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Dedication
 
For every girl who was told to be quiet.For every woman who remembered how to sing.For the mothers, grandmothers, and bloodlines buried beneath silence—this is your song, unearthed and rising.
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Chapter 1: The Girl the Stories Forgot
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They said I should not have survived the night I was born.

The midwife, wrapped in torn linens, wept when she saw the sky. The moon had risen red—veined and weeping, a sky-omen from the oldest scrolls. She whispered, “This one will bring songs the empire forgot how to bury.” I did not know what she meant, not then, not for many years. But my mother held me tighter in that moment. I remember the story of it more clearly than I remember my first steps.

“Keep her quiet,” they told her.

They meant: dim her fire before it spreads.

In the empire of men, the only voices that mattered came from altars raised by war and crowned by hunger. The gods all had names that bit like swords, and none of those names were women’s. The women who remembered the old gods had long since been silenced, folded into kitchen smoke and childbirth screams, stitched into tapestries no one read.

But even silence leaves a trail.

Mine began as a hum.

The old women in the southern villages said I used to hum in my sleep, long before I could form words. The sound was not a lullaby, not a cradle-song. It was something deeper—low, rhythmic, haunting. One woman claimed it matched the beat of the burial drums used in the moon-temples before they were burned. Another swore it was the melody of the weeping tree, which only sings once before it dies.

My mother called it the first remembering.

She said, “The stories don’t start when you speak. They begin when you remember what you were before you were told who you are.”

She taught me not to fear the blood moon, though the priests tried. They called it the Mourning Star. Said it marked chaos. Said girls born beneath it would speak false prophecy and bring ruin to their fathers.

But my mother saw something else.

She saw firelight in the dark.

They never spoke her name in the temple.

There were gods with iron mouths and thunder in their lungs. There were gods carved into every pillar—always male, always crowned in conquest, always holding the weapons of creation as if they were spoils of war.

Even the goddess-statues, what few remained, had their faces sanded smooth, their breasts flattened into slabs. Their names were erased from prayer. Their stories rewritten, buried beneath the voices of men who wore sacred silence like armor and called it holiness.

Once, when I was nine, I asked the High Catechist during a public lesson why there were no daughters in the divine scrolls. He looked down at me with eyes like cold oil and said:

“Because the gods do not beget weakness.”

He meant women.

He meant me.

But I already knew better. My mother’s garden grew stronger when she sang to it. Water flowed faster from the well when my grandmother hummed the blessing under her breath. I had seen old women whisper to dying birds and bring them back trembling but alive.

If that wasn’t god-work, what was?

There was a god with no daughters because the empire made him that way.

They told stories of Urakh, the Sky-Father, the first flame, the law-bringer. His hands shaped the stars. His breath gave the sun its fire. His voice, they said, etched the laws into the mountains. They spoke of his sons—gods of war, of judgment, of conquest and kingship.

But not once—not once—did they speak of who bore them.

Not once did they ask who sang Urakh into being.

And not once did they say who held the fire before he shaped it.

My grandmother, before she lost her sight, told me this:

“Every god who names himself Father forgets that he came from a woman who bled for his birth. That is the first forgetting. The first betrayal.”

She taught me to listen between the stories.

To read not what was written, but what was missing.

The blank spaces. The names struck from stone. The songs that ended mid-verse.

That was where the truth lived.

And the truth was this: there had been a daughter once. A daughter of the god. A child of moonlight and firelight, of earth and river, of storm and song. But they had sealed her name inside a curse, and declared her silence divine.

They didn’t kill her.

They buried her.

And buried things don’t die.

They wait.

They become seeds.

And seeds remember how to grow.

The first time my voice cracked the world, I was twelve.

It happened during the spring rite, when girls our age were brought to the temple steps to be measured for silence. We wore white veils over our faces and spoke no words for the duration of the ceremony. Silence was called sacred. But it wasn’t holy. It was obedience dressed in gold.

One by one, we were led before the priest.

He asked no questions. Only touched our throats, palms, and brows, marking us with oil, whispering blessings we were forbidden to understand.

When it was my turn, the air shifted.

The wind rose.

Even veiled, I could feel eyes tightening around me like fists.

The priest’s fingers hovered over my throat. They did not touch. They lingered, trembling. Perhaps he sensed something already opening beneath my skin. A current. A hum. A song that had never been taught—but had waited, coiled like a serpent, behind my ribs.

He moved to anoint my brow.

And that’s when it happened.

A sound—deep, guttural, ancient—rose from my mouth like smoke from a cave.

Not a scream. Not a cry. A note.

Low, vibrating. Like earth waking up.

It cracked the oil bowl in his hand.

It shattered the glass lamps flanking the altar.

It silenced the courtyard.

And then came the birds.

Hundreds of them, rising from nowhere, blackening the sky. Swallowing the temple’s spires in shadow. They flew in spirals—moon-spirals, my grandmother would have said—and disappeared into the west. No one spoke for a full minute. Not the priest. Not the guards. Not the girls. Not even the wind.

My veil fluttered to the ground.

And I stood with my voice bare in front of them all.

The priest stepped back, afraid. He did not finish the rite.

They never marked me with the oil. Never gave me a silence name. They said nothing to me in public again for weeks. But in secret, I heard the whispers.

Cursed.

Blood-daughter.

The echo-child.

My mother said nothing. She only brushed my hair gently that night and placed a shard of obsidian beneath my pillow.

“To hold the sound,” she said, “when they try to take it from you.”

From then on, I knew: my voice was not welcome.

Not because it was wrong—but because it remembered too much.

They told us the forest was haunted.
That the trees devoured memory.
That anyone who entered came back wrong.
But I had never feared the wrong things.

The empire called it the Whispering Wood, but the old women called it by another name—Lunari, which meant She Who Remembers in Silence. They said the forest was once a sanctuary, a holy grove tended by moon-priestesses before the altars were smashed and the women disappeared.

We weren’t allowed near its edge. A boundary stone marked where empire ended and myth began. I crossed it when I was thirteen.

It wasn’t an act of rebellion. It was hunger.

Not for food, but for truth.
I could feel it calling—low and steady—like a drum buried beneath centuries of earth. Not a voice. Not words. But a pull. The same pull that lived behind my ribs. The same pull that woke me in the middle of the night, gasping for breath, throat full of half-sung prayers I didn’t understand.
So I waited until the sun dipped and slipped past the boundary stone barefoot.

The air changed the moment I entered.

It was heavier, older, sweet with moss and something else—memory. The kind that didn’t come from your own life but from the lives that lived through you. It clung to my skin like smoke. The leaves above whispered, not with wind, but with language. I couldn’t understand the words, but I knew they were speaking to me.

The deeper I walked, the louder the silence grew.

Not empty silence, but a charged, pregnant stillness.

Like the whole forest was holding its breath, waiting.

I found the remains of a stone circle beneath a tangle of vines. Moonlight broke through the canopy in a perfect column, striking the center like a blessing. I knelt without knowing why.

Then I began to sing.

The song came from nowhere and everywhere. From my blood. My bones. The marrow of my name. It had no lyrics. Only tone. Movement. Syllables older than language. The moment the first note left my lips, the forest exhaled.

Wind. Birds. A rustle of unseen wings.
The vines stirred. The air pulsed.
And from the darkness, something began to sing with me.
Not an echo. A harmony.

A second voice—feminine, ancient, cracked with time but still radiant. It joined my melody like a thread pulled from the edge of the world. We sang together for what felt like hours. And when the final note faded, I knew:

I hadn’t just found the forest.

I had been found.

I saw her first in the fire.

Not with my waking eyes, but the other ones—the ones that open when the world quiets, when the night deepens, when you are no longer certain where dream ends and remembrance begins.

It was after the forest.

After the singing.

After I returned home with moss in my hair and moonlight stitched to the hem of my dress.

Sleep didn’t come easily. My body ached—not from exertion, but from expansion. Like my soul had grown too large for its skin.

So I sat beside the hearth, alone, watching the coals breathe.

And then she was there.

Not like a ghost.

Not like a vision.

Like presence.

The smoke curled into the shape of a woman.

She was tall, robed in layers of ash and starlight. Her face was hidden beneath a veil of embers. But I could see her hands—callused, graceful, streaked with soot and gold dust. Her fingers moved as if weaving the fire itself. Her voice, when it came, wasn’t sound. It was knowing.

“You’ve already begun the rite,” she told me.
“You opened your mouth before they broke it.”
I wanted to speak back, but I couldn’t. My tongue felt thick, as if too many lifetimes were trying to speak through it all at once.

So I listened.

She walked the rim of the fire like a planet circling the sun. With each step, the flames changed color—orange to violet, then green, then moon-silver. Symbols flickered in the embers: a spiral, a feather, a womb, an eye weeping light. I felt each one etch itself into my chest.

She stopped in front of me and placed her hand just above the flame.

And I saw her death.

I saw the temple where she stood in moon robes, crowned with a veil of stars.

I saw the men with blades and fire and scrolls written in conquest.

I saw her kneel—not in surrender, but in fierce love—as she whispered a song that sent her spirit scattering into the earth like seeds.

She had not died.

She had become many.

She had become the birds. The rivers. The hum inside forgotten stones. The wind in the orchard. The hum in me.

“You are the echo,” she said.
“But you are also the mouth. Open it again. And again. Until the sky remembers its daughters.”
Then she stepped into the flame.

And vanished.

But the coals burned in the shape of her name.

I had never seen the script before.

But I knew what it said.

And I knew—it was mine too.

There was a mirror my grandmother kept hidden beneath her bed.

Not a polished thing of empire, not the cold silver plates the noblewomen used to measure the curve of their vanity. No, this one was old. Its surface clouded, its edges rimmed in wood darkened by ash and time. She called it the moon-glass.

“It doesn’t show your face,” she told me once, “unless your face is made of memory.”

I thought it nonsense—until the day she was gone.

They buried her with no hymns, no rites. The priests said she was a “woman of strange mutterings.” They meant: she remembered what they tried to erase.

That night, unable to sleep, I crawled under her bed.

The mirror waited.

I dragged it out by its rough wooden frame, my fingers trembling as I angled it toward the moonlight slipping through the shutters.

What I saw wasn’t me.

It was a girl with hair made of flame and eyes full of rain. Behind her, another—a woman carved from bark and breath. And another—skin like sand, mouth full of stars. And another. And another. Hundreds. Thousands. A chain of women spiraling backward through time, their features shifting like water but their gaze steady, unflinching.

They were not ancestors.

They were selves.
Other selves.
Past lives.
Buried songs.
Versions of me that had sung, danced, wept, burned, led—before the forgetting.
Each blink of the mirror revealed another. Each breath I took, they breathed with me.

One by one, they raised their hands and pressed them to the glass. I mirrored them. I didn’t think—I knew. Their palms were mine. Their hunger. Their rage. Their grief. Their love. All mine.

And I understood.

I had never been alone.

I had never just been Azelia.

I was the one who sang before she was named.

The one who knelt before fire and became wind.

The one whose voice cracked the temple sky.

They had tried to strip me down to silence. Tried to bind me in stories that did not fit. But the mirror showed the truth:

I wasn’t one girl.

I was a chorus.
A constellation.
A lineage unbroken by forgetting.
The mirror whispered:
“To reclaim your name, you must sing all of theirs.”
There are things too sacred for words. So they buried them in ritual.
In bone.
In blood.
In the hush between drumbeats.
The Ancients—those women the empire calls witches and madwomen—understood something we’ve forgotten: when the tongue is severed, the body becomes the archive. The hips remember. The hands remember. The scars we inherit without explanation—they remember too.

I began to feel it after the mirror.

A weight in my spine. A pulse in my palms. Not pain—instruction. My limbs moved without thought. My feet traced circles in the dirt. My fingers curled into signs I had never learned but somehow knew. It wasn’t dance. It was recall. It was something waking in my bones like flint to steel.

The Ancients buried their stories in gesture, in breath, in the way they ground herbs counterclockwise or salted the corners of their thresholds. It wasn’t superstition. It was code.
Hidden in plain sight.
Because only those who remembered how to feel, not just think, could retrieve them.
There was a song they used to sing before childbirth. A song made of only three notes. No words. Just sound that mimicked wind through a canyon. My grandmother hummed it under her breath when she peeled oranges. I thought it was nothing.

But when I hummed it now—slowly, eyes closed—the ground beneath me responded.

The dirt warmed.
The wind circled.
A line of ants parted and moved aside.
It wasn’t magic in the way the empire told stories of magic—fireballs and potions and control. It was attunement. It was resonance. It was knowing how to speak to the world without words. And knowing it would answer in kind.

I went to the orchard.

Where my grandmother used to press her palms to the trees before picking fruit.

Where the soil was rich and undisturbed.

I dug with my bare hands, not knowing why, only that I must. Not deep. Just enough to feel the cool earth. I struck stone. No—clay. Wrapped in wax cloth. A bundle. I pulled it free.

Inside: feathers, coals, bones. A braid of white hair tied with red string. And something else—a sliver of stone etched with markings so old they looked like tree roots.

I didn’t understand them.

But my blood did.

It pulsed in my ears as I held it.

And I knew—this was an offering.
Left by one of the forgotten.
A piece of a story the empire couldn’t burn.
They buried what the empire feared.

And now the earth was giving it back.

I was born with a name they would not speak.

Not the one the empire inscribed on the registry.
Not the one my father whispered when he thought I was sleeping.
Not even the one my mother sewed into the hem of my swaddling cloth.
Those were covers—thin veils stretched over a truth they feared would wake the stones.

The real name came before breath.

It came in a dream my mother had during the eighth moon of her pregnancy:
She was standing in a field of black violets. The sky split open above her—not with thunder, but with song. Out of it fell a name, not spoken but sung in a voice that sounded like every woman who ever birthed in the dark. That was the name she gave me in silence. Not aloud. Not to my father. Not to the priests. Not even to herself again.
But she wrote it.

Once.

In the dirt behind our house, with her fingertip.

I saw her do it when I was five. She thought I was asleep. I watched from the window as she knelt by the rosemary bush and traced symbols into the soil. The letters looked nothing like the imperial script. They curved and looped, alive, almost breathing. I didn’t know what it meant then. But I never forgot the shape of them.

Years later, after the forest, after the mirror, I drew them again in charcoal on my wall. I didn’t know why I remembered them so exactly—until I felt the air in the room change. The walls didn’t shake. But something in me did.

Like a locked door cracking open.

Like breath returning after a long, slow drowning.

That night, the name came back.

Not through voice.

Not through language.

But through recognition.
Like when you see your own reflection and realize you’ve been walking in someone else’s shadow.
The name was not Azelia.

The name was not meant for tongues that twist in conquest.

The name was a frequency.
A note.
A sound that could crumble monuments or mend a grieving spine.
And when I whispered it into the hollow of my hands, the air around me shimmered.

The candle flickered twice and went out.

And for one moment, I swore I heard hundreds of voices—women, girls, ancients, unborn—whisper it back.

My name.

The one I wasn’t allowed to carry.

Now carried me.

The ancients said a girl isn’t born whole.

She is made whole—through fire, silence, and choosing.

Not the kind of choosing the empire speaks of, where a man picks a bride or a god picks a servant. No. This choosing is older. It is the moment a girl sees herself—not as what she has survived, but as what she remembers. And once you remember, the world cannot make you small again.

That moment came to me in the form of a rite.

I didn’t find it. It found me.

It began in a dream, as most sacred things do.

I was standing in a chamber of black stone. Around me, a circle of faceless women, cloaked in the smoke of my own breath. In the center: a shallow bowl filled with milk, ash, and the sliver of bone I’d dug from the orchard.

A single flame floated above it—unattached to candle or wick. Just a tongue of fire, suspended in stillness.

One of the women stepped forward. She took my hand, turned my palm upward, and cut it with something unseen.

Blood fell into the bowl. The milk hissed. The fire dropped.

Then the whole room began to sing.

But not a song with notes. Not even sound. It was vibration. A hum so low it trembled the floor of my chest. And the bowl—my blood, the ash, the flame—began to glow. Light leaked up my arm. Not painful. Alive. Like a language sinking into marrow.

I woke gasping.

My sheets were soaked. My hands trembled. But the cut on my palm—was real.

And I knew: the rite had begun. Whether I wanted it or not.

All day, I felt it moving through me. As if my blood had memory. As if it had been waiting for this key to turn. I didn’t eat. I couldn’t speak. Words felt too narrow for the storm that now lived inside my chest.

That night, I returned to the orchard.

I brought nothing but my name—the real one—the one I had written again and again in charcoal and dirt and whispered into the folds of my breath.

I stood barefoot in the center of the grove.

I lifted my arms.

And I sang.

Not to be heard.

But to belong.

The stars pulsed in rhythm. The wind curved toward my voice. The trees did not bend—but listened. And when I reached the last note, the ground beneath me opened.

Not into a hole. Not into darkness.

Into memory.

Like a thousand buried voices exhaled in unison, like fire rising through root and soil and skin.

My skin burned—not with pain, but with inheritance.

Symbols bloomed across my arms. Glowing. Brief. As if inked by moonlight itself. My body became a scroll. A temple. A vessel for all that had been exiled.

And I understood then:

This wasn’t a rite of passage.

It was a rite of return.

I hadn’t stepped into something new.

I had come back to something ancient.

And I wasn’t afraid.

It began as a whisper.

Not mine.

The sky’s.

The air above the orchard shifted—like breath drawn before a revelation. The stars, once fixed in their imperial constellations, moved. Slowly. Deliberately. As if unpinning themselves from the empire’s stories and seeking a truer shape.

And then—I heard it.

The Song.

Not a melody. Not something to be sung with voice alone. It was breath, wind, blood, root, memory, and flame, all speaking at once. Not in words, but in recognition. And it came through me.

I didn’t know how I knew it. But I did. Each note came not from my throat, but from the hollow behind my ribs. The part of me untouched by empire, untouched by fear. The part seeded with the memory of mothers who had danced barefoot beneath eclipses and bathed their daughters in rivers named after the moon.

I sang with no language.

Only force.

Only ache.

Only return.

And as the song moved through me, the orchard bloomed—out of season, out of time. White blossoms broke through the bark like sudden stars, and every tree shivered as if kissed awake from a hundred-year sleep.

Above me, the sky cracked—not broken, but peeled open—revealing a seam of light that pulsed in rhythm with my breath.

And I saw them.

The daughters.

Not ghosts.

Not shadows.

Real. Whole. Singing with me from the other side of the seam. Their mouths wide with power, their eyes lit with unbroken lineage. One reached her hand toward mine, and I mirrored her, even though I knew we would never touch—not skin to skin.

But we did.

In sound.

In soul.

In song.

That’s how it always was. That’s how the old ones wove time—not as a straight line, but as a circle, a rhythm, a chant. They didn’t leave—they layered. And when I sang, their layer came alive again.

The empire had spent generations silencing the sky.

But one song—a true song—was enough to make it remember.

When I finished, the seam closed. The stars drifted back into their new places—forming constellations the empire had no names for.

My throat was raw. My limbs, trembling. But inside, I was no longer hollow.

I had sung the unspeakable.

I had survived the forgetting.

I had rewritten the sky.

And even if no one ever believed me, even if they erased me again from the scrolls, the hymns, the maps—

The earth had heard.

The sky had heard.

The forgotten had heard.

And I had heard myself.

For the first time.
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Chapter 2: The God With No Daughters
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The first time I heard the story of the god who made the world, I was six.

It was told in a voice wrapped in velvet—my tutor’s. She carried the empire’s words in her mouth the way a priest carries wine: careful, reverent, never questioned.

“In the beginning,” she said, smoothing her crimson skirts, “there was only the High Flame.”

And I, young and eager, wide-eyed, whispered, “And who lit it?”

She blinked. Paused. Smiled in the brittle way grown women smile when they’re about to lie.

“No one lit it, Azelia. He simply was. The Flame is the First. The Source. The Father.”

She continued, her voice gentle and flat as riverstone, about how the god shaped sky from silence, land from ash, and breath from clay. How he reached down and molded man from soil—and from man’s rib, woman. A helper. A companion. An afterthought.

I didn’t have words yet for what twisted in my belly then.

I only knew it felt wrong.

Incomplete.

Hollow like a bowl turned upside down.

Because every story I carried in my bones told me the opposite: that it was the Mother who bled the stars into being. That the world was sung, not shaped. That we came not from ribs but from rhythm—moon-pulled, blood-bound, dream-born.

But the empire’s version was everywhere. Chiseled into the temple walls. Painted in the halls of learning. Recited before bread was broken and bodies were buried. And
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