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      *Ava*

      The parking lot is already half full when I pull in, gravel crunching beneath the tires. I sit for a moment with my hands on the wheel, watching a group of teenagers in cloaks laugh their way toward the front gates. One has a plastic sword, another wears elf ears.

      I exhale slowly, then shut off the engine and open the door. Walking around to the trunk, I pull out the boxes of supplies for my booth, carrying the familiar, quiet ache with me, though I hadn’t expected it would ruin my fun today.

      The wind catches my hair as I make my way up the path. Somewhere in the distance, a lute plays a lilting tune, and the smell of roasted meat mingles with the crisp bite of early autumn. My boots sink into the soft earth as I pass beneath the arched wooden sign, Ye Olde Renaissance.

      The festival grounds open before me in a burst of color, with banners snapping overhead, skirts swishing, and voices calling out in mock accents. It should feel like magic.

      It used to….

      Last year, Patrick bought us matching tankards, and he’d narrate everything in a fake British accent, challenging strangers to duels. I loved that about him, how easily he could play, but now, the memory stings.

      I nod politely at a juggler and smile at a small girl in fairy wings, but I can’t quite lose the heaviness. We dated for four years, long enough to think it would last, but then his best friend introduced him to a twenty-two-year-old cocktail waitress, and just like that, he broke up with me. The heartbreak is still a fresh wound, one I keep trying to outpace.

      I remind myself that I didn’t come here to sulk over a breakup, even if it’s only been a week and a half. I came for history, language, and to share my research.

      The Iberian Renaissance booth sits near the edge of the artisan quarter, nestled between the mapmaker and the apothecary. It wasn’t always here. When I first started coming to the festival as a child, there wasn’t an Iberian corner at all. But now, I’m a professor of Iberian studies and a lifelong lover of all things Ren Fest, so five years ago I asked if I could set up a booth to share the heritage I’m proud of, the rich blend of cultures that shaped the Iberian Peninsula during the Renaissance. Since then, it’s become one of the festival’s best-loved spots, drawing curious visitors eager to learn about the art, language, and history of Spain and Portugal.

      A weathered canvas sign overhead reads España del Renacimiento, painted in rich crimson and gold. I smooth the edge of the embroidered tablecloth and adjust the display of replica artifacts: a small astrolabe, a miniature of the Alhambra, hand-bound facsimiles of illuminated manuscripts, and a pair of castanets. The tapestry backdrop glows warm in the sun, patterned with the lion and castle of Castile and León.

      For the first hour, I keep myself busy. I speak with a high school teacher planning a world history unit. I answer a little girl’s question about the princess in one of my paintings, explaining it’s actually Queen Isabella, who was not a perfect figure, I admit, but powerful and complicated.

      A teenage girl brushes a strand of hair behind her ear while reading a display of ancient Spanish parchments, and asks, “Did people really speak Spanish like that back then? It looks so different.”

      I smile. “Yes, it changed a lot over time. The Spanish of the Renaissance sounded more formal and musical, shaped by the mix of cultures on the Iberian Peninsula. Christians, Jews, and Muslims all lived there and spoke different languages. The Jews spoke Ladino, a kind of old Spanish mixed with Hebrew, and the Muslims spoke Andalusi Arabic. So the Spanish you hear today carries echoes of all of them.”

      Nearby, a small group of children clusters around, their eyes bright with curiosity. One little boy pipes up, “Is it like how my abuela talks?”

      I kneel to his level. “That’s a great question. The Spanish you hear from your abuela has some similarities. This is older and full of expressions you might not hear today. The Spanish of the Renaissance was even more formal and flowery. Let me show you.”

      I speak a few lines from a famous sixteenth-century poem, emphasizing the rhythm and the way the words roll off the tongue differently than modern Spanish. The kids listen, fascinated, trying to repeat the phrases with varying success and lots of laughter.

      The teenage girl smiles. “It’s like a secret code.”

      “Exactly,” I say, “a language alive with history and stories.”

      Teaching helps me forget about Patrick for a moment. There’s comfort in what I know, centuries of layered belief and beauty, contradiction and culture, all woven in. For a few hours, I almost forget how hollow I’ve felt since the breakup.

      Around midday, I take a break. The festival is at its peak now, with the crowds swelling and music spilling from every corner. I wander toward the fortune-teller’s tent, not quite meaning to.

      It’s different this year, draped in dark velvet, pinned with silver stars and runes. A sign outside reads simply: Tarot. Fate. Truths Beyond Time.

      I hover for a beat too long, and the woman inside looks up. She’s older than I expect, with a narrow face and thick grey hair braided over one shoulder. Her eyes are kind but knowing, in a way that gives me goosebumps on the back of my neck.

      “You have questions,” she says, not quite a greeting, her voice mysterious. “And you’ve come a long way to ask them.”

      I almost laugh. “I just walked over from the history booth.”

      She smiles like she knows better. “Come. Sit.”

      Part of me wants to walk away. The other part, the part that’s tired of logic, tired of holding myself together, steps forward and sinks onto the cushion across from her.

      She deals the cards in silence. The first shows a crown with broken thorns. The second, a burning tower. The third, two figures standing on opposite sides of a river.

      I study them, frowning. “That’s not exactly cheerful.”

      “It’s not meant to be. You’re standing at the threshold of something old. Something new. Something waiting. The fate of a kingdom. Love written by time.”

      I exhale slowly, trying to brush off the unease creeping into my chest. “This is about love?” I ask.

      She doesn’t blink. “It’s about choices. About bloodlines and betrayal. Your fate resting on what’s buried and what’s yet to be found.”

      “That’s… vague.”

      “You’ll understand,” she says, gathering the cards again, “when the past reaches for you. You must decide whether to take its hand.” She leans in, her eyes narrow. “You think you came here to tell tales, but your story is just beginning, profesora.”

      I’m shocked at the word. She shouldn’t know that. It’s not written anywhere, not on the booth, and I’m not wearing a badge. I open my mouth, but she’s already looking away, motioning to the next guest.

      I walk back through the crowd dazed, her words circling like ravens. The fate of a kingdom. Love ruled by time….

      It’s nothing. A well-rehearsed act. Still, I had goosebumps, and somehow she knows I’m a professor. I shake my head as I walk away, telling myself it was just theater and nothing more.

      I weave through the festival crowd, letting the rhythm of drums pull me along. Sunlight glints off polished chain mail. A woman in a green velvet gown sings an old ballad near the cider tent, her voice light and airy as a leaf on the breeze. Jugglers mock each other as they toss six flaming swords into the air. A group of children in fox masks race past, shrieking with laughter.

      I duck into a stall filled with hand-bound books and herbal sachets, thumbing the edge of a leather journal too expensive to justify. The vendor chats with someone in a pirate coat about sage bundles and moon phases. I pretend to be absorbed in the scent of lavender and cloves, enjoying the anonymity, the simplicity. No emails. No department meetings. But also no Patrick.

      I wander past the archery range, pausing to admire a falconer’s bird, its dark eyes watchful and still. I always love this part: the blend of spectacle and scholarship. The way the past feels like a costume you can try on and, for a little while, truly believe in.

      Somewhere nearby, a lute plays a tune that’s lively, yet somehow mournful, the notes twining through the crowd. The scent of roasting meat mingles with kettle corn and sweet fried dough, and it’s almost too easy to imagine the paved path beneath my feet turning to dirt, the tents transforming into market stalls, the chatter shifting to old dialects.

      A woodcarver lifts a wooden chest, gesturing for a curious customer to inspect it, while a woman spins wool into thread on a small wheel. I pause, taking it all in, letting myself sink into the illusion of another time.

      I am just rounding the corner toward the tapestries and embroidery tents when I hear my name, carried by a familiar voice. I freeze for a moment, scanning the crowd, wondering who could have spotted me among all the festival-goers.

      “Ava?”

      I turn. It’s Erin, one of the graduate assistants from the department. She’s dressed in a Tudor-style gown, holding a roasted turkey leg in one hand and looking genuinely delighted.

      “It’s great to see you!” she says, beaming. “Is Patrick here, too?”

      The question slices clean through me. I force a smile. “No. Not this time.”

      “Oh,” she says, her expression shifting as she registers my discomfort. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

      “It’s fine,” I cut in gently. “I’m just here for the celebration. You look wonderful in your gown.”

      “Thank you! I love going all out for the weekend.” She adjusts the angle of her turkey leg, suddenly aware of how awkward it is to eat. “Your gown is so beautiful, too. What is it—early sixteenth century?”

      “Late fifteenth, early sixteenth,” I say.

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      “Thank you. It’s my take on something Isabella might have worn.”

      “Wow. Very cool. Well, I’ve got to catch up with my boyfriend over at the Robin Hood show, but maybe I’ll see you at the closing parade?”

      “Of course,” I say.

      She smiles again. “Bye for now!”

      Erin walks off, blending into the crowd. The sounds of the festival close back in around me, and I hear an announcement that the joust is about to begin. For once, I decide to stay and watch it instead of slipping back to my booth.

      The stands are full of people clutching root beer and corn dogs, cheering for knights in crested armor. It’s a little silly, a lot staged, but still, it thrills something inside me.

      Two horses thunder past, their riders lowering lances with practiced flair. The crowd roars when a shield shatters, and I find myself smiling. The dust, the pageantry, the children waving pennants….

      It all feels larger than life.

      For a few moments, I let myself be part of it. I clap when the red knight takes a bow, and I laugh when the “queen” tosses a fake chicken into the crowd as a jab at the bawdy tongued herald.

      After the final pass, I rise with the rest of the spectators and head back toward my booth. The sun is lower now, casting long golden rays across the grass. My feet know the path by heart, past the soap maker, around the falafel stand, near the replica castle that anchors the far end of the fairgrounds.

      I slow down as I approach it. The castle’s always been one of the more elaborate attractions, its façade meant to evoke medieval stonework, complete with painted battlements and a wooden drawbridge. It’s not perfect, but it has presence.

      The castle is ringed by a narrow moat, sometimes dry, sometimes filled with a shallow trickle of water, but this year, it’s nearly full.

      The water is dark, almost black, beneath the shade of overhanging trees. Ripples move lazily across the surface, catching the dying light like liquid glass. I stop at the edge, peering down. I can’t even see the bottom.

      I wrap my arms across my chest, more thoughtful than cold. It looks deep enough to swim in, I think. Deeper than I remember.

      A wind stirs the trees behind me. Somewhere far off, someone sings in Spanish, modern, but with an old melody. It echoes strangely off the stone.

      I don’t realize how close I’m standing to the edge until a sudden commotion breaks the stillness.

      Laughing and shouting, a group of teenagers rush past behind me, all noise, limbs, and foam swords. One of them knocks into my shoulder, hard.

      I stumble, slip on the grass, and scream as I fall into the moat. Cold water rushes over me. My head slams against something hard, a rock, maybe.

      Pain flares, then everything goes black.
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      The tavern’s dim light glows against the rough-hewn walls as I lean on the worn oak table, the wine warming my chest. Around me, allies and old friends murmur low, their voices heavy with suspicion. They talk in hushed tones about the shifting tides of power.

      The Catholic Monarchs are tightening their grip, and there are whispers of Moorish resistance crumbling, and of courtiers scheming beneath gilded masks. Here, politics isn’t a game. It’s a double-edged sword, and tonight, every word feels like a move in a deadly dance we can’t afford to lose.

      I keep my face still and my answers careful. Too much depends on silence. My lineage is better left unspoken, a truth buried beneath titles and loyalty pledges.

      I swirl the wine in my cup and listen to Ramón, red-faced and angry in the way that always precedes a mistake. He spits out names like curses, blaming everyone from the king’s advisors to his own brother for the increasing pressure on Toledo’s nobles. He wants a target, a quick solution, but all we have are questions.

      “Luca,” he says finally, his voice too loud in the quiet. “You’ve been silent all night. Tell us, what would you do?”

      I lift my eyes. “If I were reckless? I’d draw my sword, cut down the tax collectors, and rally everyone from the city to the hills.”

      A few chuckles. Ramón looks satisfied.

      “But I’m not reckless,” I add. “Not anymore.”

      There’s silence again. The fire pops in the hearth. I glance around at the men I’ve known since childhood, men I’ve bled beside, men who stood at my side when my father fell. They know about the blood I carry, the legacy of a Muslim noble line, spoken of only in whispers. And I know their secrets too, hidden beneath smiles and guarded words. We all carry confidences, because in this city, a single truth revealed could undo us all.

      “We’ve survived betrayal, sieges, starvation… but this feels different. It’s not like war. It’s a slow death, veiled in laws and proclamations, a careful erasure. They’re not coming with swords anymore. This time, they’re wearing robes, signing edicts, and smiling as they do it. They’re bleeding us quietly,” I continue, standing. “Exiling scholars, confiscating homes.”

      I cross to the window and push it open, needing the cold night air. Beyond the dark rooftops, the palace towers shimmer in the moonlight. For a heartbeat, I remember what it felt like to believe we might win. Before it was obvious the Crown would stop at nothing to destroy my people. Before silence began to feel like the only true safety.

      “They’re dividing us,” someone mutters. “Making us watch each other.”

      I nod. “And we’ve let them. Hoping it would pass. That if we bowed our heads long enough, it would be enough.”

      Ramón finally speaks, his voice hard. “So what now, Luca? We wait for them to knock down our doors? Or do we remind them we’re not ghosts yet?”

      “They already knock down our doors, Ramón, almost every night. But we can’t call for a true rebellion yet,” I say. “Right now, all I’m asking for are eyes and ears open. Loyalty where it counts. We don’t strike unless we must. We don’t give them reasons to lock us up.”

      A few murmurs rise in agreement. No cheers or toasts, just a shared, uneasy understanding. Ramón leans back, his arms crossed, but he doesn’t argue any more tonight.

      The fire has burned low. I pull my cloak over my shoulders and step toward the door.

      Tomas raises an eyebrow. “Off already?”

      “I’ve said what I came to say.”

      I nod once and then push open the door, stepping out into the narrow alley behind the tavern, the wind sharp against my face. Below, the waters of the Tagus River gleam in the beams of the moon, winding eastward.

      I walk with no real destination, past shuttered windows and quiet homes, beyond the edge of Plaza de Zocodover, where covered market stalls stand empty and the square sleeps under a heavy stillness.

      I pass the chapel steps beside the towering walls of the Castillo de San Servando and pause for a breath, enveloped by the scent of blooming orange blossoms and fresh herbs, vibrant signs of spring in Toledo. I gaze up at the fortress’s towers, rising pale and watchful against the stars. Somewhere behind those walls, men in velvet robes draft new decrees by candlelight, and someone sharpens a quill like a blade.

      Let them. We’re not ghosts yet.

      I pull my hood higher and turn toward the road that skirts the river’s edge. Dawn is just beginning to stretch her fingers over the rooftops, bathing the city in a pale blue. A black cat slips across a shadowed alley. The bell tolls, its steady chime threading through the city, beckoning Toledo to wake and rise.

      My boots slide on the dew-slick cobblestones of the bridge, the harsh bite of morning air sharpening my senses, clearing the fog of wine from my mind.

      The Tagus is dark and still beneath the new dawn. Slowly, something in the water drifts toward the stone bridge, carried by the gentle current. At first, I can’t make out what it is, but as it floats closer, I see hair fanning out like ink just beneath the surface. Shocked, I realize that it’s a limp body, lying still and motionless, face down in the water.

      Without hesitation, I throw off my cloak and plunge in, boots and all. The water bites sharp and freezing through my clothes, but adrenaline pushes me forward. She slips beneath again, cold and heavy, but my fingers find her wrist. I grip tight and pull her close. Suddenly, she stirs, a weak cough bubbling up as I drag us toward the embankment.

      With muscles burning, I shove her onto the shore first. She collapses with a choking sob, coughing and gasping for air. I haul myself out after her, panting, soaked, and trembling from the cold.

      We sit there in silence, our breaths ragged, the Tagus lapping quietly behind us. Our breath curls in the crisp morning air like smoke.

      She turns her head slowly toward me. Her eyes are deep blue, rimmed red. Her lips tremble, but it’s not just the cold. She looks dazed, and perhaps lost.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer, just stares at me like she doesn’t understand the words.

      “Who are you?” I try again, softer now. “Can you speak?”

      Still nothing, but she looks down at my wet tunic, then at the towers beyond me, like she’s remembering something, or deciding how to.

      “I….” Her voice is hoarse, ragged. “I don’t know where I am.”

      I frown. “You’re in Toledo. Near the fortress walls.”

      She glances around again, hesitating. “Toledo… in Spain?”

      I shake my head, utterly confused. “No. Castilla.”

      Her accent is strange with flattened vowels, and an odd rhythm, like she learned it far from here, and she called this place Spain.

      I watch her closely. “Where did you say you came from?”

      Her lips part like she’s about to say something, then she shuts them again. Whatever confusion she’s wrestling with, she doesn’t want to share it yet.

      “I thought you’d drowned,” I mutter, wringing the water from my tunic. “What were you doing?”

      She wraps her arms around herself. “I—I fell. There were people. And then….”

      Her voice drifts off. She’s shaking now, the wet fabric plastered to her skin, her teeth chattering. Even drenched, the gown clinging to her is fine, richer than anything I’ve ever seen, the kind of silk and embroidery only a queen would wear. Something Isabella herself might favor. She must be a noblewoman.

      I offer her my dry cloak and wrap it around her shoulders. She flinches at my touch but doesn’t pull away. Her eyes are glassy, unfocused, as though she’s taken a blow to the head.

      I should walk away and let the guards deal with her. I don’t need the trouble. A soaked, trembling noblewoman with a thousand unspoken questions is more than I bargained for.

      Still, I stay.

      She’s staring down at her lap now. “I can’t seem to remember,” she says quietly. “Who I am. Just… bits and pieces.”

      Her voice is ragged with uncertainty. The words she chooses catch me off guard. Some are unfamiliar, as if she’s pieced them together from different times and places. Some don’t belong here.

      There’s no reason to help her, certainly none that makes sense. Yet I find myself saying, “I know someone. Someone who might be able to help.”

      She lifts her eyes to mine, wary and searching.

      “I’m Luca.”

      A pause, then a whisper: “Ava.”

      I steady her as she rises, the wet gown clinging to a slender form with curves like an hour glass. She moves with unexpected grace. Her long dark hair is damp and tangled, and her vivid blue eyes catch the morning light like something otherworldly–eyes so rare, they hold me still for a heartbeat.

      Side by side, we step forward, walking slowly into the soft glow of Toledo’s spring morning.
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      My lungs burn as the chilled air fills them, each breath sharp and shallow. Luca’s hand slips from my arm, but I stay close, unsure where else to go.

      A dull ache throbs in my head, blurring everything around me. The town is just waking. A few early risers pause and stare as we pass, our soaked cloaks dripping onto the stones, strange in this quiet dawn. Their eyes narrow, curiosity flickering alongside suspicion. I feel exposed, like a creature caught far from its home.

      The language drifting around me sounds like the Castilian I studied with its flowery, older words and phrases. It’s as if the language has held onto its ancient form here, a living relic. Why would anyone still speak like this? The question tugs at me as we walk.

      The scent of damp earth and river water clings to the air, mingling with the faint aroma of blooming orange blossoms. The castle in the distance, its turrets rising like jagged teeth into the dawn, looks just like the ones I’ve seen in old paintings of Toledo, the kind hung in dusty museums or buried in the pages of my art history textbooks.

      It doesn’t make sense. None of it does.

      I remember slipping, the sudden cold of the moat at the Renaissance Festival, the sharp crack of my head against something hard, and then this–the worn stone streets and ancient language. Maybe I’m still unconscious, my mind flinging me deeper into some vivid dream.

      I force my voice steady. “I think I hit my head,” I say, hesitating. “I don’t know who I am.” The words feel strange coming from me, like a dishonest confession in a language that doesn’t sound quite right.

      Luca’s brow furrows, but he says nothing. He only nods once and tightens his hold on my hand. We move through narrow, twisting streets paved with uneven stone, walls rising like silent sentinels on either side.

      Dawn paints the sky in pale blues and soft pinks. The city slowly stirs. Few people are out. I catch cautious glances from windows or a merchant setting up wares in the market square. Eyes linger on us, both soaked and shivering.

      Finally, we reach a small, sturdy home set back from the main street. Luca knocks, and a kind-faced woman opens the door, her eyes soft and full of quiet concern. She greets him warmly in the same ancient Spanish and casts a long look at me, drenched, disheveled, and clearly out of place. Still, she doesn’t hesitate. With a quiet nod, she steps aside and gestures us inside.

      The home is simple but clean, with low wooden beams and the strong scent of herbs and wood smoke lingering in the air. She leads me to a small room, rummages through a stack of neatly folded clothes, and hands me a plain wool dress. Without a word, she steps outside and closes the door behind her, leaving me the privacy to change.

      I peel off the soaked silk, what’s left of my gown, and step into the rough-spun fabric. It scratches at my skin, unfamiliar, but it’s dry, warm, and for now, that’s enough.

      When I emerge, Luca stands near the hearth, his arms crossed, his dark hair still wet and curling at the ends. He looks up, and something shifts in his eyes when he sees me. Not surprise exactly. Maybe relief. Maybe curiosity.

      Luca nods. “Rest,” he says simply. “I’ll come back later to check on you.” Then he turns and slips out the door, the latch clicking softly shut behind him.

      The woman settles me in with the warm meal, her kindness a comfort to the turmoil inside. I try to focus on the rich, simple broth, the way it soothes my burning throat and warms my chilled body, but my thoughts spin, confusion twisting tighter.

      Where the hell am I?

      The question coils deep in my chest. I know exactly who I am, but the world around me is too ancient, too real–these narrow stone streets, the flicker of iron lamps, the air scented with wood smoke and livestock.

      The old woman bustles around the small kitchen, her movements sure and practiced. The fire crackles low in the hearth, casting shadows on the stone walls. She sets a second bowl of broth before me, steam floating up in fragrant wisps.

      “Eat, niña,” she says, her voice gentle. “It’s been a long night.”

      I nod, hesitant, my throat tight. “Thank you... I’m Ava.”

      She pauses, then offers a small smile. “They call me Abuela María. You rest now, Ava. The world outside is not kind to those who are lost.”

      I wrap my hands around the bowl, savoring the warmth. The fabric of the dress is rough against my skin. The woman’s kindness is meek and quiet–no questions, no suspicion. Just care.

      “Thank you,” I murmur.

      She nods and sits across from me with a tired sigh, folding a piece of cloth in her lap. “Strange days,” she says, half to herself. “Death, disappearances… every one of us feels uneasy.”

      I glance up at her, my heart ticking faster. Her macabre words chill me more than the river did.

      She catches my look and offers a faint smile. “Just… be careful, child. People look twice at those they don’t recognize. These are not times for standing out.”

      A cold thread winds through my chest. I lower my gaze to the bowl and take a cautious sip. Despite the warmth, I feel the chill of her warning settle deep in my bones.

      My thoughts keep drifting back to Luca. The way his jaw holds the faint shadow of stubble, the way he watched me like he could see through the fog inside me. There’s something about him I can’t shake. I’m not sure if I trust him, but I’m glad he found me. Glad he spoke a language I understood, even if it sounds like something torn from an etymology book.

      The Spanish here is archaic, the rhythm unfamiliar, but I catch the meaning. Thank God I studied it obsessively, and not just for fun. I wrote my thesis on the evolution of Iberian dialects, dissected the syntax of royal decrees and secret messages, and letters from the ancient century that is far too like my current surroundings.

      What once felt academic now feels like survival. Without it, I wouldn’t even know how to say thank you.

      The realization that I didn’t thank Luca hits too late. I was too dazed, too shaken, too consumed by the strangeness of it all. He helped me, rescued me, and I let him leave without a word of thanks. I hope I get the chance to say it. I hope I see Luca again.

      I told him I don’t remember who I am. I said I hit my head. It’s a lie I’ll need to stick to until I can come up with something better, because the truth is I don’t know how I got here. I don’t know what year it is, but I know this isn’t my world, and I want to go back.

      I want to go back to Patrick, to the apartment we shared, the record player in the corner, the soft way he’d say my name. I ache for the normalcy of it all, for the little things I never thought I’d lose.

      I wonder if my family knows I’m gone. If my sister Eden is pacing some sterile hallway, demanding answers. If my parents are sitting next to a hospital bed that still holds my body, holding onto hope. I picture them there, waiting. For what, I don’t know.

      Abuela Maria offers me a blanket and leads me back to the small room where I changed earlier. She gestures to the narrow bed in the corner, the linens rough textured but clean. I murmur my thanks as I sit, and she gives a small nod then steps out quietly, leaving me alone with the hum of her soft, wordless tune lingering behind her.

      Before lying down, I pick up the gown I’d worn, once so breathtaking, now soaked and heavy in my hands. The silk is still cool, clinging in places where it hasn’t yet dried. Gold embroidery shimmers faintly along the ebony sleeves, threads catching the firelight like they’re trying to pretend none of this ever happened. But the hem is torn, muddied from the struggle, and there’s a long rip along the side seam I hadn’t noticed before. I smooth it out gently and lay it across the chair by the wall, the ruined elegance of it making something tighten in my chest. Like I’ve left a piece of myself behind on a battlefield I never meant to walk into.

      I lie back against the lumpy mattress and stare up at the cracks in the ceiling. Nothing about this place makes sense. Not the way the broth tasted real, not the heaviness of the clothes, not the sting of the cold river still lingering in my bones.

      I remember Ren Fest. The laughter, the music, the rowdy teenagers, and the muddy edge of the moat. I slipped and hit my head. That’s what this has to be. A dream. A coma. Some fevered hallucination while doctors hover over my body and my name is being whispered by people I love. Or maybe I died. Maybe this is the in-between.

      Whatever it is, it isn’t real life. It can’t be.
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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