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“Melanie is missing.” 

“What?” Sloane asked, dropping the papers she’d been holding. They fell to the floor and scattered at her feet, forgotten as she turned to face Annabelle. The woman had been working for Sloane’s father for the last ten years, and, in a way, she was like a big sister or young aunt of sorts. “What happened?”

“My neighbour is friends with the guard that attended her home early this morning,” Annabelle replied, coming to stand beside her at the counter. Her brown, loosely curled hair swayed along her back from where it was tied into a low ponytail. “Said Melanie had up and left her husband and children in the middle of the night. She’d taken nothing with her, just vanished in her desperation to leave.” Annabelle shook her head as she began wrapping dried lavender stems in cloth. “Her husband is distraught, and so are their children.”

Working at her father’s apothecary gave Sloane Maker access to all the newest gossip in the city of Devotion. Not necessarily because she was keen to know about the lives of those who resided in the same city as her, but rather that Annabelle was a wonderous gossip who spent her days filling Sloane in on the latest news. Today’s announcement, however, Sloane felt compelled to hear. Melanie liked to believe she had magic like those in Valmenessia. It was impossible, of course, but that didn’t stop her beliefs. She was a regular customer, always coming in to purchase items for her ‘spells’. Sloane had started to like the woman and her eccentric nature over the years, so it was a shock to believe she’d disappeared in the dead of night.

“She could have been kidnapped. Did the guard think that was a possibility?” 

“Not that I was told.”

“Of course not,” Sloane said, kneeling to collect her papers. “Why do they always jump to conclusions that paint women in a horrible light? She could be in danger.”

“Nothing dangerous ever happens in Devotion, you know that,” Annabelle said. “There are no murders; rarely a crime ever takes place. So the likelihood of a kidnapping is slim.”

“But she was fiercely in love with her husband.” Sloane frowned, recalling her memories of Melanie. “Not to mention how she felt about her children.”

“Perhaps she deceived them. Deceived us all,” Annabelle replied with a heavy sigh. “You never really know what goes on in someone else’s mind, and that woman had a lot of strange things happening in hers.”

Sloane paused, tilting her head to one side. “Maybe he killed her. Buried her body somewhere no one would find.”

“That’s an awful thing to suggest!” Annabelle exclaimed, slapping her hand on the counter. “Don’t say things like that.”

“It would be even more awful if we discovered that it was true,” Sloane mumbled to herself and hurried with her papers.

“It is such a tragedy, and now her parents must bear the burden of a daughter who has abandoned her family. Imagine how that’s going to look.” 

“Last I checked, they can’t see into the future. There’s no way they could have known,” Sloane replied. “And we don’t know for certain she ran away anyway. There has to be more going on.”

“Time will tell. Until then, they will be the talk of the city. I guess we all have our troubles to carry,” Annabelle said, blowing her fringe from her freckled forehead and clutching her chest. “You have yours, and I have this wretched heart that bleeds for anyone worse off than me.”

“A little dramatic, don’t you think?” Sloane said, rising to her feet. Annabelle’s first words were true; everyone did have something weighing them down. But the part about her heart bleeding for others was a bit of a stretch. It wasn’t that Annabelle had no compassion; it was that her priorities were gossip first and feelings second. “I don’t think you should spread gossip about her abandoning her family until we know for sure. Of course, I hope you’re right, and she has just run away, but even then, she may have a good reason.”

Annabelle bent, her ass high in the air as she sifted through the shelving below the bench. “I’m hardly gossiping, though you’re youth makes you so naïve, Sloane. Always wanting to see the best in people.”

“I’m twenty-one now, thank you very much,” Sloane replied, sticking out her tongue and knowing full well that if Annabelle had been looking, she would have partially proved the woman’s point. “And I, for one, would still like to believe in a person’s innocence until proven otherwise. You say she ran away and left her family, but did you ever hear her or anyone else say she was unhappy? I definitely never did.”

“Hmm,” Annabelle replied as she stood. She placed a fresh bundle of cloth on the bench before tapping her lips with a single finger. “No.” 

“So, ask yourself, why would a happy woman leave her family?” Sloane raised a brow; she knew she had the woman.

Annabelle pursed her lips.

“See!” Sloane threw her hands in the air. “There you go!”

“Where are you going?” came a familiar voice, along with the chiming of the bell that hung at the top corner of the door.

Sloane turned to see Rian stride into the store carrying a wooden crate, causing her to instantly think of mornings. His dark brown hair was short but tousled as though he had gotten out of bed only moments ago, and his eyes reminded her of maple syrup-smothered pancakes. 

“To Valmenessia,” Sloane replied, grinning mischievously. She pushed the loose strands of her silver-blonde hair from her face and tucked them behind her ear. “Annabelle is running away with a handsome Lys Alv with long flowing blond hair and rock-hard abs, who likes to serenade her through song.”

“Sexy accent? Likes to speak in metaphors?” Rian asked as he placed his delivery on the floor before the counter. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and muscular legs from all the manual labour involved in making deliveries around the city. 

Sloane nodded, looking up at him. 

“I always knew you were the wild romantic type, Annabelle,” he teased.

“The wildest,” Sloane wiggled her brows. “You should hear her stories. Real minx.”

“You two aren’t funny,” Annabelle sang, coming around the counter to stand beside Rian as he laughed with Sloane.

“I like to think we are funny,” Sloane said with a pout.

“Well, hate to break it to you, but you’re not,” Annabelle said, bending to inspect the supplies he’d brought. “What have you brought today?” 

“Only a small delivery,”  he said, smiling at Sloane, a dimple appearing on one of his cheeks. “Some garlic and witch hazel.”

“Oh good,” Annabelle said, straightening. “We were running low on those.”

Despite Annabelle being a renowned gossip, as far as Sloane knew, she hadn’t told a soul of the true goings on at the apothecary, not even Rian. Sloane’s father technically ran the apothecary, yet he hadn’t been mixing remedies for well over a year. Sloane had been taking on his role, though she tried to keep that knowledge a secret in front of customers and, in this case, delivery men; it still surprised her that Annabelle hadn’t let it slip.

The city of Devotion would not have approved of a young woman creating their remedies. In some ways, her home was progressive, the fact that it was not expected for women to marry early or at all, but when it came to things like law, politics, business and healthcare, they were a man’s job. She didn’t think Rian would disapprove of her running the apothecary, but letting more people in on the secret was a surefire way of having everyone find out. Annabelle knew because she worked there, and the only other person Sloane had told was Emma, but best friends were supposed to keep secrets. 

Sloane’s father could not do much these days, let alone run the apothecary. His obsession with their family history, combined with his night terrors, was all he could handle. 

He spent his days rereading books that had been passed down through the generations, sometimes enacting rituals that were written on the pages, other times reciting passages until he knew them by heart. His interest had become all-consuming to the point that he no longer left their home, even for work. 

During the day, his emotions were mild, and his manner was that of a man purely interested in broadening his knowledge base on a topic he found interesting. At night, however, her father’s mind was a contrast that Sloane found frightening. 

He would wake in the middle of the night, shouting and tearing apart his room. His cries were not anger but grief, which was evident by the tears on his face and the words that would leave his lips, begging for the return of his love. It broke Sloane’s heart every night to see him that way, deep in sleep, yet with his emotions on display, revealing the depths of his loss. 

A loss that she had caused.

“Everything alright?” Rian asked, drawing her attention back to the present. His eyes were fixed intently on her face as he leant towards her. “Lost in thought?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Sloane replied. She closed her eyes, breathed in deeply, and then offered him a tight-lipped smile before voicing a lie. “I was thinking about everything I have to do around here … and Melanie.”

Rian straightened though the expression on his face made her think that he wasn’t convinced by the lie she’d told. They had known each other since they were children when Rian would accompany his father on deliveries. At one point, she had had the misconceived idea that they would fall in love and marry, especially when she’d started to notice how handsome he was becoming, but he’d never shown an interest in her in that way, and the fantasy had vanished. Maybe it was due to him being a few years older than her; she hadn’t dwelled on it. Now, all she saw standing before her was a good friend.

He ran a hand through his hair, which was long enough on top to fall onto his forehead when he looked down. “I heard. Were you friends?”

“I wouldn’t say we were close,” Sloane shook her head. “But she came in here a lot, and I liked her. I still like her.”

“I’m sure—”

“Sloane, there is a lot to be done,” Annabelle interrupted, then nodded towards Rian. “You must have a busy day ahead too.”

“Right. Not the subtlest of hints,” he chuckled. “I believe that is my cue to leave you to it, then.”

“I’ll go with you,” Sloane said. “I mean, I’m not helping you with your deliveries, but I’ll walk with you out. I have some errands to run.”

Rian held the door open for her, and she stepped onto the dirt road. The day was sunny for Harvest Season, though a cool breeze blew through the air, a reminder to the citizens that Frost Season had only just passed. Shops and other small businesses lined the street selling items from clothing to furnishings as well as services like blacksmithing.

“How are my other orders?” she asked, walking with Rian towards his wagon. It was piled high with boxes and baskets filled with goods for those all around the city. It needed a good clean and a fresh coat of paint, and there used to be a name painted on the side when Rian’s father had taken care of the deliveries, but now all that was legible was the letter H.

Sloane walked past the wagon, straight to the sooty grey horse that pulled it along. She lifted a hand, and the horse nudged its head into her palm, eager for her pats. 

“I should have the cloth to you before the end of next week,” Rian said. He stood beside her and reached out, running his hand down the horse’s mane. “If Hawk had his way, I’d be here every hour.”

“What’s the point in being friends if I don’t get speedy deliveries?” Sloane teased.

“You get someone to help you mess with Annabelle,” he grinned. “Also, I’m here every day, which is more often than any other customer.”

She laughed, tilting her head his way to see that Rian was watching her, not the horse as she had thought. He was standing much closer too. He looked down at her and smiled.

“Well, Hawk is a sucker for pats, and I’m inclined to give into him,” she said, turning to face the horse as a flush of heat crept up her neck. “So I guess that’s a benefit too.”

“Look, two benefits. Lucky girl,” Rian chuckled. “I also spoke to the chandler yesterday, and he said they are almost complete.”

“Tell him to hurry up,” Sloane said, stepping back. She smiled as she walked backwards down the street. Rian was such a good friend; she loved how easy their relationship was and how he had the uncanny ability to always make her smile. “I only have a few more days’ supply; then I’ll be in trouble. How am I supposed to get dressed in the dark?”

Rian laughed. “I’ll be sure to let him know you’ll struggle to put clothes on without the candles. Not sure it will make him hurry, though.”

“Oh shit!” Sloane blushed. She hadn’t meant for her words to come out like that. “That’s not what I meant!”

“Sure it wasn’t.” Rian winked. 

“Just tell him to hurry up!” she called, before turning away to stop embarrassing herself any more than she already had. 
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The sun was setting in the west, casting the late afternoon in an angry orange glow. It was as though it was outraged at the idea of having to disappear beyond the horizon and give the moon a chance to glow in the sky. Sloane couldn’t blame it; she’d be pissed off, too, if she had to miss the dance at Walsh Manor.  

“You should come,” Sloane said, turning her attention from the sun’s last dying rays falling on the rolling hills to look at her father, who was sitting in his favourite armchair with a candle burning brightly on the table beside him. They lived above the apothecary in a small but modest home. “The new lord is back, and apparently, he has brought friends with him.”

“My love,” her father began without looking up from the page he was reading though she would bet a handful of coins that he had memorised the page months ago. His hair was darker than hers, more of a yellow blond, and he had a thin frame which had become to look less merely thin and more ill after he decided not to leave the house. “I have told you before. Attending events gives people the impression that I am looking for a partner.”

Sloane sighed. “No, it gives them the impression that you are alive.”

He licked the tips of his fingers and turned the page. “They would know if I died.”

“Would they?” She said exasperatedly. “No one has seen you in an eternity. For all I know, you are a ghost haunting me.”

“That’s a bit dramatic,” he said with a chuckle. He glanced over the pages, taking her in with his deep blue eyes. “You don’t need me to hold your hand. I raised you to be independent.”

“Yes, but even independent people want their fathers to go with them to do fun things now and again.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

Sloane chewed her lip. “Would it be so bad if you were to meet someone?”

“Makers love once, Sloane,” he said, his words clipped. “You know that. Now, what time is Emma due?”

Her friend was coming to collect Sloane in one of her family carriages. Sloane and her father were neither poor nor rolling in coins. They didn’t have a horse, never needing one, and so they didn’t have a carriage either. Everywhere they needed to travel was within walking distance, so a carriage was unnecessary; at least, that’s what her father believed. 

“She should be here any minute,” Sloane replied, deciding not to press her father on his shitty excuse any further. It was a waste of breath. He would never change his mind. He was devoted to her mother, even if it had been twenty-one years since she passed. 

The day Sloane took her first breath, her mother had taken her last.

“Don’t be late home,” her father said. 

“Wouldn’t dream of being late,” she replied with a grin. “Though would you come to get me if I was?”

“No,” he said with a chuckle. “It’s not a rule, only advice. You’ll regret it in the morning when you wake up tired for work.”

“Why can’t you be like normal parents?”

“You want me to force you to my will?” he asked with a shake of his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. You are not mine to control. You are your own person and an adult now too. It is important for you to make your own choices in life and deal with the outcomes.”

“So you want me to walk the world alone and ignorant?”

“You are far from ignorant,” he said. “And you are not alone. Emma will be with you. As for the dramatics of walking the entire world, I am here and will always be here for you.”

Sloane frowned. “Come with me.”

“Sloane…” he groaned as the sound of hoof beats came from outside. 

“Fine. Don’t wait up for me,” she said, hurrying over to her father and kissing him on the cheek. The man grumbled about not making promises. But she didn’t stop to reply, gathering her skirts, and dashed downstairs and out the door. 

Her father may not have wanted to go out, but luckily, Sloane had never had to attend a dance alone. Emma had always made sure to collect her for any event, and even though she wished for her father to have more of a social life, she wouldn’t trade all the wonderful memories she now had of the fun times with her best friend.
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