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      I slide the yellowed parchment into a protective plastic sleeve, marveling at the ornate script and faded ink. The 15th century illuminated manuscript, an original copy of Sir Thomas Malory's Le Morte d'Arthur, is a priceless treasure.

      As I carefully place it back in the climate-controlled vault deep within the library archives, a sense of wistful longing washes over me. What I wouldn't give to step through the pages into the realm of chivalrous knights, powerful sorcerers, and mythical beasts. To escape the tedium of reality, if only for a while.

      With a sigh, I seal the vault and make my way back to the polished mahogany circulation desk. The Manhattan Public Library is unusually quiet for a Monday afternoon. Only the soft swish of pages turning and muted footsteps on thick carpet break the serene hush.

      I settle into my chair and absently finger the silver medieval cross pendant at my throat, an heirloom from my grandmother. She's the one who first sparked my fascination with Arthurian legends and tales of Camelot, reading me stories as a girl. I've been enchanted ever since.

      The phone rings, jarring me out of my reverie.

      "Manhattan Public Library, Aloria speaking. How may I assist you?" I answer automatically.

      "Aloria, glad I caught you." It's my co-worker Julia. I’m not exactly sure I would call her a friend, but I suppose she’s the closest thing I’ve got to one. She certainly doesn’t understand me at all, but she insists we go out and act like typical girlfriends.

      I think she just wants someone to chatter to, and I’m too polite to say no most of the time.

      "Are we still on for drinks after work?"

      I hesitate, glancing at the stack of returns waiting to be processed. "I'm not sure, Jules. I have a lot to catch up on here."

      "Come on, Lori! It's been ages since we had a proper girls' night. You're always holed up in your apartment reading those dusty old history books."

      I bristle slightly at her flippant tone. She doesn't understand how alive the past feels to me, how much solace I find in immersing myself in bygone eras.

      Still, I know she means well. Perhaps an evening out would do me good. My life has felt stagnant lately, lacking the adventure and enchantment I so often read about.

      "Alright, you've convinced me," I relent. "The Raven's Head Tavern at 7?"

      "Perfect! See you then. And who knows? Maybe you'll meet a dashing knight in shining armor to sweep you off your feet." Julia gives a conspiratorial laugh before hanging up.

      I shake my head ruefully, a wistful smile tugging at my lips. If only real life could be more like the captivating stories of old, full of magic, romance, and world-altering quests.

      But real life is mundane, predictable. The only quests I embark upon are tracking down overdue library books. The only magic is in the pages I reverently shelve each day.

      As if to punctuate the thought, a patron approaches the desk, a stack of travel guides in hand. I paste on a helpful smile.

      "Did you find everything you were looking for?" I ask, scanning the barcodes.

      "Yes, thanks," the woman replies distractedly, thumbing at her smartphone. "Just planning a trip to Europe. Trying to decide between London and Paris."

      "Both excellent choices. You can't go wrong with either," I say, handing back her books. "Enjoy your travels."

      "I will. It'll be nice to get away from reality for a bit, you know?"

      I nod in fervent agreement as she walks away. I understand the sentiment all too well.

      The rest of the afternoon passes in a blur of task-work—cataloguing new acquisitions, fielding reference questions, preparing for tomorrow's children's story time. Before I know it, the antique grandfather clock in the library foyer is tolling the hour, signaling the end of my shift.

      I head out for drinks with Julia.

      The Raven's Head Tavern is dimly lit and cozy, with exposed wooden beams and antique kegs stacked behind the bar. The air is thick with the aroma of aged whiskey and wood smoke from the stone fireplace crackling in the corner. It feels like stepping back in time.

      Julia waves at me from a booth, her chestnut curls bouncing. "Lori! Over here!"

      I slide onto the bench across from her. "This place never changes, does it? I swear it looks exactly the same as when we started coming here after college."

      "That's part of its charm," Julia grins, signaling the waiter. "Two pints of the house ale, please."

      As we sip the rich, honey-colored brew, Julia chatters on about her latest marketing project and the new guy she's seeing. I try to listen attentively, but my mind keeps wandering to the manuscript I was studying earlier, imagining myself in Queen Guinevere's elegant court gowns.

      "Earth to Aloria!" Julia waves a hand in front of my face. "You're doing that thing again. Mentally time-traveling to the Middle Ages. What is your fascination with those times anyway? You realize they didn’t take baths or have air conditioners back then, right? They were sweaty and stunk to high heaven.” She wrinkles up her nose.

      I shrug. “I don’t know.” How can I explain to her that I’ve always felt somehow connected to those times? They almost make me feel nostalgic. It doesn’t make any sense, I know, but it’s how I feel.

      So, I say nothing. Instead, I let her chatter on as I dutifully take sips of my drink.

      I honestly just can’t wait to go home.
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      My eyelids feel heavy as I sink into the plush mattress, the warmth of the blankets enveloping me like a cocoon. I might have had just a little too much to drink because the darkness sweeps over me, and I drift into a deep slumber almost immediately.

      In my dream, a medieval castle looms before me, its stone walls weathered and vine-covered. The air shimmers with an otherworldly luminescence. As if pulled by an invisible string, I float through the castle's winding corridors until I reach a grand chamber.

      There, lying upon an ornate four-poster bed draped in silks and velvets, is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. Her skin is porcelain, her blond hair fanned out around her like a golden halo. She is adorned in an elegant gown of deep crimson, embroidered with gold. Her chest rises and falls with the steady rhythm of eternal slumber.

      I move closer, transfixed. "Princess Aveline," I whisper, the name coming to my lips unbidden, as if I have always known it. I reach out a tentative hand to caress her soft cheek. A tingling warmth spreads through my fingertips. Who is she? Why do I feel so drawn to her?

      Suddenly, the dream begins to dissipate like mist. I try to cling to it, but it slips through my grasp like water. My eyes flutter open and I lay there, gazing up at my bedroom ceiling, my heart racing. The images of the slumbering princess and the enchanted castle linger in my mind, as tangible as a memory.

      I sit up slowly, rubbing my eyes. The dream felt so real, so vivid. An inexplicable longing tugs at my chest, a yearning to return to that place, to the princess's side. I shake my head, trying to clear the cobwebs of sleep.

      Throwing off the covers, I pad over to the window and gaze out at the gray dawn. The magical world of my dream has faded, replaced by the dull familiarity of my everyday life. And yet, I can't shake the feeling that something has irrevocably changed within me. That somehow, in the depths of slumber, I brushed against something ancient and mysterious.

      I shake my head again. Definitely had waaaay too much to drink last night.
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        * * *

      

      The day passes in a haze as I find myself consumed by thoughts of the dream. I lose myself in research, desperate to understand the vivid images that haunt me.

      I start with a general search on the medieval period, my eyes scanning through pages about feudal systems, chivalry, and the Crusades.

      But it's the castles that capture my attention. I pore over photographs and diagrams, marveling at the intricate stonework, the soaring towers and turrets. I can almost feel the rough stone beneath my fingertips, smell the damp earthiness of ancient mortar.

      My search leads me to illuminated manuscripts, their pages adorned with vibrant colors and gleaming gold leaf. I am entranced by the elaborate illustrations of knights and ladies, of mythical beasts and religious iconography. In one image, a beautiful woman lies sleeping, her golden hair splayed across a brocade pillow. The similarity to Princess Aveline sends a shiver down my spine.

      As the sun begins to set, casting long shadows across my apartment, I find myself delving into the world of medieval fashion. I study the evolution of gowns, from the simple tunics of the early period to the elaborate houppelandes of the 15th century. I marvel at the rich fabrics—velvet, silk, damask—and the intricate embroidery, the use of precious gems and gold thread. I can almost feel the weight of Princess Aveline's crimson gown, the softness of the velvet beneath my hand.

      The more I learn, the more questions arise. Why was Princess Aveline sleeping? Was she enchanted, like the princesses in the fairy tales of my childhood? What secrets lay hidden within the stone walls of that castle?

      As night falls, I sit amidst a scatter of books and printouts, my head spinning with information. The dream has consumed me, pulling me into a world long past, a world of magic and mystery. I feel like I'm standing on the precipice of something vast and unknowable, a secret waiting to be uncovered.

      Exhausted, I finally crawl into bed, my mind still whirling. As I drift off to sleep, I find myself hoping, with a fervor that surprises me, that I will dream of the castle again. That I will once more stand beside the sleeping
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