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Chapter One

England 1270

The thick walls of the English manor house hushed
the cries from within, and though no person outside the house was
disturbed, the ravens rose up from the trees with a great call to
the heavens. They circled Woodleigh Hall three times, beating their
wings in the night air as if to accompany the sorrowful wails that
continued to echo through the manor.

The birthing had been about something the mother
struggled to understand. There had been no pain—no physical pain as
the babies slipped from her body into the waiting hands of her
midwife. She had felt the presence of the great Lady throughout the
hours of labor and she gave herself up completely to the Lady’s
ways, for she knew that this birthing was her destiny as surely as
it had been her destiny to come to this foreign land.

And now with her son alive and wrapped in clean
linen in the cradle and her daughter dead beside her in the bed she
struggled to understand. For the great Lady was there—she had not
abandoned her even as the breath went from her baby’s body. She
could sense Her—the Lady was inside her and She was outside her and
She was the dark cries of the ravens. And the mother listened hard
and she bound her own loose hair around her baby daughter and she
anointed her tiny head with tears and she struggled to understand.
In the tiny swirl of hair upon her daughter’s head she saw the
spiral, and in the spiral were all the words of her mother and all
the words of her mother’s mother, and so it had always been and so
it would always be. And in the words of the spiral came the
understanding and she kissed the tiny head and her tears now were
quiet and her tears were for the healing. For Time was the
spiraling path of the great Lady and it was her way to bless with
life as she blessed with death. For Time was the path and on this
path journeyed all of her daughters; and the mother knew that this
daughter had known a journey on the path and she would know again a
journey on the path. That was the way of the great Lady and so it
had always been and so it would always be.


Chapter Two

Mississippi 1891

Twilight and the road stretched ahead through the
tall pines. What was it her ma use to say? Oh, yes—twilight was the
most dangerous part of the day—the time when the dark and the light
met—the time of in-between.

“Mind yourself now, Mattie—a person can get lost in
the in-between time with no sun to guide you and no real darkness
to hide yourself in. You mind yourself, child.”

So here she was, alone at twilight on a long road
that was in itself about being between things. Or between places,
as it were. This road, from her daddy’s farm where she was born
sixteen years before to her daddy’s new farm that she had never
seen. Here she was in this place between the two in the time of
in-between. And no longer a girl, but no one could think of her as
a woman, could they? What was she then—just an in-between?

“Life’s nothing but a journey, Mattie-girl,” that
was Pa speaking, leaning against the wagon loaded up with all their
worldly and not-so-worldly goods, and Ma up front, with the
youngsters behind riding on quilts and the feather bed. “A journey
has no end, not even in the dying. You just keep on walking to
someplace new—leavin’ Mississippi ain’t quite like dyin’ though to
look at you all white in the face has gotta make a person
wonder…”

That was Pa, all right, his big, rough hand on her
shoulder trying to look like everything was fine, though they were
leaving her and going off to Arkansas, and she would come later—all
on her own. That’s when he gave her the crock of her Ma’s cherry
jam and told her to save it for the trip to the new farm. And now
here she was at twilight, walking down the dusty road that led
through the pine forest and out of Mississippi and into her new
life in Arkansas. An in-between, not quite a woman but no longer a
girl—some kind of new person. And the gray crock of cherry jam was
safely tucked into her knapsack—untouched, because it was all she
had left of Ma and Pa and Mississippi.

She was working that summer of 1891 for the
Brashers—helping in the house and with the young ones because Mrs.
Brasher died suddenly and Emos, her husband, had his hands full on
the farm and they were waiting for his sister to arrive from back
East. A woman to replace Mrs. Brasher and keep the farm alive. So
Mattie filled in—did what she could by cleaning and feeding and
minding the motherless babies. But her pa had this new farm in
Arkansas waiting for him. He had sold off their old place so they
had to leave. Ma and Pa and her sisters and brothers. Mattie could
come later, after the spinster-sister Miss Brasher found her way to
the farm, then Mattie could leave. With so many folks in the county
leaving for Arkansas, Pa was certain she’d be able to hitch a ride
at least part of the way. That was the plan when Mattie said
goodbye to the wagon and her family.

This was twilight of her third day on the road. The
days were hot and the road was dusty and, yes, there were folks
driving to new lands in Arkansas and more than a few stopped and
asked her if she wanted a ride on their already over-full wagons.
Mattie said no, and the first time it surprised her, then it
pleased her, and she was proud of herself for doing the journey
alone. Not that she wasn’t sometimes—often—afraid. She was,
especially at night. But there was something else, a new feeling
that sprang from her being on her own and taking care of herself,
and a certain amount of reluctance to see this new life in
Arkansas. Anyway, she didn’t feel alone. She had never really felt
alone her entire life. It wasn’t being in a house full of kids and
Ma or Pa that kept her from feeling alone. She just knew that she
wasn’t. She just knew there was someone else that was always with
her. Not like another person and most certainly not like the spirit
of God that the preacher kept telling her, and everyone else, was
always watching her and waiting for her to mess up. No, it wasn’t
that kind of feeling. Whatever it was she felt it stronger than
ever before on that long road to Arkansas. Mattie knew deep inside
that if she stayed by herself for long enough she would find out
what it was that moved by her side day and night.

The thing about twilight was how short it was. The
shadows from the pine forest darkened and spread with each passing
moment until they spilled over on to the road, and then Mattie knew
it was time to find her nest for the night. Pa told her what to
look for if she couldn’t find a family to take her in—and she never
did ask, though often she would see the glow from a farmhouse
window and smell the smoke of a warm kitchen fire. So she found
herself an out-of-the-way place not far from the road, and the
trunk of an old pine to protect her “rear flank,” as Pa called it,
and here she spread the bedroll out on the soft pine needles and
ate some cheese and bread while the last light left the sky and the
road disappeared until morning. She took off her shoes—heavy laced
work boots that were worn and cracked because they had been Ma’s,
but were made for walking even if they were the ugliest shoes
Mattie had ever seen. She loved the feel of her naked feet in the
evening air and rubbed them against the pine needles—easing out the
miles on that hard dusty road. Mattie hummed to herself some old
tune she’d heard teased out of a fiddle at last spring’s town fete.
How her Ma and Pa had danced that night!

Mattie settled into her bedroll and listened again
as her pa told her how not to be afraid. “Mattie-girl, you just
remember one thing when you start to feel scared. You just remember
you are a Pamplin child and all Pamplins are made of tough and
brave material. You just think on your grandpa who left the good
life in Virginia to built himself up something out of nothing in
these here pine forests. That’s when there was nothin’ here,
Mattie-girl, no farms, no towns, no stores. There were the Indians,
of course, but they never paid no never mind to your grandpa. I
think they knew—they sensed he was a Pamplin and us Pamplins have
been taking up roots and putting them down again in strange new
places for hundreds of years—maybe more, who knows? This is your
blood, girl—and I can tell you something more—we ain’t like most
folks—can’t tell you what it is exactly, you’ll be finding it out
on your own one day. That’s how it works for us Pamplins—you’ll see
soon enough.”

Mattie remembered the glow of his pipe in the dark
as they sat out on the porch that evening. She’d heard it
before—bits and pieces anyway. But then, facing the journey on her
own and the new life in Arkansas, she listened closely and tried to
see the faces that were the other Pamplins and wondered what being
“different” really meant. Still, his words brought her courage to
face the dark night in the woods, and when the creatures who lived
in and under the trees started to move about her and speak amongst
themselves, she moved her back closer to the old pine and tried to
listen to what they were saying. And their noises and her pa’s
voice blended together in the darkness until she fell deeply and
quietly asleep.

The big cat slipped down from a branch of the old
pine tree where she had waited since twilight and while she waited
she watched the girl below who slept on the soft forest floor. She
sniffed the air and circled the tree three times before settling
down next to the bedroll and the girl. Her long tail stretched out
and gently curled around Mattie’s sleeping form. The cat did not
sleep but from time to time through the night would raise her dark
head and peer hard into the darkness and sniff the cool
air.

And then she was dreaming the dream again and once
more she was standing on the green mountaintop looking down at the
river that snaked through the valley. And once more the wind
whipped her long woven cloak around her—was it her? This part she
was never sure of and her hair blew back from her shoulders and she
struggled against the force that was the wind on that mountaintop.
Here the images of the dream began to blur but she felt, rather
than saw, herself kneeling in the deep grass with her head bowed
and her arms spread out. She felt her fingers digging into the
earth on that mountaintop—and then she heard the deep sobbing wail
rise up from her heart and take flight on the wind as it blew
across the valley.

This was the dreaming she had dreamed for as long as
she could remember. It changed very little. Sometimes it felt as if
she was there on the mountaintop longer than other times. Nothing
of the scene was like Mississippi—it was a very strange land and
she would wake from the dream feeling heavy both inside and out.
Because she felt so deeply the wind and the earth and the terrible
power of the wailing, she thought that the person must be her but
she never woke with a strong sense of identification. Just a cold
and dark feeling of longing for something she could not name. Like
a hunger when you know you will never again have food.

With her back against the old pine tree and the
night dark and close around her, she dreamed the dream again. When
she awoke in the darkness she lay still, her eyes staring into the
night while she tried to adjust herself to the world in which she
now found herself. It was then she saw the shadows of the night
move beside her—a large presence, quiet and dark and strange. She
could smell the cat—its thick coat was rich with a musky odor that
drew her in and before she even had time to think she should be
afraid, she saw her hand reach out and touch the deep red fur of
the big cat. Mattie watched as the cat raised its head and turned
its amber eyes toward her. And in the amber was captured the
cloaked figure on the hillside, and Mattie’s hand felt the cat’s
heart beating and sensed the wailing and the unexplained longing.
And for the first time her dream merged with her waking world and
she heard her pa’s voice saying “We ain’t like most folks…”


Chapter Three

Spain 1268

The thin gold torc around her neck caught the
morning light as she adjusted the heavy cloak about her shoulders.
Despite the sun’s warmth, the mountain air was cold and reminded
Sanza that the seasons were changing and winter would soon be on
the mountaintop. The climate of Navarra was not intense and Sanza
easily welcomed the coldness of winter. This winter in particular,
the coldness of the world outside would echo the coldness that
lived in her heart. Even now, having achieved this much, she felt
no lightening from within. Perhaps that would come later. Perhaps
now it was just too soon and her expectations too grand. She wanted
to be here on the mountain top—alone for the ceremony. And really,
what choice did she have? If her father knew what she had done she
would be cast from his home forever. She found herself caught once
again in the middle of the struggles that had ripped her family
apart. She loved and honored her father and she wished with all her
heart she could be the good daughter he expected her to be; but
greater than that love and honor was the darkly deep bond that held
her to her mother—even now, even in death.

“Maman!” So soon the great longing for her mother
had begun and she did not yet understand how the longing would stay
with her and that it would grow and shape her life for eternity.
Today she climbed the mountain in order to release her mother’s
spirit and return her to the elements from which she was born. Her
hand grasped the small silver box that lay nestled in the pocket of
her cloak. She knew what must be done but she held back for another
moment, keeping the contact that had guided her through all of her
sixteen years. And her mother’s voice came to her over the wind
reminding her that what she was about to do was the way of their
path and the way of their ancestors.

“Keep to the true ways, daughter, though your path
be walked in darkness. Keep to yourself and to the silence and
honor that which I have taught you, and teach your daughter so she
may teach her daughter. In this, Sanza, lies our greatest strength
for I have seen such horror and death ahead in the time that is
soon coming. The old ways must be kept alive though the world seeks
to destroy us all…”

Her mother, Acibella, drew Sanza close when she
spoke these words and the great terror that she had envisioned
moved from the mother to the daughter until Sanza dropped to her
knees and covered her face with the soft blue silk of her mother’s
gown. And she understood that the secrecy and the lies that
Acibella uneasily embraced so that they could live their truth in
the outside world would become her shield of armor in the years
ahead.

Acibella Salazar

Honored wife

of Arnaldo Paunfiloun

May Her Soul Rest With God

Roncesvalles, Navarra, 1268

Was it only last night at twilight she met with her
mother’s two trusted friends in the mausoleum at the Chapel of the
Holy Spirit in Roncesvalles? Yes, and together they had removed her
mother’s shrouded body from her tomb and carried her to the
mountaintop. This had been Sanza’s promise to her mother as she lay
dying in her small home in the forest. She would go along with her
father’s wishes and her mother would receive the Christian burial
expected by the family and the people of Pamplona where her
father’s house marked him as a respected member of that community.
Yes, but then later, later in the darkness of night she would free
her mother and return her to her true home in the mountains. And
now there was nothing left but the ashes and the wind and the
release of Acibella’s spirit so it might journey through the night
and find again a home.

In a circle of rosemary branches Sanza stood with
the silver box held up toward the evening sky. A fire of oak
branches and dried herbs sent sweet-smelling smoke down into the
valley. Now was the time—the twilight time when the two worlds came
together for a brief moment and the powers of the elements hovered
nearby waiting for her to call them into her circle. She stood
facing the west where the sky was still tinged with the rose of the
setting sun and in the secret language of the old ways— as taught
to her by her mother who was taught by her mother and so on and so
on —Sanza called out to the elementals and showed them her love and
her honor. And in the old words and by their old names she bid them
to attend her in the circle. In a sudden gust of the wind—in the
quickening of the flames—in the trembling of the earth beneath her
feet—in the pale mist that shrouded the circle the elementals made
known their presence. Sanza held up the silver box and slowly
opened the lid. The wind on the mountain top quieted for a brief
moment and in that moment the ash lifted from the box and danced as
a spiral in front of Sanza.

“I return to the river and the river returns me to
the sea—mother of All! The endless beginning and eternal end. I am
home.”

She felt more than heard her mother’s voice circling
the mountain top. From a silk pouch tied to her belt Sanza withdrew
a handful of shimmering powder and a clear smooth crystal. She
circled the fire singing softly an ancient chant her mother had
taught her many years ago. The words mingled together—some in her
native Basque and others in the tongue of the people who had left
the land so long ago. It was the language the trees spoke and the
language of the earth caves. When her song was done Sanza knelt by
the fire and dropped the powder and the crystal onto the burning
oak wood. Violet blue flames shot up toward the darkening sky and
the wind rushed down across the valley and called out to the river
whose waters surged and washed over its banks. Sanza knelt before
the fire, her cloak spread around her and her dark hair loose about
her shoulders. And in the crystal Sanza envisioned all that was her
mother’s spirit and the beauty and the wisdom of that spirit
reached deeply into her heart and touched the sadness of her great
mourning .

Later, wrapped in her cloak, Sanza slept in the
circle by the still burning fire. And despite the mountain’s winter
chill she felt the warmth that was her mother’s presence and with
this warmth she felt the strength and wonder that she knew was the
presence of her Lady—Dona—Donia—the pure essence of all that was
and would ever be. And in her dreaming She came to Sanza and bid
her no more to mourn for her mother but to change the mourning into
something alive and powerful—something by which Sanza could honor
her Lady and in this she would honor all life. Through the dreaming
She spoke to Sanza her words—the words of the deep caves and the
running rivers.

“Be here with me now, child—for I will be with you
as I have with your mother through all the steps that will be your
life. From the waters of the Great Mother you were born and it was
I that brought you forth—it was I who was midwife to your mother
and to her mother and to her mother…as I will be to your daughter
and all of her daughters. In this we are one and we serve each
other. Stay true only to this and I will stay true to you.”

And the breeze stirred Sanza’s dark hair where she
lay on her cloak by the fire and her breathing quickened as she
dreamed the words of her Lady in the night.

“My ways are not the easy ways of this world,
daughter, and of this you have much to learn. We choose each other
and in the choosing is the contract that will not be broken. No
marriage here on earth can be so binding for I bind you, daughter
of the earth, to my world — a world that is all above you and all
below you. With me you have no boundaries—no weights to hobble your
feet to the earth. You will see. You will grow, you will learn and
you will seek with me by your side. Always and in All Ways.”

And like a lover’s kiss at dawn Sanza drew in the
touch and scent and feel of her Lady and rose up from her dreaming
refreshed and renewed. The day, like a wondrous journey, lay before
her and though she knew not what waited on the road ahead she was
strangely and eagerly excited.


Chapter Four

England 1635

Briar’s Heath

Widdington, Essex

23 October 1635

My dearest Sister,

My heart is burdened so with the news I must bring
to you for I know you will share in my sorrow and I grieve to bring
you this sadness. Our old puss, our beautiful and loving companion
has taken herself away—away to die! is what I so sorely believe.
Oh, sweet Puss! I cloud my thoughts with visions of her cold and
wet beside the highway. I have searched for her everywhere in the
house and in the gardens and in the woods. She is gone, Sister, yet
I strive to remember well her arrival and not dwell so on her
going. If you should conspire with me, sister, to do the same I
know that our sorrow will soon be lifted.

Old puss, our Muse we called her, for we could not
agree after which muse to name her. We settled on Muse and set upon
so small a cat all the powers that these ancient ladies embody. You
are older, Sister, and well remember your life before she crept
into our garden, But I, for nearly all of my sixteen years, have
known only the comfort and companionship of our little Muse. And
recall, too, Sister, her splendid eyes. Like amber, you told me,
and fetched mother’s jewel box and took out her special necklace.
And yes! Like the smooth round amber beads Muse’s eyes reflected
back to me all my questions—all the questions for which there is no
one to answer. And in her eyes I saw her wisdom, for Muse was no
dumb beast as well you know Sister!—and in her eyes I saw that the
questions would be my quest in this life.

My news is sad and try as I might I cannot imagine
life without my Muse. With her upon my pillows my bed was always a
refuge. And though it is hard to be alone in this house I fear that
now I will often feel alone! I know my time at Briar’s Heath is
drawing to a close and that, too, saddens me deeply. It is not
proper that I cling so to the home of my childhood and it is not
fair to blame our dear parents for giving me so much of what my
girl’s heart has craved. But there it is and now I try hard not to
displease them but I am a maid who does not wish to become a wife.
What choice is there, Sister, for one such as I? For you it was
different and I admit that I am greatly envious of your
temperament. You took as husband the man Father had chosen and
asked for no considerations for your own self. This was how we were
raised and I know this is our duty to be Wife and Mother. Yet does
it not seem strange, and by that surely I mean that it seems
unnatural, to make a maid do other than her true will beckons? How
then, Sister, do I hope to succeed (as you have succeeded!) when my
self is so set against doing what I know is my duty? I am so
anxious about this dilemma and know not what I may do. Father has
talked to me, once or twice, about Essex gentlemen that he has
considered for my Husband. I fear there is no escape for one such
as myself.
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