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One snowy morning, in the master bedroom where Malachi and I sleep each night, I pulled open the heavy curtains and pushed them aside. Pale sunlight spilled through the glass doors leading to the balcony that overlooks all of Wynterhaven. I walked toward the doors, opened them, and stepped outside.

The cold met me instantly.

Clouds drifted across the sky, swallowing the sun, and when I looked out over the city—left, right, and far ahead—everything was washed in white. Light snow had begun to fall again, soft and slow, like the world was exhaling.

My fingers rose to the crown resting on my head. A quiet reminder:

I am the Queen of this country.

Malachi is the King.

And together, we carry the weight of Wynterhaven.

But today, I stood alone. Malachi was away on business, leaving the castle far too quiet.

I drew in a deep breath of cold, snowy air. When I exhaled, my breath fogged in front of me, and the temperature seemed to drop even further. Something tugged at my heart—an uneasiness I couldn’t name. A whisper of wrongness. I tried to shake it off. It was probably nothing. Today, I told myself, I would walk around the city, check on our people, and see if anyone needed help.

I left the bedroom and made my way down the long hallway. This castle is enormous. When I first married Malachi and moved in, I got lost constantly. It took months before I finally memorized every corridor and room. Now, the halls feel familiar—almost comforting.

I stepped outside the castle doors, but the moment I did, a low rumble rolled beneath my feet. It was faint, but unmistakable. Strange, too—there had been no warning, no storm; nothing that should have caused it. I paused, listening, but the sound faded as quickly as it came.

Trying not to dwell on it, I headed toward the heart of Wynterhaven, where people gather to shop, talk, and enjoy music. Snow crunched under my boots as I walked.

When I reached the center of town, I spotted Mr. Halestorm nearby.

“Hello, Mr. Halestorm,” I called as I approached.

He stopped and smiled warmly. “Oh—hello, Sylvia! What can I do for you?”

“I felt a low rumble near the castle entrance,” I said. “Did you feel it too? Or hear anything about it?”

He thought for a moment before nodding. “I did. I felt it when I passed the castle gates. But I don’t know what caused it.”

His answer didn’t ease my mind, but I forced myself not to worry. “What are you doing out in the snow today?” I asked.

“I’m on my way to see Gerald,” he said—Mr. Patches, of course. “He’s a good man.”

“He is,” I agreed. “Tell him I said hello.”

“I will. Have a good rest of your day,” he said with a smile.

“You too, Ezekial.”

We parted ways, and I spent some time speaking with a few citizens, checking on them, and listening to their concerns. Eventually, I turned back toward the castle.

That’s when I heard a familiar voice behind me.

“Sylvia? What are you doing out here in the cold?”

I turned and saw Malachi approaching, snow dusting his cloak. He must have returned earlier than expected.

“I wanted to walk through the heart of town,” I said. “Get some fresh air.”

He gave a soft, tired smile. “I’m glad you did. But come inside now. It’s freezing.”

“Alright,” I said.

Together, we headed back into the warmth of the castle.
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I woke up the next morning to a cold that didn’t belong to Wynterhaven.

Not the usual winter chill — this was sharper, hollow, as if the cold had seeped into the stone itself. The castle felt too quiet, the kind of silence that presses against your ears. And beneath it all, a strange sensation crawled along my spine... as if someone was watching us without being present at all.

Something was off. I could feel it in my bones, but I couldn’t name it.

Malachi or Ezekial might know more.

The thought barely formed when the floor trembled beneath my feet — another rumble, stronger than the one yesterday. The walls groaned softly, dust drifting from the ceiling beams.

I exhaled slowly.

This wasn’t normal.

I stepped out of the bedroom and into the hallway, the cold air brushing against my skin like a warning. After a few minutes of walking through the dim corridors, I found Malachi in his office. He looked up the moment I entered, his quill pausing mid-stroke.

“Did you feel the rumble?” I asked, closing the door behind me. “You must have this time — it was stronger than yesterday.”

He leaned back in his chair, worry flickering behind his calm expression.

“I did. And it’s strange... we’ve never felt anything like this before. I don’t know what caused it.”

His voice was steady, but I could hear the tension beneath it.

“Perhaps Mrs. Greyrose or Ezekial might help us get to the bottom of this,” I said, trying to sound curious instead of uneasy.

Malachi nodded. “I was too busy to notice the first one, but this one... yes. It caught my attention. Speaking to either of them is a good idea.”

“I’ll go talk to Ezekial,” I said. “Maybe he’s seen or sensed something.”

With that, I slipped out of the room and headed toward the front doors, the cold following me like a shadow.

Outside, the snowfall had stopped, but the wind had teeth. It cut through my hooded robe as I walked toward the stables. My horse lifted her head when she saw me, ears flicking forward.

“Come on, girl,” I murmured, stroking her neck. “Your time to shine today.”

I fed her an apple, saddled her, and climbed onto her back.

“Forward.”

We set off down the familiar path toward Amethyst Town. The route was breathtaking as always — frost-kissed trees, pale morning light, and the faint shimmer of magic that lingered in the air. But beneath the beauty, something felt wrong. Even the wind carried a strange heaviness.

Ten minutes later, the purple glow of Amethyst Town came into view.

“Slow down,” I whispered, and she obeyed.

I dismounted, settled her into a stall, and made my way toward Ezekial’s home. He was outside, chopping wood; the rhythmic thud echoing through the quiet yard.

“Hello, Ezekial,” I called warmly.

He turned and smiled faintly. “Oh — hello, Sylvia. What brings you here?”

“I felt a rumble yesterday... and again this morning. Stronger this time. I wanted to know if you knew anything about it.”

He set the axe aside, his expression shifting into something more serious.

“We felt it here too.”

My eyebrows lifted. “It traveled all the way out here? I thought it was just Wynterhaven.”

I paused. “That’s... concerning.”

“It is,” he agreed. “I believe someone is causing it. Tampering with some kind of magic.”

My eyes widened. “You think so? Who would do something like that?”

He shook his head. “If I knew more, you’d be the first to hear it. But right now, that’s all I have — observation and instinct.”

I nodded. “Thank you. Truly.”

“Anytime,” he said.

We spoke briefly about his family, and I reminded him that if they needed anything, he could come to the castle. He thanked me, and I headed back toward the stables.

The wind had grown colder by the time I reached my horse. She snorted softly, uneasy, as if she sensed the shift in the air.

“Easy, girl,” I whispered, stroking her mane.

I mounted and guided her back toward Wynterhaven. The sky had darkened slightly, clouds gathering in a way that made my stomach twist.

Something was coming.

I could feel it.

And whatever it was...

It wasn’t finished with us yet.
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I guided my horse back into the stable, her hooves crunching softly against the frost-bitten ground. She was still uneasy, ears flicking back as if she sensed something I couldn’t see. I removed her saddle and brushed her down, whispering a quiet thank-you before latching her stall.

The moment I stepped back into the castle, a sharp cry echoed down the hallway.

Diedre.

My heart lurched.

I turned immediately, abandoning my path to Malachi’s office, and hurried to her room. I pushed the door open and rushed to her crib, scooping her into my arms.

“Shhh... shhh... mommy’s right here,” I whispered, rocking her gently. “I’ve got you, darling.”

Her tiny fists trembled against my chest. She kept crying, her little body tense with fear. I bounced her softly, humming under my breath until her sobs finally eased into small hiccups. She clung to me, her cheek warm against my shoulder.

Something had frightened her.

Something she felt before I did.

I held her close as I made my way to Malachi’s office.

Malachi looked up the moment I entered; concern already etched across his face.

“Everything okay?” He asked.

“Yes,” I said softly. “She was crying, but she’s calm now. Took a little time, but... worth it.”

He exhaled in relief. “That’s good, at least.”

I shifted Diedre onto my lap and sat across from him. “I went to see Ezekial.”

Malachi paused mid-movement. “What did he say?”

“The rumble reached Amethyst Town,” I said. “He found it strange — said it’s never happened before. I thought it was just here in Wynterhaven.”

Malachi’s eyes widened. “That far?”

I nodded. “He believes someone is tampering with magic. Forbidden magic, maybe. He doesn’t know who.”

Malachi’s expression darkened. “If someone is causing this... that’s a serious threat. We need to bring this to the council.”

Diedre cooed softly, reaching for Malachi’s hand. He took her tiny fingers gently, but I could see the fear behind his eyes — fear for her, for us.

“I agree,” I said. “We should meet with them immediately.”

“No matter what happens,” he said quietly, “family comes first. I’ll protect us.”

“We both will,” I whispered, brushing my thumb over Diedre’s cheek. “Especially with our little Diedre.”

We talked a little longer, but the tension in the air only grew heavier.

The council chamber was only a short walk away. Malachi held Diedre as we entered, and we sat together at the long wooden table.

Mrs. Greyrose was already there, her expression tight with worry.

Lord Thaddeus sat at the head of the table; hands folded calmly — too calmly.

Rowan Blackwell stood near the door, alert, and restless.

Mrs. Greyrose cleared her throat. “Council meeting is now starting—”

The floor lurched beneath us.

A violent, gut-deep rumble tore through the castle, shaking the walls so hard the lanterns swung wildly.

Lord Thaddeus — the calmest man I knew — shot to his feet and
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