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This book is a work of fantasy fiction, inspired by both ancient civilizations and contemporary society. My writing is, in part, a space for me to explore things that I find troubling, and my wish is that this is a space for them to be examined in a fictional setting, in a way that feels safe, reflective and ultimately hopeful. But everyone’s lived experience is different, and some readers might find the topics in this book difficult to engage with. I’ve listed these below. If anything here resonates with you, then please be kind to yourself, and I encourage you to speak to a loved one, a trusted adult, a doctor or another resource as needed.


	This book features extensive conversation about and engagement with war. It also includes blood, gore, human and animal sacrifice, violence and main character deaths.

	This book discusses consent, rape, rape culture, sexual coercion and sexual assault. In terms of graphic or explicit scenes of this nature, there are instances of forceful kissing.

	Ableism and misogyny are explored. There is a particular focus on mental health in this story, and, though critiqued and addressed, there is repeated use of words such as ‘mad’ and ‘crazy’.

	There are specific mentions of suicide.

	This book features manipulative and abusive relationships.



I’d also like to take a quick moment to discuss the asexuality represented in this book. It’s an authentic depiction, largely drawn from my own experience, but, given the lack of asexual representation in fiction, it’s worth noting that it only represents a small sliver of the broad asexuality spectrum. Not all asexual people experience romantic attraction, nor do all experience sex-favourable asexuality as depicted here. Regardless of your orientation, I hope we can all resonate with learning to listen to ourselves and finding the strength to be true to all parts of ourselves.
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I NEVER ASKED FOR VISIONS, I was one. In my future, I see myself regal and glorious, luminescent with the glow of my god. The priesthood encourages simpler garbs of its high priestess, but I’ll change that when I’m awarded the position, donning the finest silks, the largest jewels and the brightest gold. The people will love me like I am the closest thing to a goddess they’ll ever see, and no one will be able to tell me what to do or where to go or anything at all because the voice of Apollo will be heard when I speak.

‘Your presence has been requested in the throne hall.’

The interruption is like an insect buzzing in my vicinity – irritating but only enough to have me lazily swat in its vague direction.

‘I’m busy.’

‘You’re sunbathing.’

‘Apollo’s god of the sun – this is worship.’

‘Cassandra.’

I open one eye and see Ligeia anxiously wringing a cleaning rag through her fingers. If it were actually important, Mother would have sent two servants.

‘That’s Princess Cassandra, if you don’t mind. And I find it very difficult to believe my presence is needed anywhere. I have brothers for that sort of thing.’

‘The issue pertains to your brother,’ Ligeia says quietly, her voice lowering to the sort of whisper used when speaking of the gods of the Underworld. ‘It’s Paris. He’s here – he’s alive. Which means the prophecy …’

I lurch to my feet and run to the throne hall before she can even finish her sentence.

I know more about prophecy than most. I’m a priestess of Apollo, after all, and he’s the god of it. Also poetry, music, art, truth, archery, plague, healing, sun, light and many more things I should probably have memorized. If you’re only swearing yourself to a god because you want to keep your options open, he’s a good one to pick.

In our training, we learn several key things about prophecies. Firstly, only select individuals at the temple can give them out. Apollo can’t bless everyone – and why would he want to when the scarcity of prophecies allows us to charge a premium for them? Secondly, be vague and account for all outcomes so they cannot say you were wrong. For instance, with battle, say something like, ‘You will go you will return never in war will you perish,’ and let the listener decide whether they want to place a break before or after ‘never’. And finally, never engage with any matters that are too important – leave those to the oracles at the temples across the ocean. Anyone desperate and, crucially, wealthy enough will make the trip and declare the immense power of Apollo once they do.

Aesacus broke all those rules with the prophecy – because when you say ‘the prophecy’ in Troy, there’s only one you could possibly be referring to.

Mother had dreamt of a flaming torch and Aesacus, who came from a long line of seers, claimed it was an omen that the child in her womb would be the downfall of Troy.

That’s all I know. Everything else is hushed and quiet, rumours of the things they did – the way the prophecy and the baby were ‘dealt with’ and whether Aesacus really jumped from that cliff to his death, if maybe he wasn’t pushed …

Mother never fell apart but she never quite recovered either – her smiles distant, her eyes sad.

Which is why I’m now storming towards the throne room, Ligeia begging me to slow down and shouting about propriety. My parents are the best king and queen this kingdom has seen but when it comes to Paris, they’re still wrecked. The barest whisper of his name and their rationality dissipates.

So whoever this man is, claiming to be my brother, taking advantage of their greatest sorrow, he shall not live long enough to spin another lie.

I catch myself at the threshold.

I have seven siblings and dozens of cousins. This man could so easily be one of us.

He’s got it all: Mother’s slick black hair, Father’s long nose, bronze skin like clay in a furnace and the same lanky build all my brothers share – like muscles are climbing ivy clinging to their slender frames. I’m fairly certain if I dragged him into the sun his brown eyes would glow amber like the rest of ours do.

But Paris is dead, no matter how much my parents might pray for a miracle. Which means whoever sent this man to pretend to be my brother has put time and effort into finding someone who might pass. Whatever they want, it must be worth all that.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ I demand, strutting into the room like I have every right to. It’s empty, save for my other siblings, gathered in a watching mass, which explains why I was sent for – to bear witness, not to interrupt.

My parents sit on a plinth overlooking the expanse of the throne room. The same white stone of the palace, threaded through with glimmers of gold, curves and swirls into their thrones, like it has not been carved so much as enticed to form its new shape.

My parents are clutching one another’s hands and before I spoke they both looked so hopeful.

Now they’re glaring at me, Father even going so far as to stutter, at a loss for words.

‘Cassandra,’ my mother manages. ‘This is not your place to speak.’

‘A man claims to be the subject of a prophecy delivered by Apollo, where else should a priestess of Apollo speak?’

It’s not the first time I’ve spoken out of turn but it’s the first I’ve tried to boldly insist I have a right to, and the sheer audacity seems to still my parents.

‘A prophecy brought me here,’ the man says, a cocky smirk on his face that reminds me too much of my sister Kreousa. ‘Your lord favours me.’

‘You do not speak for my lord,’ I hiss.

‘Cassandra,’ my father says. ‘Perhaps you should gather the other priests. If we are consulting Lord Apollo on the topic of prophecy, we should have the high priests in attendance.’

The dismissal grates on me. In the temple my royalty gains me prestige that the hierarchy of the priesthood does not technically allow.

But my family remember too well my indifference to the gods before I declared a sudden calling to join the temple the first time I was presented with a proposal for my hand in marriage. I have nowhere near the authority I’m pretending to, and unlike the rest of Troy they won’t be awed into believing I do.

‘What is there to consult? If this is Paris, then the prophecy comes true with him,’ I push. ‘If it is not, then he is a liar impersonating a dead Trojan prince. You should kill him regardless.’

Mother flinches. ‘No!’

I suppose it’s difficult to sentence your own son to death twice.

But the chances he is Paris are slim. The gods only deal in miracles when they have something to gain from it.

My brother Hector steps forward. As the crown prince, he shows no hesitation and clearly anticipates no scolding decree that it is not his place to speak.

‘Cassandra makes a good point,’ he says, and for a moment I’m relieved – this is what we do, the tandem we work in to protect our siblings from themselves. I’m ready to turn our efforts on our parents, but he continues: ‘However, we must also consider the fact the gods do not take kindly to those who murder their own kin. Cassandra, you have studied the religious texts – do you not have numerous examples of the gods’ wrath at filicide?’

Beside him, his wife, Andromache, presses her lips thin to suppress her entertainment at the suggestion I have studied anything at all – and she should know, given it was her I often skipped lessons with. I’m not exactly the most devout priestess.

‘When the alternative is the prophesized fall of Troy?’ I counter.

‘My father would not order my death,’ Paris – or whoever he is – says, like his supposed father hadn’t arranged for his death the first time around.

‘There is much to consider,’ my father says. ‘A curse for a curse. As Hector says, the gods do not take kindly to men who kill their own sons.’

I toss my hair back with a sullen huff. ‘So send him out of the city and let the curse fall upon a different house.’

‘That our efforts to do that twenty years ago failed suggest the gods also laugh at those who try to avoid their fates. Perhaps we simply interpreted the first prophecy incorrectly.’

I suppose my father is technically right, but I don’t believe in prophecy, I don’t care for the gods, and the hopeful look in my mother’s eyes is breaking my heart because I can already imagine how thoroughly wounded she will be when ‘Paris’ vanishes with half the treasury of Troy or whatever it is this man has planned.

‘Prophecy or not, we have no proof this man is who he claims to be.’

‘We have no evidence to the contrary, either,’ my mother says, her eyes not wavering from the man she desperately hopes is her son.

‘Fine,’ I say tersely. ‘Then I’ll pray for further guidance on the prophecy at the temple.’

By which I mean I’ll make a big show of worship and then declare exactly what needs to happen.

Paris might not speak for my lord, but I sure do. And I have a feeling he’s going to tell us to lock this man in the darkest cell of the dungeons.
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MY WALK TO THE TEMPLE takes longer than it should with the way people stop in the streets to watch me pass. My accompanying guards try to hurry me along but I take the time to smile and nod, my assuredness growing with every step amongst the public. Troy’s princess choosing not to marry a prince and live in a palace, waited on hand and foot, but instead joining the temple of the city’s patron god, leading rites and rituals and serving the people? My brothers might have our people’s loyalty but I have their love.

Of course, I do still live in a palace and am indeed waited on hand and foot, but that’s beside the point.

It takes me ten minutes to reach Apollo’s temple, winding through all the others that crowd the acropolis in a maze of white marble. Apollo’s is one of our grandest – a huge structure of pale stone set round a wooden statue of him. At its southern edge, the temple’s opisthodomos has been transformed – not the porch of other temples but a full terrace built into the side of the hill that overlooks the city, its terracotta roofs spilling down the mountainside like molten ore trickling to fill a mould.

I used to be so jealous when my brothers would set sail to neighbouring lands, while I was stuck at home waiting for an advantageous match. But since freeing myself of that, I’ve grown to love this city with a fierceness I never imagined myself capable of. It’s beautiful, it loves me and it is the finest kingdom in all of Anatolia – why would I care to go elsewhere?

I leave my royal guard at the door. The temple is surprisingly empty for the middle of the day. Two new priestesses joined us this year and they scramble to rise as I enter, even though the only hierarchy that technically matters in here is that of the priesthood.

‘Princess Cassandra!’ they greet, their words quick in that excitable way people often use with me, like they’re in awe of the fact I’m standing before them.

‘Cassandra!’ a far less excited voice snaps from the archway, preventing me from delighting in their adoration.

‘Herophile,’ I answer, allowing a second for the wince of displeasure to cross my face before turning to her. The new initiates see it and giggle into the jugs they hold, before scampering off to perform libations.

The high priestess is as willowy and lithe as the temple’s columns, and with her sharp-edged features and ashen-white skin I could half believe she too is carved from marble. Everything about her is intentional: her sunset hair piled on top of her head to add even more height to her tall frame, always angling herself to best capture the light, even the way she moves like all eyes are on her. They’re not – they’re normally on me and she can’t stand it. She is beautiful and she is awful and, as much as I enjoy looking at her, I would like far better to never see her again.

‘Don’t tell me you’re actually here to perform a duty,’ she says. ‘The moon has yet to complete a cycle since you last graced us with your presence.’

‘As always, I come and go at the behest of Apollo. And right now his voice urges me to prayer. Excuse me.’ I push past her. As much as sparring with her might be fun, aloof indifference seems to aggravate her most. To be reminded that her appointment as high priestess gives her the right to give me orders in theory only – because what can she possibly do when I disobey?

I head straight into the cella, which is empty, and perhaps if I weren’t rushing away from Herophile I might consider that I have never known it so quiet, that the marble busts of Apollo that ring this central hall all need polishing and I have never seen it without a priestess holding a rag.

I might wonder why that is. I might feel a touch of fear.

Instead I rush to the enormous wooden statue of Apollo in the cella’s centre and fall to my knees before it.

The stone floor is cold and unyielding and it takes only a few moments for my knees to ache. I had to spend the solstice in here once as part of my initiation. I’d had Ligeia stitch padding into my tunic and my knees were still red for a week. Even the tops of my feet were bruised from pressing against the hard stone.

By the mercy of Zeus, this is hell. How do some of the priestesses do this every day?

The temperature soars, blistering heat that forces my eyes shut, protecting them from the shock of light that glazes a moment later, so bright that I have to throw my arm up to shield my face.

‘You’re not even trying to pray.’

I don’t need the light to know no mortal speaks – mortal words don’t ring off walls like that, and they don’t wake some deep and primal part of yourself that tells you to flee, as if running could save you from the displeasure of a god.

Tentatively, I open my eyes and turn to him.

He is beautiful in the way the sun is beautiful – fiery and golden, imposing and impossible – and safest at a distance. With his golden hair threaded with laurel leaves and his whole being humming with a golden light, I don’t have to ask which god stands before me.

‘Lord Apollo.’ I nod, staggering to my feet before I can think better of it.

‘By all means, do rise,’ he says with a flash of teeth. ‘You’ve never venerated me in your life so I see no reason to start now.’

Something in my gut tightens. A god, here, in person. Confronting a priestess who never revered him, who’s used his name for clout and prestige, with no other soul in sight …

Hubris fells heroes – what does it do to wayward princesses?

‘Now, now,’ he coos, enjoying my discomfort. He starts making slow steps which mock my racing heart. ‘We’ll get to all that. I’m going to show you exactly how to get down on your knees and worship me.’

‘My lord, you honour us,’ I say – my words rushed, voice high. ‘Please allow me to gather the other priestesses, they’ll be so –’

‘If I wished to see them, I would,’ he interrupts. ‘No, my presence is a gift for my favourite priestess.’

‘My lord?’

He laughs in a pointed way that makes clear I am the punchline. ‘It’s not every day a princess swears herself to you, especially not the world-renowned Cassandra, fairest woman in Troy. A princess so entitled she wouldn’t know how to even begin with respecting a god, with lowering herself to anyone. No, no, don’t protest. It’s quite all right. I myself have been accused of having an ego larger than Mount Ida. I’m oddly fond of a kindred spirit.’

My fear is buffeted by all else that he stirs – bafflement, flattery, shame. But what sticks is the embarrassment – the way he is trying to put me so firmly in my place.

And in that moment, even the golden ichor in his veins doesn’t erase a lifetime of people bowing before me.

I stand up straighter, raising my chin in defiance, and he claps with delight.

‘There she is, my princess. You never lied, you know. All your claims you were my favoured priestess. It’s absolute blasphemy, but it’s also correct. This is my sacred city, after all. And its smug princess flitting around my temple, all her flippant prayers while everyone else prays for health and prosperity? My name has never felt so glorious than when uttered on your thoroughly spoilt lips.’

I can feel the heat radiating from him, a burn that reminds me he could take his true form at any moment, could incinerate me before I could blink.

A god. In front of me. No one I know has ever met one.

And slowly, my fear gives way to excitement.

I could leverage this – use it to rise in the temple’s ranks. All that freeing power.

‘So you came here to do what?’ I ask, cocking my head to the side with an almost sly gleam, like we are in each other’s confidence. ‘Flatter me? You’d hardly be the first.’

‘I came to meet my favourite priestess.’ That light burns so bright in his eyes that I can’t hold his gaze – but I have no doubt he’s watching me intently. ‘And to see if the rumours of your beauty are true. And to tell you to at least light a candle every once in a damn while.’

‘Now that I’ve met you? I’ll set the whole room ablaze.’

‘Might it be too much to ask for the occasional sacrifice?’

‘I’ll slaughter a herd.’

‘And a libation?’

‘I’ll drain the city’s cellars.’

Apollo’s eyes simmer with a gentle warmth now – like he does not wish to incinerate me but invite me to sit by his hearth.

‘So tell me, Cassandra –’ his tongue lingers on my name, elongating it in a way that makes my skin crawl – ‘what ill omen befalls my sacred city?’

‘The prophecy of Troy’s fall at the hands of a son of Priam.’ I had never actually considered the prophecy real, always assumed Aesacus was just manipulating court politics. Most prophecies are made with agendas. But if it’s true, then Troy might really be in peril. ‘Supposedly, that son has returned.’

‘The Paris prophecy?’ Apollo’s brow creases. ‘Yes, a tricky one. Some of my finest work, as prophecies go.’

‘So it’s real? We’re in danger?’

‘You’re always in danger. The whims of fate are complex things, Tyche always weaving new strands where they don’t belong, mortals veering to new cords altogether – your lives are such fragile things and threads can snap so easily.’

‘So Troy isn’t destined to fall?’

‘All cities fall.’

‘Answer the damn question,’ I demand and my breath catches in my throat. Apollo stills, possibly startled, but possibly letting his rage settle into a collected and weaponizable thing.

Every word spoken with Apollo feels like a strong wind on a cliff edge, the fall always there, always waiting, and I traipse clumsily over as though oblivious to the threat.

His laughter bursts from him – only this time it does nothing to reassure me.

‘Oh, Cassandra. I’m going to have such fun with you. I have so many devoted followers and what does it mean? When it’s so freely given? Your devotion, sweet princess, will be a joy to wrest from you.’

It’s risky, but letting him maintain the upper hand feels riskier. It’s the only thought I have before I speak – that I’ve never found much opposition to my demands and Apollo seems to enjoy such boldness.

‘Perhaps you should give me a reason to devote myself to you. Tell me the truth about the man calling himself Paris and the prophecy that claims he’ll doom us all.’

‘What is this obsession with prophecy? Are you –’ He gasps, delighted. ‘Oh, yes, I can see it now. My words through those lips. Delphi, Dodona, Trophonius, Menestheus and Troy – oh, Father will be furious, and that’s almost reason enough to do it. How would you feel, Cassandra, about becoming my new oracle?’

What?

‘Imagine it.’ He steps towards me, circling me again, and laurel and hyacinth waft through the air. ‘Power over the future itself, all yours to tell. People would flock to you. The whole city would bend. They might even summon you to distant lands – no more temple walls and palace guards. You’d have power.’

Power. Oh gods.

Apollo comes a little closer with each sentence and I hate to admit that I’m hanging off his every word. I feel caught. Enticed by the thing I’ve always craved and thought I would never get. The direction of my life was laid out for me before I took my first breath, and joining the priesthood felt like an urgent dive from a road I was hurtling down. It was an escape, not a dream. I don’t even want to be high priestess one day, not really – it’s just the only step up from here, the only thing worth reaching towards.

But this would be something else entirely. Nothing like the freedom my brothers have, but a third option beyond marriage or priesthood, one with so much more of the things I crave: attention, adoration, respect and authority. All packaged up in one glorious title: oracle.

‘There are enough false prophets in this city, Cassandra – let me give them something real.’

‘And what will it cost me?’ I ask, before I can be persuaded by the soft lure of his bribe. ‘I’ve never read a story where the gods gave a gift from the kindness of their heart.’

‘Have I not been clear with what I want? What I should have been freely given. Prophecy is yours in exchange for your devotion, body and soul, for everything you have to give. As oracle, you’ll bow before no king – but you’ll prostrate yourself before me.’

My teeth grit, a bitter taste in my mouth at the thought of humbling myself so much. But the indignity of this morning still stings. If I were oracle, my family would not have hesitated to listen to me.

‘If your issue is my lack of humility, granting me untold oracular powers is an interesting solution,’ I say – partly because I suspect an ulterior motive and partly to buy myself time to consider.

He stops, his smile falls – his performance slips away. And he is just a man, waiting for his demands to be met.

‘I’ve watched you, Cassandra. The things you do for attention, the way you flirt with visiting princes, their desire a game because you’ve sworn yourself to me. Why not elevate that? Why not make yourself truly untouchable to all but me? With the powers I’ll grant you, you’ll be utterly insufferable. And each night you’ll go to bed and thank me. Profusely.’

‘You mean …’

‘You know damn well what I mean.’

I do.

I think part of me knew what he wanted from the moment he appeared, no matter how much I tried to convince myself otherwise.

‘I want you to choose it, Cassandra. You may say no, and I’ll offer the next intriguing girl in my temple the same bargain. But if you want to know what future is in store for your city, if you want to play any sort of role in the war that’s coming, you’ll lie with me.’

No.

It is not merely an abstract thought, it’s a solidity in my bones, a certainty in my gut. It is the absolute dread that made me run here years ago.

‘I’m a sworn virgin at this very temple.’

‘You swore your virginity to me,’ he corrects. ‘But as I am a benevolent god, I won’t hold you to oaths you took at twelve. And if you wish to see how very all-loving I can be, you’ll agree to this.’

And if I refuse? Then what might he do?

‘Wait, there’s a war coming?’ I startle, so distracted by the horror of what he’s asking that I missed the much larger horror he’s implied.

‘Yes. And if you want to know more, you’ll need my gift of prophecy.’

A war would be … I don’t even know. I don’t know enough about wars; they don’t teach girls that sort of thing. But what I do know is that men fight and women are defended – until they’re not – until their cities fall.

But if I had sight, I wouldn’t have to be helpless. And beyond the war it would be freedom. My wonderful life shining even brighter – more people flocking, more lavish gifts, my voice actually heard.

I could do it, couldn’t I? I could suffer him. Women do so every day, not all of them lucky enough to escape to a temple. I’m sure plenty of them aren’t attracted to men either. I don’t … I don’t want to. But what would I sacrifice for the taste of a life beyond anything I could have dared hope for? I could bear it. Maybe I don’t want him, but isn’t it honour enough that a god wants me? I think myself capable of persevering for prestige like that.

I would like to say that I say yes because the fear of war is rooted deep inside me, deep enough that I would sacrifice myself and my wants and desires for my city.

Or that I thought it sacrilege to refuse a god, rather than lie with him and accept his gift. Or that I just wanted to find out the truth about the man standing in my throne hall, claiming to be my brother.

But I say yes because I can see myself as all that he describes me to be – powerful and singular. I have carved out a life for myself, a beautiful glimmering life, and it still has not been enough for me. I want renown and prestige and for attention to never waver from my side. I say yes because I am greedy and hungry – a princess who will always want more.

And I say yes because truly, in that moment, I think myself capable of doing as he asks.

‘Once,’ I suggest. ‘I will lie with you just the once.’

He does not respond with the outrage I half expect – am perhaps even half hoping for – that he might retract his offer and take this horrific but tempting choice away from me.

‘You know, Cassandra, I think you may be correct. I imagine I’d tire even of you, eventually. Perhaps once is enough.’

Oh gods, this is really happening. My heart is racing. I’m really agreeing to this.

‘And no pregnancy. I’ll never become Troy’s oracle if there’s proof of what we’ve done.’

‘Very well.’

My lips are dry, my breath shaky, and the whole world feels as though it is rushing about me, disorienting and dizzying and slamming to an abrupt halt the moment I manage to speak: ‘Then I agree.’

Apollo beams and steps forward, closing the gap between us.

I could choke on the sweet herby scent of all that laurel.

‘Not right now,’ I blurt. ‘I want … I want to prepare. I’ve never done this, I’d like to bathe, to have a bed and –’

‘Shh,’ he soothes, pushing my hair from my face, and my world shifts, the nausea so strong I don’t know how I remain standing. ‘Prophecy is a powerful thing. I doubt you will remain conscious for long once I gift you with the sight of it. But when you revive, I’ll come to you and take all that you offer.’

It is my first indication that I have made a terrible mistake – that I thrill at the thought of being unconscious rather than going to bed with him.

‘I need you to swear it, properly,’ he says. ‘The vows, as you did once before.’

I take a deep, steadying breath and the words I spoke when I joined the temple rush to my tongue.

They felt like freedom when I said them last.

Now they feel like chains that bind me.

‘I give myself wholly in dedication and service to the bright Lord Apollo. I pledge to lie with no man, so that I may give myself fully to my lord and remain pure in my worship of him. Lord Apollo, hear my dedication and know that I am your servant for evermore.’

By the time I finish, he is smiling a pompous, self-satisfied grin.

‘Well, Cassandra, I hope this time you mean it.’

His smile twists until it is no longer a smile at all – it is a looming thing, the feral delight of victory.

‘I bless you, Princess Cassandra of Troy,’ he declares. ‘I give you prophecy.’

The pain is instant, a blazing, devouring heat from within my core. I keep my eyes open until they burn white. Agony serrates lines along my bones and sears deep beneath my flesh until I’m certain this whole thing must be a ruse, some sort of effort to trick me before he incinerates me.

‘I’ll see you soon,’ Apollo promises.

Then it blazes hotter and I can’t think of anything at all.
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THE VISIONS START SLOWLY. AND then they hurtle through me, arrows shot through my skin, threaded like needles whose strands are knotting and coiling, stringing me up and wrenching me apart.

I see the Earth collide with the sky, fallen weapons coated in the golden ichor of the gods, monsters clawing free from the ground – everything that has ever happened in snatches as the threads constrict around me.

Images of distant lands are replaced by lands I know well: the oceans and mountains of Anatolia. I see a statue – the Palladium of Athena – fall from the Heavens and an eagle snatch up a shepherd and then, with a start, I see Apollo and a god who must be Poseidon by his side, layering stones too heavy for mortals to lift – building the walls of Troy, a punishment from his father, Zeus, the king of the gods, for an attempted uprising. But the city loves Apollo and Apollo loves it back and the strands drawing ever tighter through me hum as though in recognition of this god who reads their shapes.

And then – my parents, glowing with youth. Hector is born. And then Paris and the prophecy and the decision to slaughter him. I hear a baby’s cries muffled by the thick trees of the woods, and see the shepherd who hears them and rushes to his side.

More visions, my own childhood and then, as the threads of the universe entwine themselves with the Fates-cut thread of my own life, it crashes into the present – Apollo in his temple and me falling to the floor.

I see Paris – who really is my brother – surrounded by impossible beings, too incredible to look at for long – and I pick out the things that matter – the peacock feathers and the plumed helmet and the features I recognize from every beautiful woman I’ve ever met. Hera, queen of the Heavens; Athena, goddess of war and reason; and Aphrodite, goddess of love and beauty. They stand around Paris and demand to know which among them is the fairest, and the strands now strung through my body like sinew whisper their first breath of the war to come.

My eyes shoot open.

A canopy of viridian and teal, soft sheepskins tangled round me and a moist rag pressed to my forehead, scented with some herbal paste that reminds me too much of Apollo. I lurch from my bed and vomit on the stone floor.

The servants squeal and scatter, apart from one who holds my hair back – and when I look up I see it’s not a servant at all but my mother.

‘Thank you,’ I mutter but the words are weary, the visions overworking my tired brain.

‘Cassie! You’ve been in a feverish slumber for days. When they found you on the temple floor, I … we were so worried! Did something happen?’

She looks tired from her vigil by my bedside – and I find myself oddly touched in the way I always do when we’re alone together, like I should be thankful for her time. I stopped being given much of it once I escaped the prospect of any marriage for her to arrange.

For a moment, I think she’s so exhausted that I can count the veins beneath her paled skin – but then I realize the greyish lines are twitching together, and when they collide they shine in bright bursts of gold. I am watching fate weave itself together. I am seeing the potential become the immutable.

I reach for a cup on the side. I need to rinse out my mouth – and I need a moment to think. This is it – my big announcement, my opportunity to change my life.

But not if they find out how I got these visions.

Oracle or not, if rumour makes it through the city that I exchanged sex for power, I’ll be ruined.

‘I visited the temple to pray for guidance,’ I say. ‘But when I entered it was filled with golden light and I heard Apollo’s voice.’

My mother doesn’t look particularly convinced but I press on.

‘He said he wished to honour his city by gifting his favoured priestess. He would like to establish an oracle in Troy, and he has blessed me with prophetic visions.’ I try my best to look profound. ‘Ever since then, I have been witnessing the past, so I might better guide the future.’

‘Cassandra,’ my mother says carefully. ‘Did you hit your head? We could find no injury –’

‘I’m sorry about Paris, Mother,’ I interrupt. ‘What a tremendously difficult decision for you and Father. I can but commend you for taking so seriously the word of Lord Apollo and the will of the people. And you yourselves, unable to perform the act, so sending him into the woods with a herdsman – Agelaus, wasn’t it? But he could not do it either, so presented a dog’s tongue as proof –’

‘Stop it,’ my mother snaps, blinking away the tears gathering in her eyes. ‘That’s enough, I … You saw this?’

‘Paris is gone now, isn’t he? How could I know that if I were not speaking the truth? He is on a hillside –’

‘He returned to sort some affairs, he ought to be back soon.’ Mother’s voice is quiet. I let her contemplate all that I have said, all the things I have suggested. ‘And the future?’

‘I believe so, though I’m yet to see it. It aches to show me, though – I can feel it.’

I’m hesitant to mention the war – in part because I would like to know more of the details, but mostly because I would like my visions to be a glorious gift for the city, not something to be feared. At least for today.

‘Apollo wishes to host an oracle here, in Troy? And he wants you to become it?’ Mother’s brows draw together in a way that is too familiar – the edge of concern that my behaviour is troubling, that I might bring disrepute upon the family.

That I can see her point doesn’t lessen my irritation – who cares if I’m not the most devout priestess, when I hold both a tiara and the love of the people?

‘You expect Apollo to gift one of the other priestesses, when the princess of his city is sworn to him? Whatever your thoughts on the matter, Mother, I trust you understand the importance of appearances and prestige.’

I know before she speaks that she’s sold. I’ve seen that look of resignation several times before – that awareness that they stopped holding control over my life from the moment I swore myself to the temple.

‘I’ll tell your father. We’ll have to announce this properly – some sort of ritual, a banquet, perhaps with invites to the neighbouring nations. I’ll confer with him but I expect that tonight we will celebrate Apollo and the gift he has bestowed.’

Tonight.

The floor beneath me vanishes and I am falling, tearing at cords of prophecy as I go, until two twinning ropes stretch before me. I cannot trace their threads, cannot see where they lead because that heaviness in my gut is anchoring me too strongly to the present. But in the hazy distance of both, I see Apollo – and it terrifies me.

My mother’s hand is on my shoulder and she’s wearing an expression I have never seen directed my way: a slight smile and eyes soft with something that might be admiration.

‘This is a great deal of responsibility, Cassie. It’s an honour awarded to our family and I’m sure you will make us incredibly proud.’

‘I –’

‘And Paris?’ she asks almost hesitantly, hope trembling in her voice. ‘That’s what you said, yes? That Paris is gone. So you admit it, then: that Apollo guided you to the truth that he is truly your brother. An oracle and a returned prince. What a thrilling new age for our city this will be.’
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I TRY PLUCKING AT THE PROPHETIC threads, desperate to see something – anything – that will truly strike the citizens with awe – to make it all that much more thrilling, my newfound talents all the more admirable.

At this point I’d take a party trick – a vase I might save from falling, or a chariot race I might successfully predict. But the most I can do is focus enough to see the golden threads flittering beneath my own skin, or shimmering in the world around me.

I sit down on the edge of my bed, ready to try following the strands again, but they stick firm in the present, refusing to let me know where they lead. I fear reading them may have something to do with hard work, practice and patience, none of which I feel particularly confident about achieving.

My door is thrown open – and I don’t need prophecy to know the only people who wouldn’t knock are Andromache and my sister Kreousa.

‘Are you all right?’ Andromache hurries towards me and clasps my face in a warm, gentle hand. It must be one of the days when her joints ache more than most, because her other holds the walking stick she sometimes uses and her eyes dart across me like she might read the answer on my face. Her careful touch, her face so close I could count every pore nestled in her dark-brown skin – I try to pretend it doesn’t make something in my chest take flight like a startled beast.

Thankfully, despite both Kreousa and Andromache knowing I favour girls, neither seems to have realized I was once quite besotted with Andromache – before she married my brother, of course. I might not pine for her any more, but I’m not sure anyone could think straight with someone so beautiful so close, and looking at them like that.

‘Obviously she’s fine,’ Kreousa snaps. ‘Honestly, Cassandra, lingering on your deathbed then awaking to declare yourself an oracle is eccentric even for you. What were you thinking? You know, Mother actually believes you!’

‘She should, because it’s true.’ I turn to my sister, drawing myself up with a petulance that only comes out around my siblings. ‘And I’ve already proved it to our parents so I don’t know why I should have to prove it to you too.’

Kreousa hesitates. ‘Scamandrius says it’s just because attention wasn’t on you for two minutes.’

I scoff. ‘You’re the last person I thought would be stupid enough to listen to anything Scamandrius says.’

My twin brother tends to only open his mouth to say something foolish or cruel – or, more often, both. The womb must have been an unfair place: I took all the brains, looks and talent and he took all the freedom, respect and opportunity.

Kreousa deflates and falls on to my bed. ‘In my defence, I’m somewhat rattled. The tailors delivered another trunk to my room this morning. They’re all suitably hideous.’

‘I’ll fix it,’ Andromache promises.

Kreousa spent the first decade of her life being given things fit for princes and Mother seems to be making up for those lost years by sending her every embroidered cloth and glittering pin she can find – the sort of thing she might have loved as a child but decidedly doesn’t at sixteen.

‘These were the only decent things and they don’t even fit me, so they’re yours if you want them.’ Kreousa draws out a bundle wrapped in twine and tosses it my way. I manage to catch it and unwrap a pair of finely crafted sandals. ‘I don’t know why Mother thinks pretty shoes will secure my hand in marriage.’

I run my finger over the patterned leather. ‘Enjoy it while you can – I stopped getting pretty things when I gave up my hand.’

Kreousa has a sort of allergy to sincerity, and any reassurances I’ve given her – that she’s beautiful, that she’ll have her pick of suitors, that they are lucky to even be considered by her – tend only to result in more disgruntlement. She seems to be all right with the thought of marriage, but the pomp and ceremony of the arrangements and the wedding itself make her anxiety soar to such a place that I’ve often had to hold her while she hyperventilates.

‘You know, it’s phrases like “gave up my hand” that have everyone struggling to believe Apollo would choose you to be his new oracle,’ Andromache says with a wry shake of her head. ‘Most people would say something like “since I devoted myself to eternal virginhood in service of the great god Apollo”. So, come on, what happened?’

I have to turn away – if I look at them both, I’ll tell them. I’m not sure I’ve ever kept anything from them before. But I can’t … Well, I never wanted to marry and I was so relieved when I escaped the prospect of it, but when I did think of the wedding night and all those marriage duties, I imagined my older sisters, Laodice and Ilione, talking me through it, Andromache giggling with me about it the next day and Kreousa wrinkling her nose with distaste for the whole affair.

But Ilione and Laodice are in far-off nations, married to husbands from other lands, and I can’t risk telling anyone what I have agreed to do. I face this alone – and I cannot speak to the panic constricting me even as I know that voicing it might give me some small reprieve.

‘Tell us while we get you ready,’ Kreousa suggests. ‘You’ll be expected to lead tonight’s celebrations and I imagine you’ll want to look your best.’

I breathe a sigh of relief – back on stable ground, anticipating the whole city celebrating me and what Apollo has gifted me. With my head high and a smile on my lips, I might even manage to forget the bargain I’ve struck long enough to enjoy it.

‘Did you say a package from the tailors?’ I ask Kreousa with a sly smile.

‘No, absolutely not, I already gave you the shoes.’ She manages to both pout and glower at the same time.

‘I thought you said they were hideous,’ I challenge, though I already know the answer because I’d say the same. Hideous or not, if there’s a thing to be had, we both want it.

‘Come on, stop stealing things from your sister. Or are you saying my designs aren’t worthy?’ Andromache crosses to the large wooden chest where most of my chitons – several of them made by her – lie folded. ‘You have plenty here, we’ll be able to make you the fairest –’

Paris, anxiously turning a golden apple in his hands, running a thumb over words he cannot read. Around him, the goddesses bicker, insisting he choose from among them, to determine which of them is the fairest and worthy of the apple.

The scene is embedded with twisting coiled strands that wrap into three ropes, connecting Paris to each of these goddesses and shooting beyond into some distance I cannot quite see.

The cords that bind me to my own present loosen and it is so easy to reach out to the nearest. I glimpse a new picture, the fate Hera offers when she promises to make Paris king of Europe and Asia, lands that swallow and consume even Greece and Anatolia … and when I touch the golden light of the future I see long, bloody battles, citizens dying in mud, villages on fire, corpses rotting in rivers and – I choke, releasing the thread.

I move to Athena, the fate spinning and shining, and she speaks, offering Paris wisdom and skill in war, and I do not need to see this future to know it looks much the same, but I touch it anyway and see Paris leading battles across Anatolia – alliances formed through marriages and trade pacts turned into cities to be conquered, into land to be stolen.

And then Aphrodite, offering the most beautiful woman in the world. Relieved, I rush to this strand and let out a strangled sob when boats charge towards my own city, when snatches of battle clash outside my own walls and funeral pyres can be seen burning from the palace windows.

And it strikes me that someone sent these goddesses here. Someone declared Paris the judge. And that someone clearly wants blood to run and cities to fall.

I blink and I’m in my room – Andromache holding up two chitons for my selection, Kreousa staring with a distinctly academic curiosity.

‘Did you see something?’ she asks excitedly. ‘Was that a vision?’

But I’m already out of the door, running for my father.

I need to tell him to assemble the war council.
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‘WAR IS COMING,’ I FINISH, my explanation rushed with panic, words tumbling one after the other – like if I just kept talking, the dread would not consume me. I knew war approached and knew too that Paris would place all of Troy at risk – but it is very different to see it with my own eyes. ‘Combined with Aesacus’s prophecy about the downfall of Troy, I suspect he chooses Aphrodite and war comes to this city and –’

‘Any war brought to the shore of Troy would be swiftly dealt with, girl,’ Antenor rebuffs me.

‘I think what my sister is trying to say is that she has had a prophetic dream, likely some sort of meaning in there, but of course she does not believe it literally.’

‘I think what I was trying to say was quite clear, actually, Scamandrius.’

My uncle Thymoetes waves a dismissive hand. ‘You’re likely confused. Even if you had seen such things, you have no way of understanding the nature of war.’

I’d found my father locked in conversation with two of his advisors and my brother Scamandrius. Foolishly, I’d thought that better – that half the war council was already assembled. But now as I look round Father’s study – the scrolls slid into shelves, the plush chairs set round the enormous wooden table, and the dark, heavy fabrics musty with the scent of decades’ worth of plummy wine – I realize this is their space and I am as much of an intruder in it as I am on this topic of conversation: I have no right to their games of dice and none to speak of war.

‘This is a good point.’ Antenor nods. ‘Clearly, the girl’s temperament is not well suited to oracular pursuits. Apollo has supposedly made his choice, but at Delphi they carefully select the Pythia and train her accordingly – Cassandra, if you’re to share your prophecies, you cannot allow yourself to become alarmed by them. A pity prophecy suits women well, when the emotional tenacity required would be better served by a man.’

I can barely hold my tongue long enough to let him finish. ‘Yes, well, thankfully Apollo chose, not you.’

‘This is precisely what I mean, Priam: the girl has no respect for her elders.’

My father shakes an amused head. ‘And you have no respect for the oracle of Troy, Antenor.’ For a moment I’m relieved. ‘There is a point here, though, Cassandra. Oracles hold power because they are a bridge to the gods – you cannot allow yourself to be too human in your delivery. Detach yourself, perhaps.’

‘Will you please stop advising me on how to speak and actually listen to what I’m saying? We need to … I don’t know, go after Paris and reach him before the goddesses do, or at the very least prepare for the futures he’s bringing.’

‘You saw three potential futures, yes?’ my father asks.

‘We can’t have that.’ Thymoetes shakes his head. ‘Oracles must be sure of the futures they read, not offer options.’

‘She probably doesn’t understand them anyway,’ Scamandrius mutters, shooting a glare in my direction. ‘Antenor’s right; Apollo should have gifted someone more in control of their emotions.’

‘Like you, you mean? Because you seem quite emotional right now. Jealous, perhaps?’

‘Don’t be crazy, Cass, what would I –’

‘My point,’ my father speaks louder, ‘is that this is your first prophecy, Cassandra. I must admit, much of this feels far-fetched – Paris chosen by the gods? Three such noble goddesses bickering over an apple? And I cannot see the goddess of wisdom being drawn into a contest to be labelled the fairest. Many foolish men have been led astray by misinterpreting a prophecy. You have yet to spend time getting to know your gift. It may not be factual, but a lesson to be learnt, derived from what you see.’

‘But –’

‘As I said.’ Scamandrius practically preens.

‘Wars are not caused by beauty competitions, Cassandra. In time, if you prove yourself as oracle, perhaps we might ask you to advise on war, just as the oracles at Delphi do. But for now, please leave such matters to the men with experience in them. And Antenor does have a point about the decorum expected of an oracle – perhaps your time would be better spent considering your role and how you shall behave within it.’

I leave before I can cry in front of them. These threads of fate are wound round – through! – my very bones and it’s in them that I know the truth of what I’ve seen. Changeable though it may be, it’s the future, not a fable to be told!

I force myself to my room, where Andromache and Kreousa are waiting for me to explain my sudden disappearance. My chitons are scattered across my bed, my gold jewels piled next to them in matching sets.

Looking at them, I have an idea.

If my father wishes for me to consider decorum and appearances, then I’ll put on one hell of a show.

I am resplendent.

Kreousa and Andromache have outdone themselves, Andromache managing to work magic with the ropes and cords we bind our chitons with, layering them beneath my dress so that it flares out in a delightful circle, my purple cloak knotted at my throat, a gold necklace twisted through the tie – it’s perfect, not too much jewellery as to be ostentatious, nothing that would imply I want attention rather than to give it to Apollo, and nothing that might be a flash of wealth in poor taste, but something to catch and bind the light all the same.

Kreousa’s drawn my hair into spiralling curls, pinned up to show off a delicate gold laurel leaf at the nape of my neck, gifted to me by my parents the day I joined the temple. My skin looks radiant, my jaw harsh, and, combined with my own skill with a brush – my eyelashes longer, my eyebrows thicker, shiny glossy lines cut sharp across my cheeks – I look as though I would not need a crown to make people stop and stare.

I’ve been called the most beautiful woman in Troy for so long I’d forgotten what it meant. But right now, it feels like it means power.

Crowds overflow from the temples, lining the broad streets of the acropolis, and I refuse the carriage my parents offer to take me from the palace gates to the temple. I want the whole city to see me.

I want all of Troy to believe not that I have been gifted, but that I am the gift.

I keep a somewhat aloof distance from the people. My popularity is based on assumptions and impressions, after all – that I selflessly joined the temple, that I would waste my pretty face on an oath of virginity out of love for the gods, that I am single-handedly responsible for every good and gracious thing the temple does.

Up close, that all cracks.

But now I swan among them, not only smiling and waving but calling greetings and wishing good fortunes, shaking hands with small children and even going so far as to distribute sesame honey sweets and hard olive loaves.

My father will be livid at the extravagance and will see it for what it is – about me and not about Apollo. But he’ll know, too, that I know exactly how to wield power as an oracle and I do not need his lectures, just his listening ear. With the way these strands twist in a dozen different directions, I might be able to lead us down a different thread, away from Paris’s war. Listening to me might save us from all that bloodshed.

So this public debut has to convince everyone I’m worth hearing.

As I approach the temple, a priestess passes me a length of rope, looped round a goat’s neck. I used to struggle so much with this part, my hand shaking on the knife, my fingers slipping on the rope, like letting the animal run free might have given it a chance. It didn’t. The sacrifice is the most essential aspect of the priesthood – and certainly the most public. When I realized it was the cold edge of a blade or wedding vows, I gripped the knife tight and shoved my repulsion and despair down so deep I no longer feel anything at all as I take the rope and draw the animal behind me, leading it up the stone steps to Apollo’s temple.

It is swollen with people, so busy I struggle to squeeze through. And at an altar in the centre, I slash my blade across the creature’s throat, unable to look, even now. I just see its blood spray in a fierce arc across the tiles as I turn to face the crowd.

Herophile is practically biting the words out when she declares me an oracle, chosen by Apollo. But, unlike me, she’s used to covering her real feelings, especially in front of the watching royal family – and she beams when the crowds of people begin cheering, the smell of roasting goat meat a heavy backdrop. Performers enter the temple with lyres and as the ceremony shifts to a party I see threads unfurl – tiny woven coils wrapped round people – and I try to follow them, like I did in the vision with Paris, but the strands flicker under my touch. It feels like reaching for a mirage.

Out on the temple’s balcony, I’m locked in conversation with a combination of priestesses and nobility. Troy is a windy city and on the balcony it normally howls so loudly it would be impossible to converse. But tonight it’s still and the people ask me about meeting Apollo, and I’m feigning a smile, throwing compliments, and he must know – because the prophecy that strikes is so strongly scented of him that I stumble backwards, gasping: ‘Look now to the Heavens, Apollo shows his favour to Troy.’

For a moment, there is nothing. And then, even though it is late and the sun set hours ago, its rays jolt across the night sky like stars shooting through the air – flickering out again as cheers and applause erupt.

Apollo is proving my power – and more so, he is proving his.

This is what I wanted, is it not? This irrefutable proof that my power is divine and worthy of attention.

But instead panic surges at this palpable reminder of just how invested this god is in my person – and all that he will soon be coming to claim.

Back at the palace, the threads tease round me – drunken people flirting and new people meeting, all these potential futures weaving together. Sometimes I watch threads draw people together, meetings already determined to happen. I keep trying to read them until my head pulses.

So I make them up instead, introducing people whose threads link them. Perhaps they’ll be a love for the ages or perhaps they’ll hurt one another so deeply it will change the course of their destiny, but all I need them to believe for tonight is that they might matter – and I know it. I stare off into the distance like I’m seeing something that’s not there, and at one point I even proclaim to my mother that my little sister should definitely be allowed to stay up past her bedtime, to which Polyxena claps her hands gleefully and dashes off before anyone can say otherwise.

I take a candle from the side and nearly burn Hector, who appears right behind me.

‘Does that topple over at some point?’ my brother asks.

No, I’m just making a show of moving it so people think that’s what happens and that I have saved them all from a
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