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The Woman Who Saw the Fire Before It Came
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Cassandra was born beneath the high walls of Troy, a city bright with pride, ceremony, horses, bronze, incense, and the prayers of a royal house that believed itself beloved by the gods. She was the daughter of King Priam and Queen Hecuba, a princess raised among temples, banners, and ancient stories of divine favor, yet from the beginning there was something in her that moved differently from the world around her. Where others saw only celebration, Cassandra sensed the shadow behind it. Where others trusted the music of feasts, marriages, victories, and royal promises, she felt the tremor beneath the stone. Her wisdom did not arrive gently, and it did not make her life easier. It opened her inwardly to truths that others feared, denied, mocked, or punished, and so her gift became both a flame and a wound.

Her story is one of the most haunting in Greek mythology because Cassandra was not cursed with blindness, ignorance, or confusion, but with clarity that no one would honor. Apollo gave her the power to see what was coming, and when she refused to belong to him, he turned that sacred sight into torment by ensuring that her true prophecies would be dismissed as madness. This was the cruel shape of her fate: to know, to speak, and to be unheard. She warned Troy about Paris, about Helen, about war, about death, about the wooden horse, and about the ruin waiting inside the city’s own gates, yet again and again her voice was rejected by those who loved comfort more than truth. Cassandra became the woman standing at the edge of disaster with open eyes while everyone around her chose illusion.

Yet Cassandra is not only a figure of tragedy. She is also a figure of fierce spiritual wisdom, because she never surrendered her knowing simply because others refused to believe it. Her transformation does not come from being rescued, praised, or proven right in time to save the world around her. It comes from the deeper mystery of remaining true to the soul when truth brings loneliness, grief, and danger. In Cassandra, prophecy is not merely the ability to predict the future; it is the burden of seeing through appearances, the discipline of naming what is real, and the sacred strength to keep one’s inner vision alive even when the outer world calls it madness.

This book follows Cassandra through the shining halls of Troy, the temple of Apollo, the long anguish of the Trojan War, the night of the city’s burning, and the final road that carries her far from home. It tells her story as the journey of a woman whose voice was cursed, whose wisdom was feared, and whose spirit could not be conquered by disbelief. Through mythology, reflection and meditation, Cassandra becomes more than the oracle no one believed. She becomes a guide for every soul that has ever known the truth before others were ready to hear it, every heart that has been dismissed for its sensitivity, and every woman who has had to learn that being unheard does not make her wrong.
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Chapter 1: Daughter of Troy
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On the night Cassandra came into the world, Troy kept watch beneath a sky heavy with summer stars, its towers rising pale above the dark plain as if the city itself had been carved from moonlight and sworn never to fall. The wind moved from the sea through the Dardanian fields, carrying the smell of salt, horses, warm stone, and laurel smoke from the temples, and along the battlements the guards leaned on their spears while the bronze crests of their helmets caught faint glimmers from the fires below. Within the palace of Priam, lamps burned in every corridor, and women moved quickly through chambers hung with woven scenes of gods, rivers, battles, and marriages, their bracelets chiming softly as they brought bowls of water, folded linen, honeyed wine, and herbs steeped by the priestesses before dawn. Hecuba labored in a high room open to the night air, her dark hair loosened over her shoulders, her hands gripping the carved arms of the birthing chair while old nurses murmured prayers to Artemis, Eileithyia, and to every divine mother who had ever bent her ear toward a mortal woman in pain. Priam stood beyond the curtain for as long as custom allowed, restless in his royal dignity, hearing the low command of the midwife, the rush of sandals, the sudden deep cry from his wife that seemed to pass through the palace stones and out into the listening city. He had fathered children before, sons who would one day ride beneath Trojan banners and daughters who would carry beauty and alliance into the houses of kings, yet something in that night made him pace as though a messenger from Olympus had arrived and refused to speak. In the chamber, Hecuba felt the child turn inside her like a spark searching for air, and when the final pang broke through her, the infant slipped into the hands of the midwife without a wail at first, only with wide open eyes, dark and shining, fixed not upon the room but toward the window where the stars trembled above the eastern ridge. Then the child cried, not thinly, not weakly, but with a fierce, startled sound that made one of the lamps gutter and sent a small thread of smoke twisting upward like a black ribbon.

The women wrapped the newborn in soft wool dyed with saffron and carried her to Hecuba’s breast, and the queen, exhausted, shining with sweat and tears, looked down at the small face pressed against her skin. The baby’s fists opened and closed as though grasping at invisible threads, and Hecuba, whose dreams in pregnancy had been bright and troubled, felt a chill pass beneath her joy. She had dreamed of a torch once, not the torch that would later haunt another birth, but a slender flame standing upright in a windless hall, a flame that did not devour what it touched yet revealed every crack in the wall around it. She did not speak of this as Priam entered, for he came with his face softened by wonder, the king momentarily stripped of council, war, tribute, and command. He knelt beside the bed and touched the child’s brow with a finger as careful as a vow, and when Hecuba whispered that the girl had watched the stars before she cried, Priam laughed gently and said that daughters of Troy had reason to study heaven early, for the gods themselves must lean near to admire them. The midwife asked what name should be carried to the household shrine, and Priam looked to Hecuba, who stared into the infant’s dark eyes as if she were asking a question no one else could hear. The queen breathed the name Cassandra, and the sound seemed to settle over the child like a veil and a crown together. Outside, the palace servants passed the news from threshold to threshold, and before dawn the first offerings were laid at the altars: white barley, oil, figs, and a little curl of the baby’s woolen swaddling thread, placed before Apollo’s light, before Athena’s severe gaze, before the household gods who guarded the line of Priam. In the lower courtyards, horses stirred in their stalls and struck the packed earth with restless hooves, though no groom had come near them, and in the temple precinct a priestess later told another that the sacred flame had leaned east at the hour of the princess’s birth, not from wind, but as if listening for something beyond the sea.

Morning uncovered Troy in gold. The city rose from sleep with the news already running through it, from the palace terraces to the markets where fishmongers set silver bodies upon wet boards, from the bronze workers’ quarter where sparks flew like captive stars, to the wells where women drew water and asked the palace servants whether the queen was living, whether the child was fair, whether Priam had smiled. The answer became richer with every telling. By noon the newborn princess had hair black as a storm cloud over Ida, eyes bright as wet olives, hands graceful enough to hold a lyre, and the blessing of three goddesses hovering above her cradle. Hecuba, resting in shadow, heard laughter and music rise from the courtyards, and when the nurses brought Cassandra back to her after the child had been washed and anointed, the baby did not sleep as long as newborns were meant to sleep. She lay awake against the queen’s arm, staring toward the bronze mirror on the far wall where candlelight trembled in an oval of polished metal. Hecuba watched that gaze, not knowing why it unsettled her. The palace was full of shining things; children of kings were born among hammered cups, carved ivory, polished shields, lapis beads, and the gleam of oil on cedar floors. Still, Cassandra looked at reflection not with the dreamy vagueness of infancy but with a strange attention, as though the mirror had opened a corridor through which someone distant had passed. When Priam returned that evening with garlands in his hands, he found Hecuba gazing not proudly but intently at their daughter, and he teased her for studying the child as if she were an omen instead of a baby. Hecuba smiled because she loved him and because joy deserved its hour, but she held Cassandra closer, feeling the flutter of the little heart against her own, and when the infant suddenly turned her head toward the courtyard where a celebratory flute had begun to play, her mouth tightened as if the music contained a sorrow too old for her body.

Cassandra’s cradle was set near the women’s chamber, where sunlight came through painted screens and made red and blue patterns across the floor. Around her, life moved with the abundance of a royal house: sisters laughing over ribbons, brothers shouting in the wrestling yard, servants kneading bread for long tables, priests arriving with ash on their robes, envoys from neighboring lands carrying bronze bowls, purple cloth, and carved seals as gifts for the king. She grew among voices, never left untended, never hungry, never without hands reaching to lift her, kiss her, adorn her wrists with tiny threads against the evil eye. Yet even before she could speak, those who cared for her noticed how certain sounds soothed her while others made her body stiffen. The ringing of temple bells calmed her; the boastful thunder of men drunk on victory made her cry. She smiled at the crackle of olive wood in the hearth but turned away from torches carried too close, not from fear of flame itself, for she loved watching fire breathe, but from something within the flame when it leaped too hungrily. When storms gathered beyond Mount Ida, other children whimpered at the thunder, while Cassandra crawled toward the open doors and sat gazing at the bruised sky, her small palms pressed flat upon the tiles. Once, during a feast held for visiting Phrygian nobles, a cup slipped from a servant’s hand and shattered near the queen’s chair. The room fell silent only for a breath before laughter covered the accident, yet Cassandra, still small enough to be carried on a nurse’s hip, began to sob with such force that Hecuba took her away herself. In the corridor, the child reached back toward the hall and choked out broken sounds, not words, not yet, while inside the musicians resumed their tune and the men praised Troy’s greatness beneath garlands that trembled from the ceiling beams.

Her first clear word was not mother or father, though Hecuba later claimed it had been close enough to count, and Priam swore in good humor that all royal children spoke first to the king even if no one heard it properly. Cassandra’s first word came in the temple courtyard at dusk when she was little more than a year old, walking unsteadily between two nursemaids while Hecuba made an offering after a difficult fever had passed through the household. The western sky burned red behind the columns, and the sacred doves settled along the roofline with their pale breasts puffed against the cooling air. A young priest laid incense on the coals, and the smoke rose thick and sweet, curling around the statue of Apollo, whose stone face gleamed as if some inward sun lived beneath it. Cassandra stopped between her nurses, lifted one hand toward the smoke, and said fire with startling clarity. The women laughed in delight, praising the little princess, but Hecuba did not laugh at once because the child’s expression held no delight. Cassandra’s brows were drawn together, and her eyes followed the incense upward, not as a child follows a pretty shape but as one watches a messenger depart with grave instructions. Hecuba bent and gathered her up, murmuring that sacred smoke was not fire enough to trouble a daughter of Troy, yet Cassandra pressed her face into the queen’s neck and remained tense until they left the temple. That night, after the child slept, Hecuba told Priam of it, and he listened while a scribe waited nearby with tablets from the council. The king smiled, kissed his wife’s forehead, and said that children born in palaces learned important words early because all the world displayed itself before them, but Hecuba heard the fatigue beneath his tenderness and did not press the matter. Beyond their chamber, the palace flames burned low in their bronze bowls, and Cassandra slept with one hand open against the blanket, fingers curved as though feeling warmth from a flame that had not yet been lit.

As Cassandra grew, Troy unfolded itself to her in layers, and every layer seemed alive. She learned the palace first by scent and echo: the resinous breath of cedar chests, the cool mineral smell of the inner court after washing, the heavy sweetness of crushed roses beneath festival sandals, the sharp tang of bronze where armor was polished, the warm milk scent of the nursery where younger children slept. Then came color: the blue-glazed tiles near the fountain, the red borders of the queen’s robes, the white flash of gulls beyond the walls, the black curls of sacrificial smoke rising above the temples, the yellow dust kicked up by horses in the training ground. She was not a solemn child always. She ran with her sisters through colonnades, hid figs in the folds of her dress, braided ribbons badly into the manes of patient mares, and laughed when little Troilus tried to command older boys with a reed for a scepter. She loved the high balconies, where she could see the city spilling down toward the plain: roofs clustered like shells, streets bright with trade, temple roofs shining, the Scamander moving in the distance like a band of light laid across green land. Yet her laughter sometimes vanished mid-breath, leaving her standing still amid games as if a hand had touched her shoulder. Her sisters would call her name impatiently, asking whether she had turned to stone, and Cassandra would blink and return to them, but the brightness around her never returned in the same way. Once, while chasing a ball painted with dolphins, she stopped at the entrance to the armory and stared at a row of spears stacked upright against the wall. Nothing moved there except dust in a shaft of sun, yet she began backing away slowly until she bumped into her nurse, who scolded her for wandering near sharp things. Cassandra could not explain that the spears had seemed to hum, each bronze point holding a drop of future sunlight cold as water.

Priam adored his city with the grave pride of a man who believed his blood and Troy’s stones belonged to the same body. He liked to bring his children to the walls in the clear hours after sunrise, when the plain shone fresh and the shadow of the citadel lay long across the houses below. He would lift the younger ones so they could see beyond the crenellations, telling them where the roads ran, where allies lived, where enemies had once tested Trojan strength and gone home grieving. Cassandra, walking beside him with a child’s solemn effort to match his stride, watched his hand move across the horizon as if he were blessing each field, each gate, each tower. He spoke of Ilus and Laomedon, of horses beloved by the gods, of treaties sealed beneath Zeus, of ships that came for Trojan wool, timber, oil, and gold. Around them her brothers boasted of chariots and future victories, while Priam laughed and corrected their wild claims, but Cassandra listened to the spaces between his words. The wind against the stones sounded different to her there, thinner and higher, like a flute played in another chamber. When Priam told them that Troy had endured storms, sieges, and divine anger, and would endure whatever ages brought against her, Cassandra looked down at the massive stones beneath her sandals and felt, not weakness, but a trembling buried so deeply that no one else seemed able to feel it. She slipped her hand into her father’s, and he, touched by the gesture, squeezed it warmly without looking down. He did not see that she was staring at the gate below where merchants entered with baskets of wool and jars of oil, her lips parted, her face pale, as though the open mouth of the city had briefly become the mouth of something sleeping.

Hecuba understood more than she admitted, though even to herself she gave that understanding no name. In the women’s rooms, where girls learned the patient arts of weaving, scenting oil, reading household moods, and carrying silence without appearing burdened by it, the queen watched Cassandra with a guarded tenderness. The child’s fingers were quick with thread but often forgot the pattern, straying into shapes no one had taught her: broken towers, birds with outstretched wings, rivers tangled like hair. When corrected, Cassandra would look down in surprise, as if waking from somewhere else, then pull the thread loose and begin again. Hecuba did not scold her harshly. She had borne many children and knew that each arrived with a private weather. Some were born loud, some watchful, some hungry for praise, some already armed against tenderness. Cassandra had come with listening in her bones. At night, when the girls were washed and rubbed with oil, Hecuba sometimes sat with her beneath a lamp while attendants combed the child’s hair. Cassandra would lean into her mother’s knees, quiet at last, and Hecuba would tell stories of goddesses who walked the mountains disguised as old women, of nymphs in springs, of Hera’s wrath, of Aphrodite’s dangerous smile. Cassandra never interrupted during the bright parts. She waited until the story bent toward loss, betrayal, or divine punishment, and then her questions came softly, asking whether the women in the stories knew before the gods changed everything, whether the mothers felt the curse before it crossed the threshold, whether a city could dream. Hecuba, startled, would smooth the girl’s hair and answer with whatever gentleness she could gather, saying that mortals lived by honoring the gods and tending what was given into their hands. Cassandra accepted the words without argument, but her eyes drifted to the lamp flame, and Hecuba felt again that small hidden chill from the night of her birth.

The palace celebrated constantly in Cassandra’s childhood, for Troy was rich, and kings who wished to remain loved made feasts not only for victory but for seasons, treaties, marriages, births, and the arrivals of honored guests. Cassandra moved through these gatherings dressed in embroidered linen, gold at her ears, flowers braided into her hair, her young beauty sharpening year by year until servants whispered that she would trouble princes before she was grown. She knew the rhythm of celebration: the long tables washed with wine, the shining knives, the heap of fruit split open, the lyre strings trembling beneath skilled hands, the dancers turning with anklets flashing, Priam’s voice warm from the high seat, Hecuba’s profile serene beside him, the princes loud with confidence. Yet beneath the music she heard other things. A wedding song sometimes carried the thin edge of mourning. A toast poured to a new alliance could taste bitter in the air before the cup reached anyone’s lips. When men clapped one another on the shoulder and vowed friendship until death, the word death rang too clearly, separating itself from the rest of the speech. She learned to keep her face composed because unease had become familiar to the household, and no one liked when she spoiled merriment by staring too long at a guest’s hand or asking why a garland had been hung over a doorway that smelled suddenly of ashes. Once, at a spring feast for the returning herds, a white bull crowned with flowers was led through the courtyard, its hide brushed until it shone and its horns tipped with gold leaf. Children cheered, but Cassandra saw the animal’s rolling eye and felt a sorrow in it so vast that her own throat closed. The priest praised the abundance of Troy and the favor of the gods, and when the blade flashed, Cassandra did not scream; she only turned toward her mother with tears already falling, while the others believed she had merely grown tender-hearted.

Among her brothers, Hector was the one whose presence steadied rooms. Even as a youth he carried kindness without softness and strength without vanity, and Cassandra loved him with an affection less playful than what she gave the younger children, deeper and more reverent. When he returned from training, dusty and bright-eyed, she liked to sit near the fountain while he washed his arms and laughed with the other boys. He noticed things others missed, including the way Cassandra’s gaze followed sounds no one else heard. He never mocked her for it. If she stood suddenly quiet beside a doorway or looked troubled at a passing priest, Hector would draw near and ask in a low voice whether the day had become too crowded for her, and Cassandra, grateful beyond what she could say, would sometimes tell him the truth in the strange language available to childhood. She would say that the air had folded, or the floor remembered footsteps, or the horses were dreaming too loudly. Hector did not pretend to understand, but he listened as if understanding might one day arrive if he honored the words long enough. One afternoon, while the sun lay white over the practice ground and the boys fought with blunted spears, Cassandra watched Hector parry a strike and laugh, his hair damp against his temples, his body alive with effortless grace. For a moment the light around him flared strangely, not golden but red at the edges, and the sound of the wooden weapons against shields became enormous in her ears. She pressed both hands over them, bending forward, and Hector broke away from the drill at once, running to her despite the trainer’s bark. When he knelt and asked whether she was ill, Cassandra looked at his face, trying to find the boy beneath the brightness, and whispered within the same breath that he must never let the dust drink him. Hector smiled uneasily, touched her cheek, and told her the dust of Troy knew better than to swallow Priam’s sons, but he stayed with her until the sound in her ears faded.

There were days when Cassandra’s strange perceptions brought delight rather than fear. She knew before rain came, not by the clouds but by the way the palace swallows flew lower and the scent of fig leaves thickened. She could find lost ornaments by standing in a room with closed eyes until some small tug in the air guided her hand toward a cushion, a jar, a shadowed corner. She sensed when Hecuba had entered a chamber before anyone saw her, because the air seemed to gather itself more formally around the queen. She knew which horse would shy from a drumbeat, which servant carried a secret grief, which visiting noble had arrived with praise in his mouth and resentment beneath his tongue. The nurses turned such things into amusing tales, saying the little princess was sharp as a temple cat and twice as proud, and Priam, hearing how she discovered a missing seal ring in a folded cloak no one had searched, rewarded her with a small necklace of amber beads. Cassandra loved the beads and wore them for three days without taking them off, even to sleep, but on the fourth morning she refused them. Hecuba asked why, and Cassandra said they were warm from someone else’s crying. The queen sent a servant to inquire discreetly and learned that the amber had belonged to a noblewoman who died in childbirth years before, though the merchant who sold it had not spoken of its history. Hecuba locked the necklace away. She did not tell Priam. That evening she took Cassandra with her to the roof where the first stars were opening, and she asked, carefully, whether the child saw ghosts. Cassandra considered the question with grave patience, then answered that not ghosts, only what things had kept, and Hecuba found no prayer ready in her mouth.

As the years passed, Cassandra’s beauty became impossible to miss, but it was never the easy beauty that invited simple praise. Her hair fell dark and heavy, her eyes held a shine that made grown men lower their voices, and her face, still young, could shift from laughter to solemn distance so suddenly that those watching felt they had glimpsed a door close. Priam took pride in her, as fathers of royal daughters did, imagining alliances, songs, and admiration trailing behind her name, though when he spoke of such things Hecuba often looked away. Cassandra learned courtly movement, offerings, hymns, the names of ancestors, the proper greeting of envoys, the arrangement of cloth at banquets, the manner of lowering her gaze without surrendering attention. She learned the lineage of neighboring kings and the stories of the gods as the palace tutors recited them in measured voices. Yet whenever Apollo’s name entered a lesson, the sunlight in the room seemed to sharpen. She noticed the god first as brightness before she understood him as a presence in marble and hymn: the clean blaze on a blade, the white force of noon, the sudden ache of a lyre string, the arrow’s flight too swift for pity. The temple of Apollo stood radiant above its steps, laurel growing nearby, offerings gleaming under the care of priests who moved with oiled hair and careful hands. Cassandra was drawn there and repelled by it. As a child she lingered near the entrance, breathing the laurel and ash, watching the god’s statue with its serene mouth and distant eyes. Once, when a priest noticed her staring and told her that Lord Apollo favored clear voices and unclouded minds, Cassandra felt the hair rise along her arms though the afternoon was warm. She wanted to ask whether light could be cruel, but the priest had already turned to greet a nobleman, and she kept the question hidden.

One midsummer day, when Cassandra was still young enough to run barefoot if she escaped her attendants but old enough to be scolded for it, Troy held games in honor of the gods. The whole city seemed to pour toward the open ground beyond the palace terraces, bright with awnings, wreaths, carts of fruit, jars of watered wine, and boys climbing wherever they could see. Priam presided beneath a canopy, Hecuba beside him with her daughters arranged like flowers along a woven carpet. Cassandra sat between sisters who whispered about the athletes and the ornaments of visiting princes, but her attention wandered beyond the contest. The chariots thundered, wheels flashing, horses straining against the reins, and the crowd rose in a roar as a Trojan youth overtook a rival near the final turn. The sound should have thrilled her. Instead, it opened something under her ribs. She saw dust leap from the wheels, and inside that dust came another dust, thicker, darker, churned by more horses than she could count. The cheering stretched into a cry too wide for one field. The sun vanished behind a red haze. A broken wheel spun slowly by itself. Cassandra gripped the edge of the carpet until her fingers hurt, and her sister Polyxena nudged her, laughing, asking whether she had fallen in love with the chariot or feared it would run over her from half the field away. Cassandra tried to answer, but her mouth had gone dry. Hecuba noticed and leaned close, wrapping an arm around her shoulders as though the girl had merely been overcome by heat. Priam, glowing with pleasure at the victory, called for more wine to be poured for the guests. The victor circled the ground, crowned in leaves, while Cassandra stared at the horses’ foaming mouths and felt that some future race had already begun, one no crown could end.

That night the palace slept heavily after celebration, but Cassandra woke before dawn with the taste of smoke in her mouth. The room she shared with younger sisters lay dim and blue, its walls painted with vines and birds. A servant dozed near the door. From the courtyard came the faint sound of water in the fountain. Nothing burned. Yet Cassandra sat upright, breathing hard, certain she had heard a voice call her from beneath the floor. She slipped from her bed, wrapped a shawl around herself, and moved silently past sleeping bodies into the corridor. The palace at night belonged to lamps, shadows, and the secret labor of servants who rose before the royal house. Cassandra walked without knowing where she meant to go. Her bare feet found the cool path through familiar halls, past bronze shields hung as offerings from old wars, past painted doors, past the small shrine where the household gods glimmered in lamplight. She reached an open courtyard where the sky had begun to pale, and there she found an old woman sweeping fallen petals from the stones. The woman was nearly blind, one of the palace servants who had served Hecuba since before Cassandra’s birth, and she heard the girl’s soft step without turning. She asked why the princess walked alone when dreams still had their teeth in the hour, and Cassandra, trembling from cold or from something deeper, said that the house had called. The old woman leaned on her broom and listened. She did not laugh. She said the houses of kings were full of voices because joy, fear, blood, birth, and death all ate at the same tables there, and Cassandra, hearing this, felt less alone though no comfort had been offered. When dawn touched the roof tiles, the old woman guided her back before the nurses woke in panic, and for days afterward Cassandra searched for that servant’s face among the household women, but she never found her again.

The first time Cassandra was brought before the full assembly of Troy, she stood beside Hecuba in a robe of pale linen bordered with crimson thread, her hair arranged beneath a narrow band of gold. She was perhaps seven or eight, old enough to know when stillness was required, young enough to feel the ache of it in her legs. The hall was vast, its pillars painted with spirals and horses, its ceiling beams dark with age and smoke, its floor shining from years of careful polishing. Men filled the space with wool cloaks, leather, bronze clasps, oiled beards, and the low rumble of political concern. Priam sat on the carved seat of judgment, not distant from his people but raised enough for all eyes to find him. Envoys had come from a coastal city seeking aid after raids, and the talk moved between obligation, grain, ships, and honor. Cassandra did not understand every word, but she understood tones: the pleading restraint of the envoy, the wary patience of Trojan elders, the pride in her father’s voice when he spoke of Troy as guardian of order among neighboring lands. The hall smelled of dust, sweat, cedar, and hot wax. As one elder argued that a king must measure generosity against risk, Cassandra looked at the envoy’s hands twisting in his cloak and felt suddenly the cold of seawater around her ankles. She gasped softly. Hecuba’s hand tightened over hers in warning, but Cassandra’s eyes had gone to the far doors, where sunlight poured in from the court. For a breath she saw not sunlight but men staggering through surf, shields lost, mouths open in salt and terror. Then the vision vanished, leaving only the hall and the elder’s careful speech. Cassandra swallowed the cry before it escaped. Hecuba bent near and murmured that she must be still, and Cassandra obeyed, though all afternoon the hem of her robe felt wet against her feet.

Later, when she asked Priam whether a king could hear the sea from a room with no windows, he laughed because he thought she had made a riddle. They were in the garden court, where pomegranates hung like red lamps among glossy leaves and bees nosed at late blossoms. Priam had removed his crown and looked younger without it, though the lines of rule still held his face. He drew Cassandra onto the bench beside him and asked what answer she would give to such a puzzle. She said the sea came if men carried it in their mouths, and Priam studied her then, his amusement fading into something gentler and more troubled. He told her that kings must listen to many seas, some real, some made of fear, some made of desire, and that a daughter of Troy would one day learn how heavily words could weigh. Cassandra leaned against him, comforted by the warmth of his arm, and for a while they watched a bee disappear into the heart of a flower. She wanted to tell him about the drowning men, the wet hem, the old woman sweeping petals before dawn, the spears humming in the armory, the grief inside feast songs, but the words crowded one another and became foolish before they reached her tongue. Priam kissed the top of her head and began speaking of a horse recently born in the royal stables, black except for one white mark on its brow. He promised she might see it when it was steady enough not to startle, and Cassandra smiled because she loved horses and because her father’s voice had returned to its ordinary warmth. Yet as she rested against him, she felt beneath his heartbeat another rhythm, like distant wheels over hollow ground.

In the stables, Cassandra found a kingdom unlike the palace, ruled by breath, muscle, hay, leather, and instinct. The royal horses knew the princes by stride and scent, and some lifted their heads when Hector entered as if greeting an equal. Cassandra was not supposed to wander there without a groom, but rules softened around loved children when no harm seemed near. She fed apple slices to mares, stroked velvet noses, and learned to stand still enough that skittish foals came to her. Animals did not lie with their faces. Their fear rose cleanly, their ease settled honestly, their grief did not dress itself in ceremony. She trusted them for that. The black foal Priam had promised her grew into a restless creature with a white mark like a small flame between its eyes, and Cassandra named him Aster because the mark reminded her of a fallen star. Aster disliked loud men but allowed Cassandra to rest her forehead against his neck while he breathed warm bursts into her hair. One afternoon, when thunderheads gathered beyond the plain, a groom tried to lead him across the yard, and the horse reared, nearly striking the man. Others shouted, ropes snapped taut, and Cassandra ran from the doorway before anyone could stop her. She did not seize the bridle. She approached slowly, speaking into the charged air, telling Aster that the sky was only opening its bronze doors and no spear had been thrown. The horse trembled, hooves cutting crescents in the dust, but lowered his head at the sound of her voice. The grooms praised her afterward and said she had a charm over beasts, yet Cassandra knew she had only felt the fear before the horse spent it. When the storm broke, rain hammered the stable roof, and Aster stood calm in his stall while Cassandra watched water pour from the eaves, her heart still beating with the animal’s terror as if it had become her own.

As she neared the threshold between childhood and maidenhood, the gods pressed more heavily upon the world around her. Not visibly, not in the grand manner sung by poets, but in sudden alterations of air, in dreams that stained the morning, in the way statues seemed less like stone when no one else was watching. During a procession to Athena’s temple, Cassandra carried a basket of folded cloth with other royal girls, her hair veiled, her steps trained to ceremonial grace. The goddess’s house was cool and severe, full of straight lines, polished offerings, and the faint metallic scent of armor dedicated after battle. Cassandra respected Athena’s silence, which felt sharp but not deceitful. She placed her cloth among the gifts and touched her fingers to the floor. As she rose, she saw a spider moving along the base of the altar, quick and delicate, nearly invisible against shadow. One of the girls beside her stifled a laugh, but Cassandra watched it vanish into a crack and felt a sudden ache for all small weavers who worked where larger powers would never look. At Aphrodite’s shrine, the air felt different, soft and dangerous, thick with myrtle, perfume, and longing too sweet to trust. At Apollo’s temple, however, she felt seen. The sensation came even when the court was crowded, even when priests chanted and sunlight struck the pavement in dazzling sheets. It was not comfort. It was attention, brilliant and unsleeping, resting upon her as a hand might rest lightly on the back of a neck. Once, she turned so quickly that her veil slipped, certain someone had spoken her name close behind, but there was only a column, a strip of light, and the laurel leaves stirring though the air had been still.

Hecuba marked the change in her daughter with a mother’s wary heart. Cassandra’s silences lengthened, yet her moments of joy grew more intense, as if she felt happiness must be seized before it altered. She danced at festivals with sudden fierce grace, laughed with Polyxena until both girls fell breathless on embroidered cushions, raced Troilus through the garden despite the protests of attendants, and sang hymns in a clear voice that made even distracted servants pause. Then, without warning, she would withdraw to a balcony or temple step, gazing across the roofs with an expression that made Hecuba want to call her back by force. The queen began inviting Cassandra more often into her private chamber, not to question her directly, but to keep her near while women spun wool, prepared oils, sorted jewels, and spoke quietly of household matters. One afternoon, as rain silvered the courtyard and the city roofs blurred beyond the screens, Hecuba opened a cedar box and showed Cassandra ornaments from her own girlhood: a comb carved with lions, a girdle clasp, a pair of earrings shaped like tiny pomegranates. Cassandra admired them politely until Hecuba lifted a veil woven with fine gold thread, meant one day for a daughter’s marriage. The room seemed to darken around its shimmer. Cassandra reached out, then snatched her hand back as though the cloth had burned her. Hecuba folded the veil slowly and asked what she had felt, careful to keep fear from her voice. Cassandra stared at the box and said only that some doors were covered beautifully so women would not see where they led. The other women went still over their work. Hecuba closed the cedar lid with a soft click that sounded too loud in the rain-washed room.

Despite such moments, Troy loved Cassandra in the way cities love royal children from afar: as beauty, rumor, symbol, promise. People saw her during processions and lifted their children for a glimpse. Old men blessed her as she passed; young women praised her hair; merchants compared her to dark lilies, to night over the sea, to the first star above Ida. She received their admiration with formal gentleness, but their gaze often made her lonely. They saw the princess and not the child who woke with smoke in her throat, the maiden who heard sorrow beneath drums, the daughter who watched her mother’s face for signs of fear carefully hidden. During the festival of the city’s founding, Cassandra rode in a flower-strewn cart with her sisters through the streets, while Priam and the princes followed on horseback and priests led the sacred images beneath canopies. The streets blazed with color. Children threw petals. Musicians played pipes and drums. From balconies, women poured scented water that darkened the dust and released the smell of earth. Cassandra tried to give herself to the day. She smiled until her cheeks ached, touched the hands reaching toward the cart, accepted a garland from a little boy with solemn eyes. Then the procession passed the great western gate, and for a heartbeat the whole city’s noise dropped away. She saw the gate not closed in triumph but open under a black sky, its timbers groaning, its bronze fittings red with reflected flame. Something vast entered through it, not a beast she could name, not yet, only a shape of hidden men and hollow victory. The garland slipped from her lap. Her sister asked if she had pricked herself, for her face had gone white, and Cassandra bent to retrieve the flowers before anyone else noticed, crushing one stem between her fingers until its green scent rose sharp and living.

That evening, unable to bear the closeness of the banquet, Cassandra escaped to the roof above the women’s quarters. The festival continued below in waves of song and laughter. Torches marked the terraces; the temples glowed; the walls stood enormous against the starlit plain. She stood at the parapet with the ruined garland in her hand, petals wilted from the heat of her palm. Below, Troy looked invincible. The city shone as though the earth had lifted a crown toward heaven. Cassandra wanted to love it simply. She wanted the towers to be only towers, the fires only fires, her father’s pride only pride, her mother’s watchfulness only care. The wind moved over her face, lifting strands of hair from her neck, and she heard footsteps behind her. Hector came up carrying two figs stolen from the feast, his formal cloak loosened, his expression bright with mischief until he saw her face. He did not ask at once. He stood beside her and offered a fig, and when she took it without eating, he looked across the city and said softly, woven into the hush between them, that from up here Troy seemed too beautiful for anyone to sleep indoors. Cassandra almost laughed, but the sound hurt. She told him she wished beauty could promise mercy, and Hector, after a silence, answered that perhaps beauty was the mercy given before hardship, though he said it like a boy trying on a thought too large for him. Cassandra leaned her shoulder against his arm. Below, Priam’s voice rose in a toast, and the crowd answered with a roar of devotion. Hector smiled toward the sound, proud, beloved, unaware of the red edge she sometimes saw around him. Cassandra closed her eyes, holding the fig, the wilted garland, and the warmth of her brother’s sleeve all at once, as if touch could fasten the present in place.

Before the season turned, Hecuba brought Cassandra to the small dawn rites kept by the royal women, rites older than some of the city’s stones. They rose while the palace still dreamed and walked veiled through corridors lit by a single lamp carried before them. No musicians played; no men accompanied them; no herald declared their passage. In the eastern court, where the first light entered the palace, a shallow bronze basin waited beside bowls of barley, milk, and honey. The women stood in a circle, their breath pale in the cool hour, and Hecuba poured the offering with steady hands, asking the unseen powers of threshold and hearth to guard the house as night released it. Cassandra watched the milk spread over stone, white as moonlight losing itself. A dove called from the roof. Somewhere in the city a gate chain clinked as watchmen changed. Hecuba pressed barley into Cassandra’s palm and guided her hand toward the basin. The grains fell with tiny sounds, each one distinct to the girl, each one striking like a small decision. As the first rim of sun appeared beyond the roofs, the palace fires were renewed, wick touching wick, flame born from flame. Cassandra felt the dawn enter not as warmth but as a blade of gold sliding under a closed door. The women murmured praise. Hecuba’s face softened in the light, and for one tender instant Cassandra saw her mother not as queen but as a woman who had carried too many dreams alone. She wanted to tell Hecuba that she would keep watch too, that she would listen beside her, that whatever moved toward the house would not come unseen. Instead she leaned into her mother’s side, and Hecuba rested a hand over her hair while the new day gathered itself over Troy.

When Cassandra was still young, before any god had claimed her voice, before the name of Helen crossed the sea, before Paris returned with beauty and ruin braided together, the palace remembered her as
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