Aval oni a
Kristen Britain

M st curled and wove about the ruins of the old abbey like trailing, w nding
strips of gauze. The Tor was long lost to sight in the fog, though once, a

wi ndow had opened, revealing a brief, titillating view of the
fourteenth-century tower atop it.

Vapor coated Anne Wl der's glasses, obscuring her vision further. She tore
them of f her face in vexation and rubbed the lenses clear with the tail of her
scarf.

What had possessed her to visit d astonbury on such a foul day? Even the
tourists, who usually canme in busl oads seeking the spell of Arthurian | egend,
had fled @ astonbury for the shopping districts of London

She had cone on the word of a blind nusician

Last night she had taken supper in a pub down the street from her bed and
breakfast. During a break in the band's Celtic repertoire, one of the
nmusi ci ans nmade his way to the bar, uncannily avoiding the clutter of tables,
chairs, and patrons as though he traveled a well-worn path. He sat on a stoo
besi de her.

The barkeep passed hima pint of dark, bitter ale, and he reached for it
instinctively, whereupon he turned to Anne.

"You are new here, aren't you," he said. It was a statenent of fact.

How di d he even know she sat beside hin? "Yes. How can you—

"And American by your accent. What brings you to Engl and?"

Anne wondered at his interest. She was but one of millions of tourists who

i nundated Britain yearly. He seened friendly enough, however, and if he wanted
a bit of conversation, she welcomed it after her solitary travels.

"A wal king tour of Scotland," she said. "And sone birdwatching al ong the

coast, and..." A great weariness had pronpted her escape, a weight on her
shoul ders.

Too many battles she had fought, and |ost. She shrugged, then renenbered he
could not see. "I cane, | guess, for whatever reason anyone travels."

"Hmm " He took a swig of his ale, then turned to survey her with eyes that
could not see. They were a startling blue beneath frosty eyebrows. "You seek
somet hi ng deeper."

"Excuse ne?"

He | eaned close to her and said, "I hear it in your voice and words, m dear
A

l onging to renenber that not all mysteries can be answered with science.”
Anne shifted unconfortably on her stool, her own ale since forgotten at her
el bow. Mysteries? H's words didn't make sense to her, though he had spoken
with the conviction of a prophet. And science? Did he sonehow know of her

wor k?

Maybe he was a nut. She gl anced around for an escape route and tried to think
up a polite excuse.

To her horror, the nusician clanmped his hand on her wist, as if to prevent

her fromleaving. H s knuckles were gnarled with age, |ike burnished tree
roots. "Go to G astonbury," he said.

n W]y?ll

"I"ve the second sight, you see."” He thunped his tenmple with a stout index
finger. "You will find menory in d astonbury, and a power in the |and that
still dwells there. | know this."

Anne al nost | aughed in his face. Wat kind of New Age nonsense was this? A
travel brochure had proclaimed @ astonbury as a major Arthurian site, as

t hough King Arthur had been historical fact rather than overdone fiction. Yet
she did not laugh, for the nusician's expression was painfully earnest.

He sniffed the air as if it could tell himsonmething. "In G astonbury, you
will find menory. Belief. And perhaps a choice."” He then gul ped down a swi g or
two of his ale and left her to rejoin his band.

Anne sniffed the air, too, but snelled nothing nore renmarkabl e than cigarette



snoke, cooked food, and her own ale. The nusician took up his fiddle, and the

band worked its way into a slow, mournful ballad.

Anne sniffed the air now It was |aden with danp; not just the danp of air,

but of reeds and mud and ... well, a wetland. Legend held that the old abbey

sat upon what was once the Isle of Avalon, but there was no | ake to surround

it now.

Nat ural succession, Anne thought. A shallow | ake or pond soon turns to

meadowl and. Terra firma, the solid ground beneath her feet. This she

under st ood.

Yet, when she took her next step, her foot lifted with a sucking sound. Her

shoes were soaked.

So here she was in d astonbury on a foul, danp, and foggy day because a blind

musi cian with the second sight told her she would find menmory and belief. And

per haps a choice. She snorted in contenpt. There were gift shops, nuseuns,

and

the ruins. Ruins and nuseuns held little allure for her. Hi story confounded

her, especially in a land such as this where it was | ayered |like an

oni on—Roman wal | s, nedi eval castles, standing stones. And then there were the

peopl es—Saxons, Picts, Romans, Celts, and Britons.... Legends sinply confused

the issue. It was too nuch.

She thought she should return to her lodgings to fight off the chill w th hot

tea and biscuits, and maybe plan a hike in the Lake Country to watch nore

birds and take in the | andscape. She turned back toward the abbey, but the fog

folded in around her, a dense opaque cloak. She tried w ping off her gl asses

again, to no avail.

Anne conbed her fingers through | ank, sloppy curls. Though there was no

di scerni bl e | andmark and she was unsure of her direction, she did not panic.

She had felt nmore lost, nore overwhelmed, in the few great cathedrals she had

visited. She would pick a direction and wal k. Eventually she would cone to

some | andmark, soneone's house, a footpath, or naybe the abbey.

Ahead, a great swirl of m st was acconpani ed by wi ngbeats. She pressed

forward

eagerly, and witnessed a swan flapping its great pale w ngs before it

vani shed

utterly into the nist.

A swan where there is no |ake..

She halted to take her bearings, but there was no way to do so. Even on the

coast of northern New Engl and where she had lived for many years now, she had

rarely seen so dense a fog. Still, her apparent isolation did not arouse

pani c, though she began to feel the first few pangs of concern

The mist is an enchantnent, nmaybe, but such whi nsical notions were gone wth

her chil dhood. Her mind lay in the real mof science and fact and provabl e

results.

Not fantasy. Not history. Not |egend.

Yet, she couldn't help but sense the antiquity of the place, and its charm

I't

al nrost seened to flow fromthe ground, through her feet, and upward through

her body. Odd she had not felt this way when standing in the awesone spl endor

of cathedrals with their nultifaceted wi ndows and detailed artistry. She had

simply felt very small and alien, and she had not |ingered. |nstead, she

sought out the countryside, avoiding historic structures of all kinds.

Maybe it was because she felt a kinship with the and. After all, wasn't her

hone in New Engl and and parts of Britain conposed of some of the sane rock? A

geol ogi ¢ phenonenon called a terrane, a bit of continental crust, transforned

by Pangaea, when all |ands becanme one. The terrane had been called Aval oni a
The hills she wal ked back home bore a strain of the same ancient, ancient

| i neage of the |and she now wal ked.

The antiquity of dastonbury was in the very air she breathed, and in the

sense of place. Legend lived in the nmists ... The musician had said there

wer e



nmysteries that science could not answer.

She let the msts gently waft by her, settle on her shoul ders, caress her
cheeks. She denied his words. Better to know geol ogy and the nanes of birds.
Better to know the behavior of mammals and the scientific method. These

t hi ngs

existed in her world and were tangible. The only nysteries she sought were

t hose which coul d be unravel ed by science.

O so she thought. Her very certainty brought a sense of enptiness and sorrow
and loss. It left no roomfor dreans, or the kind of nysteries the nusician
had spoken of.

She cl eaned vapor from her gl asses once again, and cl osed her eyes, feeling
that resonance in the land flowing into her. She was a wildlife biologist
because she loved the land and all the interconnections of species that |ived
on it. She arnmed herself with science, research, and facts in a battle to
preserve the natural world.

A seemingly losing battle. Thus her weariness and the wei ght on her shoul ders.
As she stood there, she imgi ned she heard a horse, and then nore than one,
gall op through the mst. The earth trenbl ed beneath her feet with their

passi ng.

She i magi ned the shouts and cries of nen, and a clash like the striking of
nmetal upon metal; like sword striking sword. She scented iron and blood in the
danp air.

She opened her eyes, but the imagining did not stop. The mist billowed and
swirled, scul pting nen and horses about her, gray and tinmeless, but with a
certain substance. She turned around and around trying to nmake rational sense
of what she saw, but her scientific mnd could find no good concl usi ons about
the gleamof light radiating fromarnor and weapons from anot her age.
Warriors

fought and fell all around her, their cries Iike those of a fading echo.

One warrior rode anmidst the others, a crown encircling his helm He was nore
radi ant than the others, his tabard bl oodied. He carried an exquisite sword,
flam ng in his hand. This he pointed at Anne, and over the distance that
separated them he said in a quiet, calmvoice that belied the strivings and
carnage around them "Your disbelief will |ose the battle."

And with an astoni shed blink fromAnne, the warrior—the king—and the battle
around her rolled away as m st.

Ghosts? But Anne did not believe in ghosts. She let go a shuddering sigh
desiring to be back beside the fire-place, in her bed and breakfast, snug and
dry, with nothing nore extraordinary around her than Victorian furnishings and
the drone of a television in the commopn room

The scent of wetland carried nore strongly to her now, overladen with apple
bl ossonms though it was not spring. She heard a gentle | apping, as though of a
| ake upon the shore. She turned about again, and there, incredibly, the m st
parted revealing the edge of a | ake.

"I must have wandered farther than | thought,"” she murmured, not renenbering
a

| ake pictured on any of the glossy brochures about d astonbury she had picked
up.

"Far, indeed." A woman stepped barefoot anong reeds and rushes of the shore.
She

was an elderly woman with ivory hair | oosely brai ded dowmn her back and a
green

| aurel upon her brow like a crown. She wore a shawl and a sinple dress of

bl ue-green wool. Her eyes were as piercing as those of a kestrel that mnisses
not hi ng, but still gentle. She approached Anne, clutching her shaw .

Anot her vi sion?

When t he woman stood but a pace from Anne, she extended her hand, pal mup

t he

lines that creased it clearly defined.

"Touch ny hand, child, and you will know | amno sinple vision."



Anne did, resting the tips of her fingers lightly on the wonan's pal m She
felt the warnth of earthly flesh, but there was nore. It was the sane
sensation of the earth beneath her feet singing i nwards through her veins and
heart, and fromthe woman she scented | oam |ike one who works with the soi
and brings forth green, grow ng things, as a gardener

Anne wi t hdrew her hand al nost reluctantly, her heart pounding. Here she found
resonance, here panic swelled within her: nystery.

"Who are you?" Anne asked. "And-and where am | ?"

"Don't you know?" The question was sad, not coy. "Yes, | see you do not know.
You have been fighting for so long that you have |ost sight of why." The
worran

transfixed Anne with her quick, piercing eyes. "You have cone where so few
can

cross over, for the way has been nearly obliterated: Your comng is a sign of
hope. "

Anne stared blankly at her, and the woman chuckl ed.

"You hail fromfar away," the woman said. "There is a freshness of spirit
about you. A child who thrives in a place of wild, tall pines and seaspray."

How di d she know? "New England. | live in New England."

The wonan rai sed both brows. 'Truly." But there was no surprise in her voice.
Because silence fell between them and Anne felt a need to fill it, she

babbl ed, "I ama biologist at a wildlife refuge there."

The wonman sighed, and it was like a breath of a breeze that rustled tree

l'i nbs.

"Such is the day that nature's creations nmust be set aside in refuges."

"I'f we didn't," Anne said a little defensively, "it would be all gone."

"As | said, such is the day."

They strolled the shoreline of the lake in silence for a time, the woman's
skirts trailing along the ground. It seemed to Anne that tiny white flowers
bl ossoned in the woman's wake.

"Tell me, child, howis it in this refuge? How do you care for what you
protect there?"

Now Anne wal ked on solid ground. She recited her research into seabird
popul ati ons. She spoke of nonitoring the reproductive rates and successes and
nortalities of terns, puffins, and razorbills. She spoke of data and papers
and publications, and of a not-so-far-off doctorate.

When she finished, slightly breathl ess, the woman's expressi on had changed
little. She halted and turned to Anne. She took both of Anne's hands into her
own, and again there was that resonance, the grounding.

"Why do you pursue this, child?"

Anne drew her eyebrows together in consternation. She had just explained it
all.

"So we can understand the inplications of =

"No, child." The worman had not raised her voice. "Look deeper. You have

negl ected a part of your spirit. Gaze into the | ake and | ook deeper."

The wonman squeezed her hands in reassurance and led her to the very | ake
edge.

She peered into the shallows, through the reeds. The water was gl assy and she
could see to the nuddy bottom A frog plopped into the water nearby, sending
ripples in ever widening rings. A bluish light cast off the water's surface,
and Anne began to see herself.

She is nine years old on a visit to Isle Royale National Park in M chigan
She

is canping with her famly. A ululating cry pierces the night, followed by
others in an unearthly chorus. It is |like a sumons to her, and even now she
feels its power.

"What is it, Daddy?" she asks.

H s head is cocked, listening, a strange expression on his face. Everyone is
quiet, even her little brother, Matt.



"Wl ves," her father says. "They are speaking to one another."
She shivers.

O her inmages and sensations flowed through Anne's nmind: mniature al pine
flowers bl ossom ng on the mountain heights; gigantic Sequoia trees |oom ng
toward the heavens, nore awesone to her than any cathedral; the sweet scent of
pine resin on a hot sumrer day; the w ng-beats and honking of wild geese
rising into the bronze, autum sky ..

These nenories and nore surged through Anne, and when she opened her eyes,
she

found herself on her knees, the wet ground seeping through her pants, and a
torrent of tears rolling down her cheeks.

"Do you renenber, child?"

"Yes," Anne whi spered. She had found nenory. "Wo are you?"

The wonman smiled gently. "You have penetrated the msts between worlds, to
Aval on. Once | was known in both worlds. The old beliefs are but gone, except

on Avalon. Still, | think in your heart, you know ne."

Anne scranmbled to her feet, pulling off her glasses so she could dab at her
eyes with the end of her scarf. "Aval on—Hust | egend. And you..." She shook her
head.

"No, | can't believe what | think you' re asking ne to believe."

"You have renoved yourself frombelief,"” the wonman said.

"I have no faith of the kind you suggest,"” Anne said. "I nmove in the world of
statistics and results, not in a world of myth and |l egend. | believe what |
can see."

"What do you see when you | ook at ne?"

Bef ore Anne could stop herself, she said, "I see the rain and rivers and the
| akes. | hear in your voice the song of the ocean and the breeze. | see al
living things and their strengths."

The wonman nodded and wi ped away a tear that glided dowmn Anne's cheek. "It is
so.

And there is another you must see. Another nonent of faith, if you will."
Unbi dden, the warrior king stepped fromthe mst, his bright sword now

sheat hed at his side, his hel mtucked beneath his arm "M/ lady," he said. He
bent to his knee before the wonan.

"Rise, ny child."

And he did.

Anne shuddered. The woman was aski ng too much of her; asking her to make too
great a leap of faith.

"He does not exist," she said. "He's a story. Legend."

"I ndeed?" The king gl ared upon Anne, his bearing inperious. "Legend gives ne
life. Belief. A story so oft repeated, and it changes with the telling. |
have

been Artorius, Artos, and Arthur. | amthe warrior who comes again and again."
"A |l egend does not live."
"Your denial will not only close the way to this world, but deny it of the

i nexplicable, the nysteries. A loss of hope."
"You have nenory once again," the wonman said, "but only belief can give rise
to hope and dreanms. W thout hope or dreans, you have |lost the battle before it
has begun. ™"

"I was given this blade to bring hope," the king said. He drew the sword and
held it aloft. "I betrayed that hope, and | nust always return to the field

of

battle to redeem nysel f."

"The way between the worlds is fast closing forever,'

the woman said. "So few

in your world believe. Wthout belief, all nystery will cease. That which you
| ove and fight to preserve will wither, and you will have |ost nore than a
battle."

Anne coul d not speak. Their words swirled great turnoil within her. She was
used to a certain surety in her world. There was that which was true, and that



whi ch was false. Cut and dry. Black and white. Yet two | egends stood before
her. And it was not a dream
"A choice presents itself,"
"A choi ce?"

The wonman twi ned her fingers together in front of her. "You are a child of

t he

l and. You sense it strongly—+t's a sense of spirit. One does not need
crumbling walls or castles to mark their place in the world. Your place, your
roots are here.”

"Her e?"

"The spirit of Avalon runs in your veins, child."

There was a prickling on the back of Anne's neck

"A remant of the old blood is within you. It has drawn you here. And you nmay
remain here, child, if you wish, for Avalon is a refuge of sorts. But first
you must believe."

Anne | ooked fromthe woman to the king. Both were grave. Both were as stil

as

trees on a day w thout a breeze.

Aval on runs in your veins, child. Anne had come here, unsure of her purpose.
Yet, she had found nmenory; menory of why her work was so inportant to her

why

she fought so hard a battle. Never had she anticipated this.

| cannot explain this. Nor could she explain the magic of a wolf's cry in the
night, or the sensation she felt when she watched the aurora borealis. Perhaps
I

amnot all fact and logic after all.

"l believe," was all she said.

"And will you stay? You will not be able to return to your world."

Anne wondered what |ay beyond the mist. Should she stay, would it be |ike
traveling in time? What sort of magics were at work there? What was Aval on

li ke?

Curiosity had made her a scientist, and she | ooked beyond the woman and t he
ki ng as though sone vision mght reveal Avalon to her. But she could only go
there if she chose to.

"I'f I go, what will happen to this world?"

"I't will continue on. There is great sorrow ahead—a grayness. Wthout a
chanpi on, your world will wither."

Anne nodded. The curiosity that had made her a scientist also rem nded her
that she left her work undone. She couldn't abandon it, but she could return
toit with newinsight. Wth menory of why she began it all in the first

pl ace. What better tribute to the |ady was there than conpl eting work that
woul d hel p preserve at least a part of the world that noved out of sync with
Aval on?

t he woman sai d.

Anne passed her hand through her curls. "I nust return to nmy work. | am one
to

hel p nmake refuges, not one to seek refuge."

The woman smiled. "I know, nmy child. And you will go with my blessing." She
ki ssed Anne tenderly on the cheek. "Perhaps your work will open another path
to Aval on, for though the way is closed, Avalon will always exist. And you
will find places that resonate with the old power, even in a faraway pl ace of

wild, tall pines and seaspray."”

The wonman turned and wal ked away, the m sts w nding and fol di ng about her
until she vani shed.

The king nade a short bow. "I, too, nust go. My tale |eaves off where yours
begins. | am weary beyond neasure."

And Anne saw it in his face. Too many battles, too many betrayals. This was
not the Arthur of stories about chivalry, honor, and courtly |love. This was
not the Arthur of a dozen shall ow Hol | ywood mnovi es.

It goes deeper.

"I leave this in your keeping." He handed her the great sword, hilt first.



She expected it to weigh nore, to be cold to the touch, but it was neither of
these things. It possessed only I|ightness.

"When you are no longer able to carry it," the king said, "when you, too, are
over wearied, bring it to this place and cast it into the |ake."

The king, too, turned and faded into the mst.

For many nmonents, Anne stood where she was, suddenly feeling bereft and
lonely, and realizing the opportunity she had forsaken. But as the dense fog
t hi nned and she was able to discern the outline of the Lady Chapel up the

sl ope, she felt her spirit renewed, a new sense of purpose now that her menory
had been restored. A new sense of hope now that belief bloonmed in her heart.
The swan glided fromthe mst and flew overhead in a circle before landing in
front of her. The swan curved its | ong, elegant neck and folded its wings to
its sides.

Not all |egends had stayed within Aval on

The swan then thrust its head upwards and it grewin a single fluid rush,
transforming into the figure of a man—the blind nusician. He extended his
hand to her.

She took it into her own, marveling at how easy it was to believe.

"I will guide you," the nusician said.

Anne snil ed, knowi ng that she would not be alone on this side of Avalon after
all. And perhaps the way to Aval on woul d reopen one day, just as the | ady had
said, and she would follow the path that led into the msts. But for now,
sword in hand, she would return to her own work, to the land with the ancient
soul whose |ineage was al so of the |and she now wal ked upon: Aval oni a.



