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DEDICATION


To every girl who falls for the villain.
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How did my dashing prince become so dark?

-Theodora
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THEODORA

Waking Up
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IT SEEMED SO REAL. He held her in his arms, and in that fleeting moment, they were enveloped in beautiful harmony. His words professing his love for her resonated in her heart. Nothing could separate them in that dreamlike embrace.

But as she woke up in the cold, dark room, the stark contrast of the ambient green lights served as a harsh indicator that it wasn't true. It shattered the illusion of the symphony-like reality she had briefly experienced. This felt like the beginning and the end.

Where was the glow coming from? Not even torches lit the dark walls. The room she was in seemed forgotten.

She felt forgotten.

She moved her legs to the edge of the bed, pushing the gossamer canopy aside. But her legs didn’t want to reply. Wouldn’t listen to her.

“Ughh!”

Theodora fought to maintain her grip on the silk sheets, but they slipped from her grasp, offering no support as she tumbled down.

Her body crashed onto the unforgiving wooden floor, and a sharp crack echoed as her hip made impact. A splinter found its way into her palm, eliciting a painful whimper from her lips. 

“Someone, please help me!” Theodora’s voice rang into the darkness, but no one came.

It was only then, her immobile legs beneath her, unable to keep going, that Theodora took in her surroundings.

The handcrafted, ornate wooden harp remained within view, sitting near the bed. However, her father’s wedding gift, delivered the day before, now lay concealed under layers of age-old dust, with ivy crawling up its once-beautiful frame. The entire stone wall behind it was enshrouded in thick vines.

In her mind, the harp's haunting melody played, filled with echoes of agony and suffering. The discordant emotions it evoked puzzled her.

The cracks she had barely ever noticed in her bedroom spread down the walls and the floor, small plants creeping through.

This must be a bad dream.

This couldn’t be the same room she had fallen asleep in. It was too strange. Unfamiliar.

Why had she fallen asleep anyway?

Hadn’t she felt as if she could live forever off endorphins when Gareth had said his vows and kissed her? Had she fallen asleep after a wonderful night of dancing and laughter? Had she even made it to their marriage bed before falling asleep?

She had carefully chosen the colors—soft pink, regal purple, and creamy white—for her sanctuary. Yet, everything now appeared draped in a dusty shade of grey. Even the once-dazzling diamond on her hand refused to sparkle, mirroring the gloom that enveloped her surroundings.

With sheer determination, she attempted to move her legs, slapping them gently with her hands. Despite the persistent pounding at the back of her head and the soreness that gripped her entire body, she pressed on, refusing to succumb to weakness. 

"Gareth?" Her voice echoed in the deserted room, but there was no response. "Agatha?" She called for the chambermaid, yet no one came forth. "Cecilia?" Her lady-in-waiting remained silent, and the room seemed to hold only echoes of Theodora’s unanswered calls.

As she finally managed to rise to her feet, an eerie silence enveloped her, adding to her disoriented state. Her legs wobbled beneath her weight, and her heels ached even before she fully rested them on the floor.

Her once radiant but now yellowed wedding dress looked moth-eaten, its lace skirt losing its ethereal translucency.

A bad dream. It was all just a bad dream.

Her hand rose to touch her face, and she could still sense its familiar plumpness, but now it was marred by layers of dirt, intensifying her feelings of anguish. Frantically, she tried to clean her fingers by wiping them on her already soiled petticoat.

As she attempted to run her fingers through her hair, they became instantly entangled in a web of matted knots behind her head. She looked down, horrified at the few blonde strands that came loose upon release.

In dismay, she realized she couldn't possibly present herself to her new husband in her current state. Determined to find something suitable, she made her way to the closet.

Nonetheless, upon swinging open the cabinet, releasing a flurry of moths, it became painfully clear that every dress within appeared as filthy as the one she was wearing.

The claw foot tub was empty, scum growing up from the bottom, and bugs making themselves at home. She jolted backward at the sight.

This caused her to stumble over something on the floor. She caught herself, feeling as exhausted as if she ran across the castle. The canine remains as her feet brought tears springing to her eyes.

“Russell?” she cried. She dropped to the rug, the pile of bones pulling her toward it. “No!”

Her hand darted out to touch the mound, but she pulled back suddenly when it collapsed in on itself. Nausea swelled in her empty stomach, and she dry heaved on the moth-eaten rug.

The castle oozed with an unsettling aura, and the never-ending nightmare seemed to tighten its grip on her soul. With trembling hands, she clutched the little silver charm from Russell's collar, the eerie sensation of his bones sending shivers down her spine. The touch made her skin crawl, and she could no longer bear the presence of death that surrounded her.

Without a moment's hesitation, she darted out the door, desperate to escape the malevolence that lingered within those haunted walls. Her legs, weary from the unending dread, pushed her forward as fast as they could carry her, seeking safety from the horrors that lurked behind.

***
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WITHIN THE CASTLE'S WALLS, a ghostly silence prevailed, where before it had always resonated with life. In their childhood, peals of laughter scattered the stones.

As Theodora matured, her musical prowess blossomed. The silky, dream-like glissando woven from her harp decorated the corridors more frequently.

Her fingers twitched.

In its stead, the stark contrast of muteness pressed painfully against her ears, throwing off her balance. She kept grabbing at the uneven walls. Even the echoes of her worn shoes on the stone seemed distant.

It dawned on her that she was holding her breath.

She kept anticipating life, but knowing deep down she was alone. Every door stood closed and locked, or when opened, revealed rooms that mirrored the emptiness and decay she found in her own. The sense of desolation was overpowering, as if the life that once thrived within this castle had long since vanished, leaving behind nothing but haunting echoes of the past.

"Please, anyone!" Her desperate plea echoed through the corridors, tears beginning to stream down her face as she pounded on the heavy doors.

Clutching Russell's tag tightly to her chest, she moved frantically from room to room, her heart beating in forte.

Her loneliness was suffocating.

The echoing scuffle at the end of the dimly lit hall seized her attention. "Wait!" she screamed, hitching her full skirt up as she rushed toward the source of the sound. Adrenaline surged through her veins as she pursued the elusive presence.

"Eeek!" a startled voice screeched, desperately attempting to slam the door shut. But Theodora was relentless, grabbing hold of it and yanking it back, refusing to let the figure escape into the shadows.

Summoning the last of her strength, she thrust the door open, revealing a small figure crouching on the other side, making them appear even smaller than they already were.

"A ghost!" the person screeched, revealing herself as a woman, standing a foot shorter than Theodora, though fully grown as evidenced by her chest. She wore the attire of a maid, but it was not clear why she was amidst the haunted halls. The filthy area knew no cleaning.

“Agatha?” Theodora asked.

“Agatha’s my mother,” responded the small woman. “How do you know her, phantom?”

“I’m no such thing. My name is Princess Theodora. I mean, Queen Theodora. Where is Gareth? My husband?”

The woman's eyes widened in horror, bulging out as she instinctively backed away in fear.

“Princess Theodora is dead. Princess Theodora is dead. Princess Theodora is dead,” she chanted, backing up quickly.

Theodora felt as if someone had thrown her into the frozen river. What was she saying? She was right there!

“I am not dead. Show me my husband!” she cried. She ran to the small lady and shook her shoulders. “Your princess demands it!”

The small lady let out a startled cry and hurriedly guided Theodora through a series of hidden passageways. Theodora could barely keep up. At last, they arrived at the maid's private quarters, a modest room with little extravagance.

Despite its simplicity, the room held a bath and clean clothes, which was a relief for Theodora. She expressed her gratitude for finding something in her size and free from the pervasive layer of dust that had tainted everything else.

Washing the thick layer of dirt from her skin required more time and energy than she felt she had, but Ruth refused to help her. That was the name of the maid who she came upon.

Ruth still believed her to be an apparition, praying and making signs of the cross, ignoring Theodora most of the time when she spoke.

“The soap, Ruth, the soap,” she said.

Ruth inched toward her. “Stay back,” she warned.

Theodora tried to suppress her anger.

“Just throw it in,” she said.

She had no time to waste. How much of her honeymoon had she already wasted? What had happened to her home while she was asleep?

Theodora shut her eyes as the water sloshed, the soap lodging into the bubbly water.

She grabbed the damp washrag and ran the soap against it. The bath water was murky, but at least it was releasing the grey-brown color from her skin.

When Theodora stepped out, a wave of fatigue swept over her, and she grasped at the tub as she fell. Ruth ran to help her.

“I thought you didn’t want to touch me?” Theodora asked shakily as Ruth threw a towel over her.

“You look a lot more alive after washing. But maybe I should get the doctor just in case.”

“No. Just Gareth. I need Gareth.”

She passed out in Ruth’s arms.

***
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AS SHE STIRRED FROM her slumber, she found herself wearing the white dress she had chosen, rather than her wedding gown. The skirt hung short, perhaps full-length on Ruth, but only reaching Theodora's knees.

Her hair was damp, blonde locks cascading down her shoulders. It was Ruth who sat beside her, patiently untangling the knots from her hair as she woke.

"Ruth?" Theodora's voice quivered as she raised herself from another bed. The nightmare was recurring, haunting her like a relentless specter.

Vowing never to sleep in a bed again, she clung to the hope that staying awake might offer some escape from the torment she found herself in. 

“I’m here, Darling,” Ruth said, taking her hand.

‘Except for some muscular dystrophy and severe bed sores, she’s as healthy as his majesty’s favorite Friesian.”
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