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“I AM going!” Rosa showed her prettiest pout and fisted her hands on her hips. Her father simply raised an eyebrow at her and returned his attention to the horse’s hoof. Trust her father to be the one man in Virona who was immune to her charms. 

“Papa, it has been two months since we heard anything. Something must have happened,” she added, a pleading tone to her voice. This time it wasn’t fake. Rosa’s insides were in knots. Her brother would not stop writing to her. He had promised to keep in touch when he left for Karas. Besides, they were twins, and she could feel that something was amiss. 

Rosa always knew when something was wrong with her brother. There had been one occasion when they were about eight, probably the age when she began to be rebellious, when she should have been doing her chores, but instead, she had run off to the beach to look for starfish and shrimp in the rock pools. Gianni had completed his chores and came to find her. Rosa heard him calling her name. She hid behind the rocks and hid her giggles behind her hand as Gianni ran past.

She played for a little longer and then the tide began to turn. She knew she must go home to face her father’s punishment. She took three paces before she stopped. Something tugged at her. Gianni was in trouble! She didn’t know how she knew it, but she didn’t question it. It was no different to knowing when he was sick or upset even though he hadn’t said. She turned back to the beach and began to run. She found him sprawled on the sand near some rocks. She had been drawn straight to him. 

“Gianni! What happened?”

“It’s my leg. Rosa you must go. Look, the tide is coming in. There is no reason for us both to drown.”

“Don’t be silly. You won’t drown. The sea people would take you down to their lair and keep you for your amazing eyelashes.”

Gianni grinned. “True. But that won’t help you. They wouldn’t want your annoying ways down there.”

“I don’t have to help you, you know.” Rosa fisted her hands on her hips.

“Okay. I guess they might want you for your eyelashes too. They are nearly as long as mine.”

Rosa chuckled. She had been examining Gianni while they teased each other. It seemed that he had dislodged a rock as he scrambled over them. It now trapped his ankle. He couldn’t reach it because of the angle he lay at. It was quite large. She turned to regard the sea. It frothed and foamed around Gianni’s wrists. There wasn’t time to fetch their father. Her heart skipped a beat and then resumed at double pace.

“Well, maybe there is some good in having to lug all those horseshoes and bits of metal about. At least I will have the strength to move this rock,” she spoke with utter conviction, though whether it was for Gianni’s sake or her own, she couldn’t have said. Rosa had been in so much trouble that day. Though she had saved Gianni and her father had praised her courage.

Rosa came back to the present as her father released the horse’s hind foot with a deep sigh. The horse blew out a breath and he patted it absently.

“Karas is becoming a dangerous place, Rosa. I am not sure I wish to risk my daughter’s life trying to chase up my son.”

“I can look after myself, Papa. You know that.”

Her father shook his head. “That could be the very thing that gets you in trouble. I have heard alarming things about their Dark Patrol.”

Rosa tossed her curls and grinned. “They’d have to catch me first.”

A smile tugged at her father’s lips. But in his eyes, she could read the concern. For Gianni, and for her.

“Papa, I cannot sit here and do nothing. You don’t need me for the work, and you can’t leave work to go. It has to be me. We have no one else to send,” Rosa looked down. Her hands were clasped tight before her. She released them and pushed them behind her skirts. Her father still stared, a deep crease between his brows. He crossed his beefy arms and bit at his lip.

“Isabel can come and cook for you,” Rosa added slyly. Her father cleared his throat and turned away, though not before she saw the blush rising up his neck. It was about time her father found some companionship; it had been six years since her mother died. She liked Isabel with her free laugh and kind ways. No one could ever replace her mama, yet her father was not the sort of man to be left alone for so long. 

When her father turned back to her, her heart skittered in her chest. She could see in his eyes that he was seriously considering letting her go. Part of her had not believed he would give his blessing. She had begun hoarding food and supplies in case she had to sneak away in the middle of the night. It had been exciting planning it, but now that it seemed she might actually go... She could admit to her trepidation. Though she hid the emotion well. If her father thought she was anxious, he might change his mind. Still, she was determined to leave, despite her fear.

“Very well. I know that if I try to stop you, you will simply sneak off one night.”

Rosa opened her mouth to deny it and her father raised a hand.

“Do not try to deny it. I am not as dim or unobservant as you seem to believe.” Rosa had the grace to dip her head as her father continued, “I noticed my best pack had gone and certain supplies and even the dried food.” Her father wrapped an arm around her shoulders. She was tiny next to him. He made her feel safe. Was she really going to Karas without him?

“Come. I have some other supplies you should take.”

Rosa followed her father back into the house that sat next to his farrier’s shop. More recently he had been called upon to apply his blacksmith skills for other things. There had been some dispute that involved Virona’s blacksmith. Rosa wasn’t interested except that it brought in more work and thus more pay.

Inside the house her father encouraged her to fetch her supplies whilst he disappeared into his bedroom. When she returned he had something hidden behind his back. She couldn’t help a flutter of excitement. What could he have for her?

With dramatic flair he brought the object to his front.

Rosa gasped. He held a dagger in a smooth leather sheath on a shiny new belt. 

“Take it,” he said, his voice a little hoarse.

With fingers that trembled, Rosa reached out and took hold of the belt and sheath. The dagger came free of its sheath with a gentle shush. The dagger gleamed and had a rose etched down the centre. She turned it over and over in her hands.

“It was supposed to be a birthday present. But you should have it now.”

Rosa leaped to her father and threw her arms around him, careful not to skewer him with the bare dagger.

“It’s beautiful, Papa! Did you make it yourself?” She released him to run a hand over the rose.

He nodded, a smile working onto his face. “It took a while. But yes.” He shrugged. “People have been getting me to do more blacksmithing work since the argument with Lorenzo so I knew it would be easier to keep it a secret and the other work was good practise. You like it then?” he asked, running a hand through his dark, curly hair.

“I love it,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

After that they argued over what other supplies she might need, and he gave her a pouch of coins that she argued was too heavy.

“If you don’t need them, you can bring them back. But if something has happened to Gianni, you might need to bribe some people.”

By the next morning Rosa was ready to leave. Her father gave her the address that he had given Gianni. An acquaintance who lived on Main Street, where a lot of merchants had their businesses. Her father had hoped that Gianni would board with him until he found an apprenticeship. Gianni was exceptional with his hands. He could be a blacksmith, an artist, a potter, or work with cloth. Everyone that knew him had high hopes for his future. 

The letters had come weekly for the first two months. Then they had stopped. There had been mention of meeting new friends and a new interest and scathing remarks aimed at the Assembly and the Dark Patrol. Then nothing. 

Yet the Dark Patrol would have no reason to arrest Gianni. He hadn’t a drop of magic in his blood. Rosa frowned as she stood with her father on the street, waiting for the cart that would take her away from everything she knew. Perhaps Gianni had made remarks in public against the Assembly and the regular guards had arrested him. Or the Dark Patrol’s remit had widened. 

She peered surreptitiously at her father who stood beside her with his arms behind his back. He appeared at first glance to be calm. But she could see the tiny flexing of his jaw and biceps. She had to keep her hands clasped to still their faint trembling. She told herself it was from excitement. She dropped a hand to the hilt of her beautiful new dagger. Could she use it, draw blood, if it came to it? She swallowed hard. She had always got by on wit, determination, and pretty dimples mostly. She had no idea if any of that would help her in Karas. Still, she could think on her feet, and she was confident she would find a way. Besides, Gianni was her twin, her other half, and she missed him. Something wasn’t right so she had no choice.

Her attention was yanked back to the street as a rumble announced the arrival of the cart. It was one of many that regularly carried goods to the city four days to the north. There were a couple of inns on the route, though the first two nights would be spent bedded down outside around a campfire. Her father had chosen Signor Edoardo to take her to Karas. He was well known to everyone and a gentle soul. He climbed down from his seat to help Rosa up with her belongings, then he waited to the side whilst her father nearly squashed her with his hug. Her eyes prickled, but she managed to keep her tears in check.

“Be careful, you hear? Don’t use your magic unless your life depends on it,” her father admonished her. He stared deep into her eyes, and she feared that he was about to tell her she couldn’t leave, she was too young. Instead, he sighed. “And if you can’t find anything after a week, come home. We’ll get the law involved then.” Her father stared into her eyes until she nodded. He pressed his lips to her forehead and then lifted her, as if she weighed nothing, onto the seat at the front. Signor Edoardo clambered up beside her.

“She’ll be all right with me,” Edoardo declared, then he clucked to the horses, and they were off. Rosa peered back over her shoulder until her father passed out of sight beyond a turn in the road. She swallowed and firmed her jaw. She was really doing this. She would find her brother and either help with his problem or bring him home. From the corner of her eye, she saw Edoardo briefly look at her. But he turned away without speaking.
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Chapter Two
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ROSA stared wide-eyed as Karas drew ever closer. Her heart tripped along inside her chest. But it was at least half with excitement. She was also looking forward to a decent bed. Sleeping out under the stars had not been fun. She was certain she had managed to lay her blankets on the stoniest area in the whole campsite both nights. She had tossed and turned for most of those nights. The two nights since had at least been at inns. Although they had hardly been salubrious. She grudgingly admitted to herself that she was soft. This was going to be harder than she had thought.

“I’ll set you down here, signorina.” Edoardo pulled the cart off to the side of the road.

Rosa turned back to him. “You aren’t coming in with me?” She couldn’t quite keep the anxiety from her voice.

Edoardo cleared his throat and looked everywhere except at her. “I’m sorry, signorina. But I have no business in Karas. Your father paid me to bring you to Karas, is all. If you need to leave, there will always be carts coming back this way. Your father’s friend’ll know how to contact one of ‘em.”

Edoardo stepped down from the cart and made his way around to her side. She passed him her pack and then accepted his hand to help her down.

“Thank you, Edoardo,” she said softly.

He bobbed his head and clambered back up into the cart. “Good luck, signorina,” he said with a brief nod. He clicked his tongue and turned the horse and cart around. Rosa blinked as it began to trundle away from her. A hollow opened in her stomach. She was alone. Then she straightened her shoulders. She was Rosa and she was resourceful, and she had a mission. She dug out the address her father had given her, slung the pack over her shoulders and strode towards the city gate.

The guard gave her piece of paper only the most cursory glance before admitting her. It seemed as long as you appeared to have a reason for being here, that was all the guards cared about. The throng of humanity within the open area beyond the gate was intimidating. But they were not interested in her. Slowly they moved off into the city and dispersed. Her father had written directions from the gate to Main Street onto the same piece of paper and she checked them again before setting off with a determined stride. 

Rosa gawked at the rows upon rows of buildings. At the temples that sat at every crossroads. Each one a different size and shape. Though every temple except the Temples of Enara were square. When she saw the first round temple she stopped and stared. A woman in a flowing dress with a flawless face saw her and said a blessing over her. Embarrassed, Rosa moved on. She stared in wonder at the mass of people all with somewhere
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