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      Caucasus Mountains

      Lower Svaneti, 1450 AD

      
      
        
        Magic crackled through the air in monstrous sizzling arches. The deafening roar of angry supernatural creatures in battle, and steel clashing on steel, ricocheted against snowcapped mountains. Daemons, mages, demigods, and shifters, cleaved and clawed at each other under a dense canopy of thunderous clouds. Wails of anguish and pain reverberated throughout the ether…

      

      

      Cassandra woke up screaming.

      In a daze, she dried her sodden face with the sleeve of her nightgown, then glanced at her window. Last night’s decision to leave open the wooden shutter paid off now. A light morning breeze blew in. The chilly air restored and uplifted her troubled spirits. Now she admired the softening darkness of a velvety sky. Daylight was coming, and with it, the nightmare’s grasp would lose power over her.

      One of many omens, she thought when she found the strength to roll out of bed, and her bare feet hit the cold stone floor in her small bedroom. Indeed, another vision to file deep in the confines of her mind with all the others. Warnings she would never talk about or discuss with anyone.

      Why expose herself to more ridicule?

      No one understood her. Least of all her young apprentice, who was more interested in finding adventure or flirting with young men rather than learning the healing arts Cassandra could teach her.

      Exhaling a deep breath, she stood and carefully stretched her arms and back. She had a busy day today, and Rhinna, whenever she was scheduled for a learning visit, always showed up early.

      Chores beckoned.

      Soiled clothes awaited.

      Dressing quickly, she got started.

      It was late in the afternoon, when Cassandra finally reached the front room. She gathered the dust under her potions table into a neat mound. With careful sweeps to avoid lifting a messy cloud that would cause her a sneezing attack, she guided it out the side door of her cottage. After leaning her broom against the jamb, she wiped her damp forehead, fixed her sagging ponytail back up, and turned toward her young apprentice.

      At the moment, the girl was engaged in daydreaming as she absently picked leaves from an olive stem. In a moment she’d strip it bare. Cassandra frowned. She’d purchased the rare herb from a traveling vendor in Tiest, the closest village, five miles down the hillside.

      “Rhinna, darling. Will you stop plucking my olive leaves? That poor stem hasn’t done a thing to you. I need the leaves to make healing brews later.”

      “Oh.” The girl startled and put the stem on the table. “Sorry.” She quickly piled the loose leaves together.

      Pressing a fist on her hip, Cassandra squinted. “What’s got you so enthralled?”

      “Not much,” the girl sighed.

      “No, no, no.” She shook her finger. “Don’t give me that not-much, deep sigh. I know when your imagination is going full tilt.”

      “Mother and Father were talking after breakfast. They think I can’t hear them.” Rhinna jumped from her stool. The voluminous blue-and-white skirts her mother forced on her fluffed up and bounced, giving her thin form a reedy look. Cassandra had offered to Mrs. Mamedova to cut Rhinna’s skirts to a better-fitting size. The lady was old-fashioned, big was the tradition, Rhinna would grow into them, and so she wouldn’t budge.

      “A runner from Tiest told them that a war party is supposed to pass through our village today.” She spoke, full of excitement. Gone was the dreamy behavior.  “They may even overnight right here in town. Can you imagine? A group of tall…handsome…men.” She whirled on her feet.

      “Hmmm. Handsome men, huh? You better come down to earth, missy. A war party means a battle’s brewing somewhere. War brings nothing but grief, destruction, and death. Turn your attention to the young men in town. There’s nothing wrong with them. They’re honest, hardworking farmers who take care of their families, instead of gallivanting across the world in search of fame and glory.”

      “Pfft.” Rhinna moved strands of mousy-brown hair away from her face. “If they’re so wonderful, how come you haven’t accepted any of their invitations? I know a few have asked you out.”

      “And go where, the village tavern?” She stopped wiping her bottles clean and held up a finger. “Firstly, I don’t drink ale or mead. And secondly, my life is dedicated to medicinal pursuits and healing folks. Once in a while, I’ll agree to read the Tarot for a distraught soul who must absolutely know what’s coming. I don’t have time for men.”

      She cut off the conversation. Rhinna, with the enthusiasm and imagination of a teenager, tirelessly asked and prodded about her nonexistent love life. Cassandra didn’t want to discuss with Rhinna or anyone else the prophecy a visiting mage had made when she developed her seeing powers.

      “He is your future. His essence will change yours forever.”

      He? No, thank you. Cassandra liked herself the way she was just fine. It was bad enough that her parents, with their questionable sense of humor, had named her after the tragic seer of Troy, who’d accurately prophesized the destruction of her city and no one believed her.

      An apt name for her, as Cassandra tragically learned years later.

      In the beginning, her seeing ability had a rough start. Some of the older women in the Upper Svaneti village where she was born had claimed magical abilities and powers of foretelling.  No such thing existed in them, but when little Cassandra’s pinpoint visions began, their resentment festered into malicious envy. Then a mysterious mage wandered into town and made his strange prediction. Whispers of evil witchery, trials, and executions hopped from mouth to mouth.

      She remembered one frightening moment as if it had happened today. She was coming out of school. One of the women separated Cassandra from her friends and pushed her aside, calling her names and making weird evil-eye signs in front of her face. Another hurled insults and lies.

      “You’re an abomination. A devil’s spawn. You look nothing like your parents. Look at those yellow eyes. She belongs to the devil, I tell you!”

      Weeping and scared to death, Cassandra ran home to her mother. “Mother am I an evil girl?”

      “No, child. Don’t listen to those old biddies. They’re quacks, envious of your ability. Your gift stems from real magic. Your lineage is ancient and special, Cassie. I’ll explain when you’re older, and then you’ll understand.”

      The vicious rumors combined with the mage’s prophecy, and after long nights of discussions, her parents Tamar and Giorgi packed their meager belongings and embarked on the arduous trek downhill to Lower Svaneti and fresh new pastures.

      It was a good decision. Folks in the new village were more accepting of the little girl’s curious talent, and life moved on.

      Mother and Father were gone now. A deadly fever Cassandra had seen coming swept through the village. She warned her parents and anyone close enough to hear, but in keeping with her name, the visions of an adolescent were dismissed. Ignoring her prediction came at a high price. The fever decimated half the village population.

      Although Cassandra lost her parents, the tragedy had a silver lining of sorts. She inherited her parents’ cottage and her seeing reputation was solidly confirmed throughout the region. Folks from neighboring villages sought her Tarot card interpretations. But she purposely suppressed her foretelling visions. People in general, she’d learned through trial and error, couldn’t handle the future’s unvarnished truth.

      “Cassie, you’re not listening.” Rhinna’s voice broke into her musings.

      “Sorry, what were you saying?”

      The girl pouted. “Won’t you come into town with me? By now, the warriors have arrived, and Mother has forbidden me to go alone.”

      “Why?”

      Rhinna shrugged. “It’s not proper for a young girl to walk about the village unescorted.”

      Cassandra chuckled. Mrs. Mamedova took the tradition of chaperoning to the extreme. Their village had a single dusty road, with some houses along the way, a tavern that served as an inn, and permanent daytime stalls where farmers sold their produce. Everyone else lived spread out around the area.

      “I can’t, honey. I owe Mrs. Alieva her elixir.” She pointed at the olive stem and leaves on the table. “That’s what those leaves are for. She promised to stop by later.”

      “Heeello.” Mrs. Mamedova’s shrill voice at the front door startled them both. “You left your door open, Cassandra. Again! A single woman living alone must be careful. Especially now. Credible warnings from people we know have come up from Tiest.” Frowning, she walked straight to Rhinna. Her skirts, even more voluminous than her daughter’s, swished loudly. The girl winced. “You’re late, Rhinna. Your father is furious I had to come get you.”

      Cassandra disregarded Mrs. Mamedova’s admonitions. The woman lived in a world of exaggeration. However…

      “What warnings?”

      “Devilish creatures have been seen. May the Lord protect us.” She crossed herself three times.  “Ghostlike apparitions. Entities are coming in and out of huge circles of fire. Uff. The world grows more dangerous every day.” Mrs. Mamedova grasped Rhinna’s arm. “We’re leaving, before we lose all the light.” The jowly, heavyset woman pulled her daughter and strode out the door. “Lock your door, Cassandra,” she yelled as she walked down the road.

      Cassandra locked her door because she was done for the day, not because of Mrs. Mamedova’s warning. The excuse she’d given Rhinna about Mrs. Alieva was a harmless fib. She had promised the woman her elixir, but not until tomorrow, when she went into town for her weekly purchases.

      She threw a log on the fire, ensured her cauldron had enough water to boil for tea, and stood by the window. She pushed out the wooden shutter and took a deep breath. A darkening pink hue illuminated the tree line. Although spring had arrived at her altitude, the higher elevations held on to snow and ice. The pines closest to the cottage hadn’t changed at all throughout the bitter winter. The hardy birch, after shedding its leaves, showed budding signs of life.

      The pull came, and she closed her eyes, giving the vision free rein. As the image developed and took her senses, her skin rose in bumps. This wasn
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