift is not the promise that pain will never come. Her gift is the deeper truth that even after sorrow has torn through the heart, medicine can rise, wisdom can bloom, and life can become green again.
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Chapter 1: Daughter of the Divine Physician
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Before Airmid knew the names of all green things, before she could tell by scent alone which leaf cooled fever and which root drew poison from the blood, she knew the sound of water moving in darkness. It lived beneath the stone floors of her father’s house, slipped through the earth under the hill, gathered in hidden hollows where the old wells breathed mist before dawn, and rose in silver threads through cracks in the rock as though the land itself carried veins. The house of Dian Cécht stood where the grass grew thick and bright even in winter, near a spring whose waters never froze and whose surface held the pale gleam of stars long after morning had come. There the Tuatha Dé Danann brought their wounded, their fevered, their broken, and their weary, for no door in that shining country opened with such dread and hope as the door of the divine physician. Airmid was small when she first followed the trail of blue smoke through the healing hall, her bare feet silent on rushes scattered with lavender, meadowsweet, and crushed pine, while voices murmured behind hanging skins and bronze bowls rang softly as they were lifted from hooks. She moved through a world of scents stronger than dreams: honey steeped with thyme, milk warmed with angelica, blood bright as iron, wet wool, peat fire, and the bitter green fragrance of herbs bruised beneath stone. Her father’s shadow passed before the flames, tall and broad, his hair bound back from a brow marked by command, and the warriors on the benches lifted their faces to him as though the answer to pain walked in his hands. Dian Cécht did not hurry when others trembled. He entered suffering as a king enters a hall already his own, and when he spoke, even groans quieted, for his voice had the weight of earth and the edge of a blade. Airmid watched him place his palm over torn flesh, watched his fingers move with terrifying certainty, watched blood slow beneath his touch as though obeying a law older than battle. She did not yet understand pride, nor the hunger that could grow inside great power, but she understood the awe that filled the chamber when a man who had been carried in senseless opened his eyes and drew breath again. She stood behind a pillar carved with curling vines, one hand pressed to the cold stone, while her father said to a warrior whose ribs had been crushed beneath a Fomorian mace, “Hold your breath where it hurts, and when I tell you, give the pain back to the world,” and as the man clenched his teeth and the women beside him whispered charms into the smoke, Airmid felt the house lean inward, every herb, bowl, flame, and shadow waiting for Dian Cécht to command life back across the threshold.

The sacred well outside the house was older than the walls built around it, older than the path worn by divine feet, older even, some said, than the first songs sung by the Tuatha Dé Danann when they came into Ireland under clouds of enchantment. A low ring of stones circled its mouth, each stone darkened by hands that had touched it in grief or gratitude, and from the rowan tree beside it hung strips of cloth tied by those who had asked for healing and left pieces of their sorrow fluttering in the wind. Airmid’s mother had once carried her there at sunrise, though later the memory came to Airmid in fragments: a shawl smelling of milk and warm skin, the wet grass shining around them, the hush of a blackbird in the branches, the first gold spilling over the rim of the world. After her mother’s presence faded from the house into the kind of silence no one named in front of her, Airmid returned to the well alone whenever she could slip away. She liked the hour before the hall filled with cries, before her father’s apprentices stoked the fires and sharpened bronze knives, before mortars began their dull pounding. Mist gathered close to the ground then, and the water’s surface held no reflection clearly, only a shifting brightness through which she imagined faces might rise if called with the right words. She would kneel on the damp moss and lower her fingers into the cold, letting the chill climb her bones until her breath slowed. Sometimes Miach came looking for her, moving lightly for a boy who had already learned the names of wounds no child should know, and he would crouch beside her with his elbows on his knees, saying softly into the gray air that their father would want her inside before the warriors from the western ford arrived, yet he never dragged her away. He watched the water with her, his dark eyes gentler than Dian Cécht’s and more willing to remain uncertain. When Airmid asked whether the well healed because their father had blessed it or because the earth had made it so, Miach smiled without laughing and said that perhaps the water did not care who claimed the blessing, so long as the thirsty came with their hands open. Airmid kept those words as one keeps a warm coal hidden beneath ash, though she did not repeat them where Dian Cécht might hear. By then she had already learned that her father could praise a clever question when it bent toward his knowledge, but a question that wandered beyond him could make the light harden in his eyes.

In those early years, the house of healing did not sleep as other houses slept. Even when darkness covered the green plains and the feasting halls of the Tuatha Dé Danann burned red with music, Dian Cécht’s roof held wakefulness in every beam. Oil lamps flickered before shelves crowded with jars, polished stones, bone needles, dried blossoms, powders ground fine as dust, strips of linen folded like pale river foam, and knives kept wrapped in deerskin when they were not in use. Airmid learned to wake at any sound: the clatter of hooves outside, a fist striking the door, a woman calling her father’s name with panic rising through it, the low bellow of a warrior ashamed to weep, the sudden silence of those who had carried someone too far. She learned to read footsteps before faces, knowing which stride belonged to her father, which to Miach, which to the young attendants who came and went with water pails, which to messengers from Nuada’s court. Many nights she lay beneath a wool blanket in a small room scented with dried fennel and smoke, listening as Dian Cécht’s chants threaded through the dark. His healing songs were not soft lullabies but ancient measures with hard bones inside them, words shaped to bind, seal, draw out, summon, and command. They rose and fell like hammer blows wrapped in melody, and when other voices joined his, the walls seemed to breathe. Airmid mouthed the sounds silently until they became part of her own blood, though the first time her father found her repeating a charm over a sparrow she had discovered stunned beneath the eaves, he stood watching from the doorway with an expression she could not read. The bird lay cupped in her hands, its heart flickering against her fingers, and Airmid, no more than a thin-limbed child with hair falling loose over her cheek, whispered the words she had heard him use over warriors, changing only the shape of them because the sparrow was small and afraid. Dian Cécht did not stop her at once. He let the chant tremble through her, let the bird stir, let its claws prick her palm, and when it suddenly beat its wings and burst toward the smoke hole above the hearth, Airmid laughed with such astonishment that the sound startled even herself. Her father crossed the room then, took her hands in his, and turned them over as if examining tools he had not known he owned. His thumbs pressed into her palms, where tiny red marks showed from the sparrow’s claws, and he said that power passing through a hand must first be ruled by the mind, for pity alone made a weak vessel. Airmid looked down at her fingers, still warm from the bird’s life, and nodded because he expected it, yet in the secret place behind her ribs she remembered that the sparrow had risen when her fear for it became tenderness, not command.

The herbs became Airmid’s first companions, though no one in the house called them companions. To the attendants they were stores to be gathered, dried, sorted, bound, and guarded from damp; to warriors they were bitter things swallowed with grimaces or packed hot against wounds; to Dian Cécht they were instruments of a greater art, useful when mastered, dangerous when misunderstood, obedient when known by their true natures. Airmid first met them differently, not through lists or measures but through mornings in the fields with old Brígh, the herb-woman who had served the healing house since before Airmid’s birth and whose fingers were bent like roots from years of digging. Brígh did not speak much in the presence of Dian Cécht, and when she did her words were plain, but in the meadows she seemed to belong to a wider language. She showed Airmid how yarrow feathered itself along the path where men returned bleeding from hunts, how comfrey’s leaves held a roughness that matched the knit of bone, how self-heal hid low in the grass with purple mouths open to bees, how willow leaned toward water as though listening for fevered skin. The old woman carried a curved knife at her belt, but she never cut a stem before touching the plant and murmuring words too low for Airmid to catch. When Airmid asked what she said, Brígh glanced toward the hill where the healing house stood and replied that every taking should have a greeting inside it, else the hand becomes a thief before it becomes a healer. They moved through dew until Airmid’s hem was wet to the knee, gathering leaves into a willow basket, while skylarks trembled overhead and the world smelled of green beginnings. Once, when Airmid reached eagerly for a bright red berry, Brígh caught her wrist with surprising strength and held it there above the plant without crushing or scolding. She told Airmid that beauty did not promise kindness, and poison did not always come wearing a dark face. Airmid stared at the berry shining like a drop of blood beneath its leaves, felt her pulse jump against the old woman’s thumb, and understood that the living world did not divide itself neatly for the comfort of hands. By the time they returned, the sun had risen high and Dian Cécht was waiting outside the door, his gaze passing from the basket to Airmid’s mud-spattered feet. He asked what she had learned, and Brígh bowed her head, but Airmid answered before fear could stop her, saying that the plants did not lie, yet they did not speak to those who rushed past them. Her father’s mouth tightened, not quite displeased, not quite approving, and he told her that one day she would learn which knowledge mattered in a hall full of dying men.

Battle made the healing house famous, though Airmid never saw battle itself in those years, only what battle sent home. It came in waves after horns had sounded beyond the ridges, after ravens gathered where the sky looked bruised, after messengers rode hard enough to foam the horses’ flanks. The wounded arrived smelling of rain, sweat, leather, fear, and opened flesh, carried by comrades whose own cuts went unnoticed until they dropped from weakness. Airmid learned to stand where she would not hinder the work, but she could not keep her eyes from following every movement. She saw spears drawn out with both hands and prayers clenched between teeth, saw burns from enchanted fire washed with milk and crushed marsh mallow, saw warriors who had laughed in Nuada’s hall sob into their beards when Dian Cécht set broken limbs, saw women of the Tuatha Dé Danann kneel beside brothers and husbands with faces white as peeled hazel. In those hours her father became more than a man to those around him. He strode through blood and steam like one of the powers that had shaped the world before names, his sleeves rolled to the elbow, his arms streaked red, his eyes taking in what others could not bear to see. When a spearhead lodged near a young warrior’s heart and no one dared touch it, Dian Cécht called for hot water, clean bronze, foxglove, and three strong hands, and Airmid saw the chamber obey before the command had fully left his mouth. Miach worked beside him, quiet and quick, passing instruments, pressing cloth, whispering to the injured man not as one speaks to a broken shield but as one speaks to a soul struggling not to leave. Airmid carried bowls until her arms shook. She watched the young warrior’s face as Dian Cécht cut, watched his lips move around the name of someone far away, watched Miach bend close and murmur that the road back was narrow but not closed. When the spearhead came free with a wet sound and the warrior’s breath shuddered but did not cease, the hall seemed to exhale. Men cried out Dian Cécht’s name, one of the king’s captains clasped the physician’s bloody hand and declared that no healer among gods or mortals could stand beside him, and Dian Cécht accepted the praise as one accepts a cloak already woven for his shoulders. Airmid looked from her father’s lifted face to Miach’s bowed head, then to the warrior whose fingers still searched weakly for the hand of his companion, and the noise of admiration around her seemed suddenly distant from the fragile breath that mattered most.

When peace stretched for a little while across the lands of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the healing house changed its rhythm but not its purpose. Instead of warriors split by iron, there came women with difficult births, children burning with summer fever, smiths coughing black from forge smoke, hunters bitten by hidden teeth in bracken, poets who had drunk too deeply from inspiration and fallen into trembling, and elders whose bones ached when the sídhe-mists crept from the hills. Dian Cécht treated each according to his skill, yet the hall felt different when death was not rushing in with mud on its boots. The voices lowered, the fires burned steadier, and Airmid was allowed nearer. She learned how to wash wounds without widening pain, how to warm linen over coals, how to grind dried leaves in a rhythm that kept the powder even, how to taste a tincture with the edge of the tongue and know whether it had steeped too long. Her father taught with precision and little softness, correcting the angle of her wrist as she bound a poultice, making her begin again if the knot pulled unevenly, demanding the name, use, season, danger, and measure of every plant placed before her. He would hold up a dried sprig and ask what part of the body answered it, and Airmid would search memory while Miach, standing behind him, lifted his brows in secret encouragement. Sometimes she answered swiftly and saw pride flash across her father’s face like sun on a blade. Sometimes she faltered, and Dian Cécht’s disappointment entered the room colder than wind. Yet even when shame burned her throat, she found herself drawn back to the shelves, the jars, the bundles hanging from rafters, the mystery of how the world had hidden remedies inside stems delicate enough to snap beneath careless fingers. One evening, while rain struck the roof and the hall smelled of wet cloaks, an old woman was brought in from the edge of the marshes, her skin gray and her breath rattling like reeds in winter. Dian Cécht examined her and named the fever, called for bitter herbs and heated stones, and gave orders with his usual certainty, but the woman’s hand kept moving restlessly over the blanket as though searching for something the room did not contain. Airmid saw it, and without asking permission she slipped a small bunch of bog myrtle beneath the woman’s fingers because its scent clung to those marshlands. The old woman’s grip closed around it, and some tightness left her mouth. Dian Cécht noticed, paused only a heartbeat, and continued his chant, but Miach’s glance found Airmid across the fire, warm and bright with something like recognition.

Airmid’s childhood was not kept apart from greatness, for greatness passed often through her father’s door. The nobles of the Tuatha Dé Danann came with torcs at their throats and grief hidden beneath ceremony, their cloaks fastened with gold, their horses stamping outside, their attendants bearing gifts of honey, salt, woven cloth, and rare stones in payment or gratitude. Nuada’s messengers brought word from Tara’s bright halls, and craftsmen came from Goibniu’s forge when sparks had bitten deeper than flesh ought to allow. The Dagda himself once stood beneath the lintel, vast and weather-scented, ducking his head so he would not strike the beam, his laughter muted because a child of one of his household lay fevered in the inner room. Airmid remembered the way the floor seemed to know his weight, the way every flame leaned toward him, the way even Dian Cécht greeted him with honor sharpened by caution. The Morrígan came once after battle, not wounded in any manner Airmid could see, but with blood dried black on her arms and a gaze that made the hanging herbs seem suddenly fragile. She spoke privately with Dian Cécht, yet as she passed out again her eyes rested on Airmid with the stillness of a crow watching from a battlefield stone. Airmid did not sleep easily that night. She dreamed of red wings beating over a well, and when she told Miach, he listened without smiling and said dreams sometimes came to the young because the old were too full of themselves to receive them. She pressed her fingers to his arm in warning, fearing their father might hear through walls, but Miach only stirred the embers and looked toward the place where Dian Cécht kept his most guarded remedies locked behind carved oak. The visits of the mighty taught Airmid how the world bent around power. She saw men who would face spear-rain without flinching lower their voices before her father, saw queens accept his judgments, saw warriors kiss the rim of a cup he had mixed, saw poets compose verses in his honor before their wounds had fully closed. Dian Cécht wore respect like a mantle of sunlight, and Airmid loved him beneath it because he was her father, because his hands could drag life back from the edge, because his knowledge filled the house like a second hearth. Yet she also saw how those who praised him rarely noticed Brígh returning from fields with aching knees, or Miach sitting through the night beside a patient whose fever had not yet broken, or the nameless attendants washing blood from floorboards before dawn. The great came to kneel before Dian Cécht, but healing moved through many unseen hands, and Airmid began to know the quiet weight of that hidden labor.

The first body she was allowed to tend alone belonged not to a warrior but to a girl younger than herself, a child from a household of harp-makers whose fingers had been crushed when a cart wheel slipped in the rain. The father carried her in wrapped in a blue cloak, his own hands shaking so violently that he nearly stumbled at the threshold, and Dian Cécht, called away to a chieftain with an arrow wound gone foul, looked once at the small twisted fingers and ordered Airmid to clean them, cool them, and wait until he returned. The command struck her like a thrown stone. She had cleaned wounds before, had held bowls and bandages, had repeated names of herbs until they followed her into dreams, but she had never been left with pain that looked directly to her for mercy. The little girl did not cry loudly; she made a thin sound through closed lips, and that restraint frightened Airmid more than screaming would have. Miach was elsewhere in the herb shed, and Brígh had gone to gather feverfew beyond the lower stream. For several breaths Airmid stood with the bowl in her hands, seeing every possible failure, every correction her father would make, every way tenderness could be too slow and skill too clumsy. Then the child’s eyes opened, dark and wet, and she whispered within the folds of the cloak that she could not feel the smallest finger. Airmid knelt. She did not tell the girl not to be afraid, for fear had already entered and taken its seat between them. Instead she said, while dipping linen into cooled water steeped with willow bark, that the hand had gone far away for a little while because pain had frightened it, and they would call it back gently. She washed mud from the wrist, loosened threads stuck to blood, laid crushed comfrey and yarrow near but not over the worst swelling, and hummed a chant she had heard her father use, though she softened its hard edges until it seemed less like a command and more like a path being opened. The girl’s breathing changed beneath the sound. Her father wept without noise behind them. When Dian Cécht returned, smelling of smoke and sharp herbs, he found the hand clean, the swelling marked, the child calmer, and Airmid still humming with one palm resting lightly above the injury, not touching, only keeping warmth near it. He said nothing at first. His silence made Airmid’s shoulders tighten, but after he examined the work, he nodded once and told the harp-maker that the fingers were not lost to her if the gods favored patience. The man bowed so low his forehead nearly touched the floor, thanking Dian Cécht again and again, though Airmid’s wet sleeves clung cold to her arms and the child’s uninjured hand had curled around her thumb.

That night the rain ended and the moon rose clean over the hill. Airmid could not sleep. The healing house had quieted at last, with only low murmurs drifting from the inner rooms and the occasional crackle of peat collapsing in the hearth. She went outside without a cloak, drawn by the brightness over the well. The rowan leaves shivered though there was little wind, and the strips of cloth tied to the branches hung dark and damp, each one a faded plea. Airmid sat on the stone rim and looked at her hands in the moonlight. They did not appear changed. They were still narrow, still marked by small scratches from herb stems and hot bowls, still young enough that her father could cover both in one of his. Yet something had passed through them that day which had not belonged entirely to Dian Cécht’s teaching, nor to Brígh’s plant lore, nor to Miach’s gentle courage. The crushed fingers of the harp-maker’s daughter seemed still to rest before her, not as a wound to be solved, but as a living place that had required approach. Airmid leaned over the well and saw her reflection tremble among stars. Behind her, footsteps crossed the wet grass, and she knew without turning that Miach had come. He settled beside her, shoulder nearly touching hers, and for a while they listened to the water below. When he finally spoke, his words were quiet and threaded with sleep, saying that the little girl had asked whether the one with the soft song would come back in the morning. Airmid looked away quickly, embarrassed by the sudden heat in her face, and said their father would tend the hand now. Miach answered that their father would set the bones and call strength into the flesh, yes, but the child had not asked for the one with the sharp knife or the great name. The moon silvered the side of his face, making him seem older than he was and sadder than the night deserved. Airmid wanted to ask him whether he ever felt that healing changed shape depending on who suffered beneath the hand, but the question felt too large to lift into words. Instead she told him about the sparrow, though he already knew, about the old woman with the bog myrtle, about the plants that seemed different when met in the field than when bound to a shelf. Miach listened, and when she finished, he dipped his fingers into the well and scattered drops across the moss, saying that perhaps the body remembered more kindness than the mind understood. Airmid held that sentence between them in silence, and neither of them heard the door open behind the house, nor saw Dian Cécht standing in shadow long enough to watch his children beside the moonlit water before turning away.

As seasons turned, Airmid grew into the healing house the way ivy grows over stone, not swallowing its shape but learning every edge. Her hair darkened and thickened, often braided back with threads to keep it from falling into bowls, though loose strands always escaped by dusk. Her hands became surer. She could strip leaves from stems without bruising them, wrap burns in linen smooth enough not to cling, judge fever by the scent of skin before touching the brow, and hear in a patient’s breathing whether sleep was healing or sinking. Dian Cécht gave her more tasks, and with each task his expectations sharpened. He took her with him to the deeper chamber where the rarest remedies were kept, a room cool even in summer, its walls lined with oak chests carved with spirals, beasts, and watching eyes. There were stones from riverbeds where no mortal had stood, salts brought from coasts hidden by enchantment, dried petals gathered under eclipsed moons, and small sealed vessels that Airmid was forbidden to touch. Her father showed her a salve that could close a blade cut before the blood cooled, a draught that lent strength to warriors who had lost too much of it, a dark powder used only when venom had entered the heart’s road. He named each with solemn pride, telling her how he had wrested knowledge from old powers, bargained with spirits, watched beasts, opened bodies, studied death’s habits, and forced secrets from the stubborn world. Airmid listened, awed despite herself, for there was splendor in him when he spoke of healing as conquest, and the force of his life filled the chamber until even the carved eyes seemed to attend him. Yet beneath the thrill of his stories, she felt the faint unease that came when a plant was cut too close to the root. Her father spoke of winning, mastering, binding, overcoming. The words had carried many back from death, and no one could deny the living proof that filled the halls. Still, Airmid remembered Brígh’s bent fingers touching leaves in greeting, Miach’s voice beside the wounded, the little girl’s crushed hand slowly warming under a song softened almost beyond the shape of command. When Dian Cécht placed a bronze cup in her hands and told her to mix a strengthening draught exactly as he instructed, she obeyed with care. She measured, crushed, poured, stirred, and strained beneath his gaze. The draught shone amber in the lamplight, and he said that a healer who hesitated surrendered the sufferer to death. Airmid lifted the cup and smelled honey, bitter root, and something fierce beneath both, and she wondered whether there were moments when death rushed in because no one had listened before it arrived.

One winter, when frost lay thick on the grass and the sacred well steamed in the dawn like a breath from the Otherworld, a sickness moved through the lower dwellings near the river. It began among children, then took the old, then entered the strong as though mocking strength. The ill burned hot, then shivered blue, their throats swelling, their dreams turning wild. By the third day, families came up the hill wrapped in blankets, carrying those who could not walk, and the healing house filled with a heat that did not come from the hearths. Dian Cécht took command at once. He ordered beds laid close but not touching, fires fed with clean wood, water drawn only from the sacred well, vessels boiled, linens burned if fouled beyond cleansing, and bitter infusions brewed in every pot. His voice cut through panic and made work possible. Airmid moved until her legs ached, carrying water, wiping faces, counting breaths, cooling wrists, coaxing drops past cracked lips. Miach went from bed to bed with a patience that seemed endless, while Brígh, her own face gray with exhaustion, sorted herbs with a speed that belied her age. Through the first night and the next day, Dian Cécht chanted until his voice roughened. Some rose from the fever’s grip. Some sank. Airmid had seen death before, but this sickness was different; it did not wear a wound she could wash or a break she could bind. It moved invisibly, making the air itself feel uncertain. Near the door lay a boy with copper hair plastered to his temples, his mother kneeling beside him with both hands pressed around his feet as if she could hold him in the world by force. Dian Cécht had given the draught, spoken the charm, marked the brow, and passed on because others called him. The boy’s breathing fluttered like a moth trapped under a cup. Airmid knelt with fresh water, but when she touched his cheek, his eyes opened without seeing her. He began to murmur of the river, of cold stones, of a white hound waiting on the far bank. His mother made a strangled sound, and Airmid felt terror rise in her own throat, sharp and useless. She remembered then the old marsh woman’s searching hand. She remembered that the body in fear might reach for what the healer had not thought to offer. Bending close, she asked the mother, within the same breath as she wrung out the cloth, what song had carried him to sleep when he was small. The woman stared as though no one had asked her anything human since the sickness began, then brokenly sang against her son’s hair, her voice raw, hardly a melody at first. Airmid cooled his brow in the rhythm of that song, Miach came silently to her side, and together they worked without announcing hope. Before dawn, the boy’s breathing deepened. By sunrise, he slept. Dian Cécht, passing with a bowl of dark medicine, paused long enough to see mother and child curled in a weary knot, Airmid’s head bowed beside them, Miach’s hand steady on the boy’s pulse. Her father’s face was unreadable, and when he moved on, the hem of his cloak stirred the rushes like a gust crossing winter reeds.

The sickness left as strangely as it had come, retreating down the river valley after taking some and sparing others without revealing the measure by which it had chosen. Smoke rose for days from funeral fires, and the healing house smelled of juniper, vinegar, sweat, and grief. Those who survived came back with offerings: oat cakes, carved pins, a harp string from the father of the girl whose hand had begun to mend, a basket of early eggs though snow still clung in shaded hollows. Dian Cécht received their thanks in the hall, standing beneath the rafters where dried herbs hung in dark bunches above him. They called him shield of the people, hand of the gods, keeper of life’s gate, and his face shone with grave satisfaction. Airmid stood behind him with Miach and Brígh, her own body hollow from sleeplessness, her fingers cracked from water and herbs. She watched the mother of the copper-haired boy press her forehead to Dian Cécht’s hand, thanking him for the child’s breath, thanking him for the sacred draught, thanking him for the power that had turned death away. Dian Cécht accepted the gratitude, and perhaps he deserved it, for his knowledge had held much of the house together when fear might have shattered it. Yet Airmid saw the boy standing behind his mother, thin but living, one hand gripping a wooden charm at his neck, his eyes searching past the divine physician until they found her. He smiled faintly, not enough for anyone else to notice. Airmid’s heart tightened with an emotion too tangled for naming. She did not want praise to leave her father and come to her. She did not want the hall to turn, the poets to sing, the nobles to bow. She wanted only to understand why something in her recoiled when all healing was gathered into one man’s name, as though water drawn from many streams had been poured into a single golden cup and declared born there. Later, when the hall emptied and twilight stained the doorway blue, Dian Cécht called her to the central hearth. Miach had gone to fetch more wood, and Brígh was asleep sitting upright in the herb room. Her father held the harp string offering, running it once between his fingers, and told Airmid that the people needed a name to trust when terror came. His tone was not angry. That gentleness unsettled her more than anger would have. She answered carefully that they had trusted him, as they always did. He looked at her then, and the fire showed lines of weariness around his eyes. He said that healing scattered among soft hearts and uncertain hands became confusion, while healing gathered under mastery became power strong enough to stand against death. Airmid listened, feeling the weight of love and doubt press together inside her, and because he was her father, because he had worked until his own strength nearly failed, because she had seen him save lives no one else could save, she bowed her head. Yet when she went to the well after dark, the water reflected not one star but countless lights trembling together.

Spring returned with a rush of green so sudden the hills seemed to wake laughing. The healing house opened its shutters to mild wind, and Brígh drove everyone outside to shake blankets, scrape old smoke from pots, and hang fresh bundles in the sun. Airmid went with her to the fields beyond the rowan grove, where the first leaves pushed through winter’s rot with delicate force. Miach came too, carrying two baskets and a bronze knife he rarely used unless Brígh insisted. They walked through grass jeweled with dew, down toward a hollow where the soil stayed damp and rich. Brígh knelt with a groan and greeted the plants as kin returning from a long journey. Airmid knelt beside her, but this year the field did not feel like a storehouse waiting to be gathered. It felt crowded with presences. Coltsfoot lifted yellow faces from bare ground, nettles burned bright near the ditch, primrose opened pale along the bank, and tiny leaves she had once overlooked spread quietly beneath thorn. Brígh watched her seeing them and made a low pleased sound in her throat. She set a root in Airmid’s palm and asked what it wanted. Airmid almost answered with the use her father required, the part of the body it aided, the measure safe for a child, the danger if boiled too long. But the morning was cool and fragrant, and bees nosed among willow catkins, and Miach was watching without hurry. Airmid closed her fingers around the root, felt its roughness, its damp chill, its stubborn curve, and said it wanted darkness first, then patience. Brígh laughed, a cracked dry laugh like twigs catching fire, and Miach grinned into the basket. They gathered slowly. Airmid learned the difference between taking enough and taking too much, between roots ready to lift and roots that clung because their strength had not yet gathered, between leaves bright with medicine and leaves drained by shade. She stained her nails with earth, scratched her wrist on bramble, and sang under her breath without choosing the tune. At midday they ate oat bread and curds beside the stream, and Miach, lying back with one arm across his eyes, told a ridiculous tale about Goibniu trying to brew ale so strong it healed sadness before causing twice as much of it. Brígh snorted, Airmid laughed until she spilled water down her dress, and for a few golden moments the world held no screams, no jealous gods, no locked chests, no breath fading beneath blankets. When they returned at evening, baskets full and shoulders sun-warmed, Dian Cécht stood outside the house speaking with two warriors from Nuada’s guard. His gaze moved over the three of them, rested on Airmid’s earth-blackened hands, then on Miach’s easy smile, and something unreadable crossed his face before he welcomed the warriors inside.

In the years that followed, the boundary between Airmid’s childhood and her calling thinned until she could no longer say when one had ended. She was summoned now by name, not only as Dian Cécht’s daughter but as a presence expected in certain rooms. Mothers asked for her when children would not drink. Elders gripped her wrist when pains had no wound to point toward. Hunters brought her leaves they had found in far glens, wanting to know whether they were medicine or mischief. Even warriors, though they still cried first for Dian Cécht when carried through the door, sometimes quieted when Airmid approached with a bowl and cloth, for her hands had become known without proclamation. Her father saw all of this. Nothing in the healing house escaped him for long. Sometimes pride warmed him; sometimes he corrected her before others in a voice that left no room for defense; sometimes he sent her away from a difficult case, then called her back at the final moment to observe what only he could do. She loved him still. Love did not leave simply because unease entered. She loved the strength of his back as he bent over the suffering, the way he could work through exhaustion, the way his knowledge seemed carved from years of wrestling with death itself. She loved the rare evenings when he sat by the hearth and told her of the first healers among the gods, of wells hidden beneath the sea, of battles where he had sewn warriors back together under a rain of arrows. In those moments his voice lost its iron and became almost tender, and Airmid glimpsed the man beneath the great name, worn by what he had seen, frightened perhaps by all that could still be lost. Yet by morning the mantle returned, and with it the command that filled every doorway before he entered. One late afternoon, after a smith’s apprentice had been saved from losing an eye, the young man’s master clasped Dian Cécht by both shoulders and swore that no hand in Ireland equaled his. The apprentices cheered, and the rescued youth, bandaged and pale, tried to rise in reverence. Dian Cécht allowed the acclaim to swell. Airmid stood near the window grinding fresh leaves for a wash, and a shaft of sun caught the green paste in her mortar until it shone like crushed emerald. The scent rose clean and living. She looked at her father surrounded by praise, at Miach cleaning blood from a basin without looking up, at Brígh tying unused herbs to dry in the fading light, at the injured boy blinking tears from his unbandaged eye, and the feeling came again, stronger now, not rebellion, not certainty, not even judgment, but a quiet knowing that moved through her like the underground stream beneath the house. Healing was larger than the one who received the song of it. It was in the water drawn before dawn, in the plant that grew unseen, in the hand that held without claiming, in the breath that answered another breath and chose to remain.

The night after the smith’s apprentice was saved, Airmid dreamed she walked through the healing house and found it changed into a forest. The rafters had become branches hung with drying herbs that still grew from living stems, the hearth had sunk into a bed of red moss, and the shelves had opened into hollow trees filled with shining vessels of rainwater. She heard Dian Cécht chanting somewhere beyond the trunks, his voice powerful enough to shake leaves loose, and she followed it through green darkness until she came to a clearing where the sacred well stood beneath a sky full of stars. Around it gathered all those she had seen healed: warriors with scars like pale lightning across their bodies, children whose fevers had broken, women who had survived the tearing gate of birth, elders leaning on carved staffs, the marsh woman holding bog myrtle, the harp-maker’s daughter flexing fingers that still trembled but could move, the copper-haired boy with river mist on his lashes. They did not speak. They looked toward the well, and Airmid looked too. Its surface rippled though no wind touched it, and from the depths rose not a face but a green light, dim at first, then bright enough to silver the grass. She knelt, reaching toward it, but before her fingers touched the water, her father’s voice sounded behind her, calling her name not as he did in the hall but as though she stood too near an edge. She turned and saw him at the clearing’s border, vast among the trees, his cloak dark, his hands red to the wrist. He told her to step back, that the well was deep and old and would drown those who leaned too far without mastery. Airmid wanted to obey, but the gathered wounded were watching, and the light in the well pulsed like a heartbeat answering her own. Then Miach appeared beside the stones, not as a child, not as the brother who laughed in fields, but with a stillness she had never seen in him waking. He said nothing. He only placed one hand over the water, and where his shadow crossed it, tiny leaves began to unfurl on the surface. Airmid woke before dawn with the taste of rain in her mouth and the sound of her father’s chant fading from the rafters. For a long while she lay still, listening to the real house around her: the banked fire, the sleeping breaths, a horse stamping outside, the underground water moving through stone. When she rose, she did not wake anyone. She went to the well in the blue hour and found the rowan tree heavy with buds. The water reflected her face clearly for once, older than yesterday, younger than what waited. She dipped both hands into the cold and held them there until the ache became part of her, until the first bird sang, until the eastern sky opened pale as a wound washed clean.

That morning a horn sounded from the road before the sun had cleared the hills. A company from the north arrived with a wounded lord whose thigh had been torn by a boar enchanted, they said, by spiteful powers from a hollow hill. The beast was dead, but its tusk had left poison in the blood, and by the time the men reached Dian Cécht’s door, the lord’s skin had darkened around the wound and his breath came in harsh bursts. The healing house sprang awake with the terrible grace Airmid knew so well. Fires flared, water steamed, knives flashed, herbs were crushed, doors opened, orders flew. Dian Cécht examined the wound and his face hardened into the expression that made others braver because it admitted no fear. He called for the dark powder from the locked chamber, for hot stones, for a binding charm spoken without falter, and for Airmid to stand ready with clean linen. The lord thrashed when the poison moved, cursing, pleading, calling on ancestors, then apologizing to no one in particular. His men stood helpless, mud to their knees, their faces emptied by the sight of strength undone. Dian Cécht worked with magnificent force. He cut away ruined flesh, drew blackened blood into a horn cup, packed the wound with herbs that smoked when they touched the poison, and chanted until the air seemed to tighten. Airmid passed what he needed before he asked. Miach steadied the lord’s shoulders, murmuring into his ear when pain broke him open. At one moment the wounded man’s pulse slipped so faint beneath Airmid’s fingers that the room tilted. Dian Cécht demanded the strengthening draught, but the lord’s jaw had clenched shut. Airmid took his face between her hands, felt the poison’s heat through his beard, and spoke close to him while her father prepared to force the mouth open with bronze. She did not know what words would come until they came, telling the lord that the boar had spent its rage and gone into the dark, that his own blood still knew the road, that his men had carried him across hill and stream and would not have done so for a body already lost. His eyelids flickered. His jaw loosened just enough. Miach poured, Dian Cécht chanted, and the draught passed down. Hours later, when the poison had been drawn back from the heart and the lord lay pale but living, his men sank to their knees before Dian Cécht with tears cutting tracks through dirt on their faces. One of them declared that the physician had conquered the curse as no warrior could have conquered it, and the others echoed him until the hall filled again with reverence. Dian Cécht stood blood-spattered and unbowed, the dark powder staining his fingers, power blazing around him in the eyes of those he had saved. Airmid stood at the lord’s side, still holding the cooling cloth she had used on his brow, and felt not bitterness but a widening hush within herself. The work had passed through all of them. It had passed through herb and flame, knife and chant, the carriers on the road, Miach’s steady hands, the lord’s stubborn blood, her father’s fierce knowledge, her own whispered summons at the edge of breath. No single name could contain it, yet the hall poured it into one name because the world loved a shape it could bow before.

By summer’s height, Airmid had begun to rise before the household not from restlessness but from need. The dawn called to her through the shutters, through the scent of drying leaves, through dreams that left green traces behind her eyes. She would take a small basket and walk beyond the well, beyond the rowan, beyond the smoke of the healing house, into the open places where the land spread itself under pearl-colored mist. Sometimes Miach joined her; often she went alone. The fields were never empty. Beetles moved like polished beads through grass, hares lifted their heads and vanished, bees entered foxglove bells with drunken devotion, and the streams spoke over stones in voices too quick to understand. Airmid came to know where each plant favored the world: the warm slope, the shaded ditch, the wet hollow, the cracked wall, the place where cattle had passed, the place where no hoof should tread. She never gathered in haste. Even when the house needed stores, she bent first, touched leaf or stem, and let the breath settle in her body. The old greeting Brígh had taught her changed over time until it no longer needed words. In the silence before cutting, Airmid felt herself seen by the thing she would take, and the feeling humbled rather than frightened her. One morning she found a patch of St. John’s wort blazing yellow near a stone half-buried in grass, each flower holding sunlight as if it had swallowed midsummer. As she knelt, she noticed blood on the leaves, fresh and bright. A wounded hare crouched beneath the thorn nearby, its flank torn, one dark eye fixed on her. She set down the basket slowly. The hare trembled with the wild certainty that every approaching hand was death. Airmid stayed where she was until her own breathing softened, then began humming, not a charm of binding or command, but the tune the fevered boy’s mother had sung, altered by memory and morning. The hare did not flee. When at last she drew near enough to see the wound clearly, she crushed yarrow between her fingers and pressed it with a gentleness so careful it was almost stillness. The animal shuddered, then settled. Airmid wrapped it loosely in her shawl and carried it home against her heart, knowing her father would call the act foolish if the hall was busy and sentimental if it was not. Yet when she reached the healing house, Dian Cécht was away at Nuada’s court, Miach was grinding bark, and Brígh took one look inside the shawl before fetching a small wooden box without a word. Together they tended the hare in the herb room among hanging bundles and bars of sun. By dusk it slept in clean straw. By the third day it bit Miach hard enough to make him yelp, and Brígh pronounced it ready to live. Airmid released it near the thorn at twilight, watching until it vanished into grass. She returned with an empty shawl and found Dian Cécht waiting by the well, newly come from court, his cloak clasped with silver, his face stern from matters of kings. He asked where she had been, and when she told him, his brows drew together. He said that the gift in her hands was not meant to be squandered on every trembling creature the fields surrendered. Airmid stood with the summer dark gathering around them, the scent of crushed yellow flowers still clinging to her fingers, and answered softly that the hare had not seemed surrendered. For a moment the well murmured louder than either of them. Then her father turned toward the house, telling her there would be wounded enough soon who could speak gratitude and remember names.

The words remained with her through the long amber days that followed, not because they struck like cruelty, but because they revealed the distance between two shores. Dian Cécht’s world was full of rank, need, danger, duty, and the terrible arithmetic by which healers chose where strength must be spent. Airmid saw the truth of that arithmetic each time too many hands reached from too many beds. She did not despise it. No child of the healing house could remain innocent of limits. Yet something in her refused to measure life only by voice, title, usefulness, or praise. She carried that refusal quietly, hidden beneath obedience, beneath skill, beneath the daily work that bound her to her father’s hall. As harvest neared, the Tuatha Dé Danann prepared for feasts, judgments, marriages, oath-renewals, and contests of craft, and the healing house filled with smaller injuries born of celebration: burned palms from cauldrons, twisted ankles from dancing, cuts from knives sharpened for sacrifice, heads aching after too much ale. Laughter returned to the benches. Music drifted from distant halls at night, mingling with the low chants of remedies. One evening, after tending a young poet who had sliced his thumb while carving a new harp peg and nearly fainted at the sight of his own blood, Airmid went outside to rinse the basin. The sun had set, but the west still glowed, and the well lay dark beneath the rowan. Dian Cécht stood there with Nuada himself, the king’s silver adornments catching the last light. Airmid froze at the edge of the path, not wishing to intrude, but their voices carried. Nuada spoke of coming unrest, of old enemies stirring, of bodies that might soon crowd the hall again. Dian Cécht replied that while his hand remained steady, no wound need be feared beyond reason. The king answered with respect, calling him the surest guardian of flesh among the divine people, and Dian Cécht accepted the words with solemn ease. Airmid looked at Nuada’s strong profile, at her father’s commanding form, at the well between them holding a sky neither seemed to notice. A moth skimmed the water and vanished into shadow. She thought of the lord poisoned by the boar, the fevered boy, the harp-maker’s daughter, the marsh woman, the sparrow, the hare, the plants bending under dew, the old greeting hidden in Brígh’s hands, the dream forest where the healed gathered without speaking. Behind her, from within the house, Miach called her name, asking whether she had drowned in the basin. She turned back before either man saw her, carrying the clean bowl against her hip, and when she entered the herb-scented warmth, the life of the house closed around her again.

Autumn came red-gold over the hills, and with it came Airmid’s first journey beyond the lands immediately surrounding the healing house. Dian Cécht was summoned to a fortress near the edge of a great oak wood, where a noblewoman had fallen into a strange wasting after childbirth, neither fevered nor wounded, yet fading like a candle in a sealed room. He took Miach and Airmid with him, along with a chest of remedies loaded onto a small cart. They traveled beneath skies crowded with geese, past rivers bright with fallen leaves, past standing stones marked with spirals, past fields where people paused in their work to bow as the divine physician passed. Airmid rode behind the cart on a gray mare, watching the world widen. She had known the Tuatha Dé Danann as those who came through her father’s door, but now she saw their dwellings tucked among hills, their children chasing each other through stubble, their smiths washing soot from arms in streams, their women spreading dyed wool over hedges, their old ones sitting in doorways where late bees moved among ivy. At every stop, someone approached Dian Cécht with a pain, a swelling, a plea. He treated some and refused others, not from indifference but from the urgency of the summons ahead. The refusals troubled Airmid more than she expected. A bent man with clouded eyes stood by the roadside holding out a bowl of milk in payment for a charm, and Dian Cécht told him the eyes had been dimming for years and would not be answered in passing. A mother lifted a child with a rash along his neck, and her father instructed her to wash it with oat water and keep him from damp, already turning away. Airmid looked back until the road curved, seeing the mother still standing there with the child on her hip. Miach rode beside her and said quietly that their father saw the wound before him and the one waiting, and sometimes chose by the shadow death cast. Airmid asked whether shadows always told the truth. Miach did not answer at once. Leaves blew across the road, gold and brown, catching in the wheels. At last he said that no healer saw all, not even one who believed he did. They reached the fortress at dusk. The noblewoman lay in an upper chamber where tapestries kept out the draft and the air smelled of milk, old sweat, and fear. Her infant slept in a cradle near the bed, fat and healthy, while she stared at the ceiling with eyes too tired to close. Dian Cécht examined her, spoke to the household, mixed a draught, and began a chant to call back strength. Airmid stood near the cradle, listening not only to the mother’s breath but to the silence around her. No wound, no fever, no poison, no broken bone. Only a woman who had crossed a threshold and not returned whole. While Dian Cécht worked over the body, Airmid lifted the crying infant before anyone could stop her and placed the child beside the mother’s arm. The woman’s eyes moved. Her fingers twitched. Airmid dipped linen in warm water scented with rosehip and washed the mother’s hands, speaking softly into the chamber’s dimness about the road they had taken, the geese over the river, the oak leaves burning bright outside the walls. The woman wept then, silently, tears sliding into her hair. Dian Cécht’s chant did not falter, but his eyes flicked toward Airmid, sharp as a blade glimpsed under cloth. By morning the noblewoman had slept. By the next evening she asked for broth. Her household praised Dian Cécht with gold and poems, and he received both, yet as they departed, the woman caught Airmid’s sleeve and pressed into her palm a small carved bead shaped like an acorn. No one else saw. Airmid carried it home hidden in her fist, feeling its tiny ridges mark her skin.

When the first storms of winter rolled across Ireland and thunder walked the hills, Airmid was no longer merely the child who watched from behind pillars. She belonged to the work, though belonging brought no ease. The more she learned, the more each body became not simpler but more mysterious. Beneath skin lay pathways her father could name, strengths he could stir, dangers he could smell before others saw them. Beneath those pathways lay other things: longing, terror, memory, loneliness, stubbornness, shame, love strong enough to pull breath through pain. Dian Cécht treated such things as winds that blew around the true labor of healing, sometimes useful, often distracting, never to be mistaken for the work itself. Airmid encountered them as presences in the room, as real as blood on linen. She did not yet possess words for what divided her seeing from her father’s, and because she had no words, she carried it as sensation: a tightening when praise grew too loud, a warmth when a patient’s hand found hers, a hush when herbs seemed to lean from the rafters in the middle of a chant. On the night of the season’s fiercest storm, a shepherd was brought in after being struck by lightning on the open slope. His cloak was burned, his hair singed, his pulse wild, and the men who carried him swore they had seen blue fire crawling over his arms. Dian Cécht’s face lit with the fierce joy that sometimes came upon him before an impossible task. He called lightning a wound of sky, demanded ash, milk, silver, and ground ivy, and set to work while thunder shook the roof. Airmid held the shepherd’s wrist and felt the pulse leap like a trapped thing. Every flash outside turned the room white. Dian Cécht chanted louder than the storm, his power rising to meet the heavens’ violence, and the attendants stared in terror and wonder as the burned man convulsed, then gasped, then breathed. When the danger passed, the shepherd whispered that he had heard someone calling from far above the clouds, and Dian Cécht told him, with magnificent certainty, that the call had not been stronger than the hand that held him below. The men around the bed crossed themselves in the old way of the Tuatha Dé Danann, touching brow, heart, and earth, murmuring praise. Airmid remained where she was, her fingers still around the shepherd’s wrist, feeling the pulse settle. Rain battered the shutters. Smoke twisted from the hearth. Her father stood with thunder behind him, splendid and terrible, and she loved him then with a child’s fierce loyalty and a woman’s dawning sorrow, for she saw how power could shine so brightly that even the one who bore it might no longer see the shadows at his feet.

After the storm, the land lay washed and shining under a hard clear sky. Branches torn from trees littered the paths, the well brimmed over its stones, and the herb beds sagged beneath rain. Airmid went out at first light to salvage what she could. Water soaked through her shoes at once. The air smelled raw, full of broken wood and opened earth. She found stalks flattened, roots exposed, flowers bruised into mud, and for reasons she did not try to explain, the sight pained her almost as much as a wounded hand. She knelt and worked gently, pressing soil back around loosened roots, cutting what could still be dried, clearing debris from the channels that led overflow away from the beds. Miach came with a spade and said nothing, only joined her. Brígh arrived later wrapped in a shawl, scolding both of them for being foolish enough to kneel in mud before breakfast while doing the same herself. Together they restored the small ordered world beside the healing house as the sun climbed. Dian Cécht watched from the doorway for a time before being called inside. Airmid did not know whether he understood what the work meant to her. Perhaps he saw only supplies saved from rot. Perhaps that was enough for him. By midday, her hands were numb, her dress filthy, and her heart strangely calm. She carried a bundle of storm-bent herbs to the drying room and hung them where warm air could move around their stems. The room was quiet, close, fragrant. Light entered through a narrow window and laid itself across the floor like a blessing. Airmid stood among the hanging plants and lifted the acorn bead from the cord where she had tied it beneath her dress. She held it beside a sprig of
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