
Chapter 1 - Death in España
She’d been locked up for months now.

Being sent to Venezia was a godsend, but now Rosa realised that it 
would no doubt be the death of her. The initial arrival was desperately 
exciting. Seeing the hustle and bustle of the city was a sight to behold, 
and one she would remember forever.

Of course, there were other sights she would remember forever too. 
Ones from before the move, from when the heavens tore open. The 
bodies washing up on the new shorelines. The fires spewing forth from 
the earth.

España had become a living horror. Rosa was sure that had she stayed 
Hell would have opened up and swallowed her whole. The family villa 
had been mostly untouched by the calamity, save for cracks appearing 
across the flagstones. Thankfully the foundations had held true.

Rosa and her family had been blessed with a small amount of money. 
Not a fortune by any rate, but when the sky opened they were high up 
enough to avoid the floods and had enough food stored to last a short 
while at least. She was thankful for it now, although her and her two 
sisters had taken their food for granted in the past. They’d been able to 
snack whenever they wanted, and father always made sure they had a 
full meal on the table each night. In the time since the calamity, the food 
stores weren’t just a luxury, but invaluable.

After the earthquakes and floods, it wasn’t long before the true terror 
took hold. The townsfolk marched on the villa after several weeks. 
Hungry, cold, and ill, their frustration led them to lash out, taking it 
out on the lords of the province. With burning torches and whatever 
weapons they could assemble the rabble shouted and cried out. Rosa 
had no idea if they were aware that the Lord of the villa wasn’t even 



at home. Father had left his family several months earlier to charter a 
trade ship to Constantinople. Had they any idea of what would happen 
to the world, she was sure he wouldn’t have gone. But at this point they 
had not heard from him. There were scattered stories by the guards that 
the sea had swept through and destroyed Rome, but no direct news of 
Constantinople. Mother kept telling them that everything was fine, but 
Rosa heard her sobbing in her room at night, the same as the rest of 
them. 

For hours the rabble clustered outside the gate, yelling and berating 
the guards. It wasn’t long after that the shouting turned violent and a 
skirmish erupted. Rosa huddled inside with her sisters and mother as the 
guards did their best to fight off the rabble. The soldiers held their own 
valiantly, but it wasn’t enough to stop the villagers from breaking down 
the gates.

Rosa’s mother told the girls to stay hidden in her bedroom and nervously 
opened the door. Rosa peeked over the edge of the bed, keeping Beatriz 
and Catalina down as low as possible. She saw through the door and 
out to the courtyard, the townsfolk struggling through the soldiers. Her 
mother stood defiantly, but in their fury the attackers beat her to the 
floor. The remaining guards forced their way in and cut down several of 
the mob. The casualties broke the courage of the attackers, and they fled 
back to the village, leaving Rosa’s mother trampled and broken.

The townsfolk never did return to the villa, at least not while the sisters 
were still there. Shortly after they finally had correspondance from 
their father. His voyage had been waylaid before the sky opened, and he 
stopped over for several weeks in Venice. The jewel of the Adriatic had 
been a place of squalor, but after the calamity it remained unscathed. 
Now, in the year that had passed, the city stood at the forefront of all of 
Europe, and its economic power was becoming weighty. A nobleman 



from España who arrived just before with a ship full of valuable cargo 
was in a prime position to take advantage, and that he did.

The captain had read them the letter. Father had sent for them to join 
him in Venice. He did not know about mother’s death yet, asking for 
them all to join. The captain and a few soldiers were assigned to guard 
them on their trip, and the rest of the soldiers were paid and disbanded. 
Rosa and her sisters collected anything of personal value (the captain 
sold anything of real value) and the family left the villa behind. 

When Rosa arrived at the docks after months of arduous travelling, 
father met her and her sisters to show them the city. It was glistening in 
the sunlight, the tear in the heavens seeming to coat the entire place in a 
beautiful dewy light. Every surface was bright and colourful, the vibrant 
paint of the buildings even more vivid under the colossal rift shining 
from above.

There were thousands of people milling back and forth., speaking in a 
strange dialect. Rosa had learned the language of Tuscany and the Holy 
See, but this new language had several inconsistencies. She managed to 
keep up though, hearing the bellowed cries of fishermen selling their 
wares and merchants offering passage on their ships.

Barely off the boat, father took the sisters back onto the water in a 
gondola. Catalina groaned. Rosa’s sister had been seasick the whole 
journey, and was not excited by the prospect of leaving dry land. Rosa 
was excited by the opportunity though, and despite her sister’s protests, 
the gondolier took them on a long tour of San Polo before eventually 
arriving at father’s residence – her new residence.

It was certainly a day she would never forget, and one that she had 
relived daily while locked in the room.



Chapter 2 - Sleepless Nights
It was night again. The stone walls of the room had a single, barred 
window. The glass was gone, in its place a warm breeze that blew into 
the chamber.

The nights in Venice had certainly been interesting since her arrival.

That first night at father’s new house had been filled with joy and 
sadness. Rosa and her sisters had arrived at the Palazzo Donà Brusa after 
a sedentary gondola ride, jumped out of the boat, into the garden and 
then right up through the door. A house by the water was something 
Rosa would have to get used to!

Father had bought the house from the Brusa estate after its previous 
owner Giovanni had been killed during the calamity. There was a small 
time - her father explained - where properties were cheap, and food 
was expensive. Before the mass migration started and those from the 
mainland flocked to La Serenissima. He’d sold his wares and traded for 
food. With the food he had traded up again and again, making the most 
of the situation until he had enough Ducats to buy the Palazzo - their 
new family home.

During the night they had laughed together over a lavish meal. They had 
played games, entertaining Beatriz (Rosa’s youngest sister) no end. It was 
good to hear her laugh again. After dinner they retired to the drawing 
room, and Rosa fetched the coat of arms from her travel bag - one of the 
largest things that she had been permitted to bring from the villa.

Father hung the shield above the mantle, in front of two sabres, and 
the four all cried for mother. Rosa had made sure she had a proper (if 
rushed) burial. The remaining guards had dug a grave under her favourite 
tree. The staff had spoken about her, and Catalina placed flowers on 
her grave before they left. Rosa’s silent tears stung her cheeks for weeks 



of travelling, only letting them out at night. She knew she had to stay 
strong for her sisters. But now they came in coughing bursts as she 
finally let herself truly mourn.

After the fire was stoked, father relived his froughtful trip to Venice and 
then told the three girls even more wonderous stories of his time in the 
city.

Father explained that his knowledge of architecture helped with finding 
a good home, but hadn’t been as much use overall. Luckily a lifetime of 
dealing directly with his customers had left him with a keen eye and a 
mean streak for trade. It wasn’t glamorous work and kept him out in the 
markets and by the docks for most hours of the day, but he had made 
friends with other merchants and even a few nobles.

Father told of meeting various noble houses and even being introduced 
to the Doge himself. Back home they were wealthy but never important. 
Here father had quickly made himself invaluable, co-ordinating relief 
efforts to the mainland and overseeing the rebuilding of several large 
farmsteads.

He said he’d even attended a ball. Upon hearing this Catalina forced him 
to dress in his outfit - mask and all - and parade around the house to 
the uproarious laugher of the three sisters. He put a carnevale hat onto 
Beatriz and she blindly waddled around after him as it dropped over her 
eyes.

Rosa heard stories of exciting deals he’d brokered, and the eccentric 
friends he’d made. Exciting and dull, Rosa wanted to hear it all. Beatriz 
and Catalina fell asleep, but Rosa listened for hours.

It was very late by the time Rosa fell asleep in her chair. Father must 
have carried her up to her bed on the third floor, for she awoke there not 
more than a few hours later. He hadn’t done that in years.



She was panicked on awakening, not least because of the sickening green 
light that spilled in through the window. She had been startled awake by 
a piercing cry which echoed through her brain. Rosa crept out of her bed 
and looked out the window. The tear through the heavens was shrouded 
by clouds, but nonetheless it shone down throughout the silent city. 
Whether the cry was from outside the palazzo or inside her head, Rosa 
did not know.

The young woman stood at the window for what seemed like hours. The 
view downwards was uninspiring, simply looking out onto another canal. 
But the view upwards kept her enthralled well into the small hours of the 
morning. The shifting and shimmering of the Rent was clearer here than 
anywhere on her journey so far. At one moment green, the other silver, 
before turning a dusky yellow. It was everything all at once. The tendrils 
of colour fought against each other in every direction, and the longer 
Rosa looked, the larger it grew, seemingly opening up before her eyes. 
Flashes of purple lightning issued forth while the centre of the astral tear 
glowed. It became warmer and warmer, going from a dark red to a fiery 
orange. Rosa saw golden flames kissing the stars as the entire sky set on 
fire, a white hot burning scar looking directly at her...

Rosa sat up suddenly. She was back in her bed again, the morning light 
just starting its slow march across the floor of her bedroom. She saw the 
flames in the sky for a second longer before her brain shook awake and it 
was gone.

That was the first night of her interrupted sleep, but would not be 
the last. Over the next week or two, Rosa became more and more 
tired. Every time she would settle down for the night, she’d dream of 
convulsing lightning arching across the sky. Of fire burning the heavens, 
boiling the seas below. She started to see everything in the shifting tones 
of the Rent, the whole world lit in wreathing colours, like a rainbow that 
had been torn apart.

She would sleep through the day and lie awake at night, not sure what 
was a dream and what was reality as the colours danced across her room 
like a serpent of masked dancers in their finest outfits.



It took several months for her sleep to settle down. Not that it became 
easier, but she just got more used to it. Sleepless nights became normal 
for her. Beatriz and Catalina didn’t suffer the same, adjusting well to the 
Venetian climate, smell of the lagoon, and the ever-present gaze of the 
crackling hole in the sky above.

Now, sat alone in the dark stone room, Rosa reflected on that first dream. 
If it was a dream. She still wasn’t entirely sure. It came again the next 
night. And the next. And every night from then it was more of the same. 
She hadn’t remembered enough to tell father those first few nights, and 
once it became apparent that the dreams weren’t going away, she was 
already too scared to admit it. 

Maybe if she had said something at the time. Maybe they could have 
taken her to see a doctor or something. Maybe... Rosa shook her head. 
She knew that she couldn’t change what had happened.

The dreams were one constant, even in the dark room with no glass in 
the window. The nights had certainly been eventful. She hadn’t had a full 
night’s sleep since arriving. The dreams were replaced with the guilt, and 
now that guilt was turning to anger. Rosa looked up through the empty 
window at the calamity in the heavens, and the fire started to burn her 
eyes once again.



Chapter 3 - Embers
The fireworks were right on cue. Every Friday night Rosa could see the 
explosions over the rooftops of Dorsoduro.They were too far away to 
light up the dark room, but she could see them clearly. The flash of light 
one second and then the explosion the next. The sound was little more 
than a pop at this distance, but it still brought her joy all these months 
later.

It was one of the only things that let her know what day it was. Other 
than her food being brought up and her waste bucket removed, Rosa got 
very little other interaction. She supposed that no one wanted to climb 
all the way up the stairs to see her. Maybe they didn’t even know she was 
there. Surely father wouldn’t have been that cruel? But after all this time, 
Rosa still had no idea what her father was capable of. She had always 
thought of him as a kind and gentle man.

Until the party.

Rosa rose late as usual. Beatriz had woken her early by jumping on her 
bed, but had soon become bored and let her sleep again. As usual, Rosa 
hadn’t slept well. Her and father had stayed up to watch the fireworks 
over Dorsoduro. As a treat he’d even taken her down the street to Campo 
San Polo for a clearer view. After the show was over he hurried her back 
inside and barred the door. They lived in a nice area, but as father said: 
you could never be too sure.

After España, Rosa agreed. After father was attacked in the street, 
not five minutes from the Palazzo Donà Brusa, even moreso. He had 
returned one night, just as Rosa was heading up to bed. His sleeve was 
torn and he had several cuts, including a deep gash on his arm. Rosa 
fetched clean water and got Catalina to call for the maid.



Father told the maid of the drunken mob in the street. Idiots dressed 
like they were in the theatre, rampaging through Santa Croce. He was 
lucky to make it out alive he had said. Of course, Rosa and Catalina were 
not meant to hear any of this, but they had snuck back downstairs and 
eavesdropped at the door, despite father’s insistence that they go back to 
bed, and that he had simply fallen over on his way home. Rosa heard the 
City Guard arrive later that night, and they had become a staple addition 
to the household since.

Sitting on her bed lost in thought, Rosa didn’t hear the nanny outside 
before it was too late. The shrill woman burst into her room and 
squawked at her. Yes she was still in bed. No she didn’t think it was 
wrong of a young woman to sleep so much. Yes she knew she had a 
problem with her attitude. Rosa was given the familiar lashings on the 
back of her hand and told to get up and dressed immediately. She did so, 
not wanting to earn any more scorn from her nanny. Not this early in the 
day, anyway. Today was going to be a big day for all of them.

Rosa headed down and joined her sisters for their lesson. Father thought 
it decent that the three girls learn as best as they could. The world was 
changing he would say. They needed to be prepared, and he needed 
them to take over from him when he grew old. Venice was the city of 
opportunity, and he’d make sure that his girls were leading the charge. 
He told Rosa this again and again. Every time she was late downstairs, or 
when she drifted off during their studies. Which, to her nanny’s chagrin, 
was admittedly quite frequently.

Beatriz was kept busy with simple educational games and puzzles, while 
Catalina learned arithmatic. Rosa - the oldest of the sisters - was given 
the strictest curriculum. She was expected to learn Venetian fluently 
(and speak it at all times during class); she had to study the Council of 
Ten and the vast, complex political system governing Venice; she was 
instructed in architecture (her father’s stock in trade); and between all of 
that was also expected to keep up with a strict exercise regime.



At least that last one was fun, and allowed her to easily escape from the 
nanny’s constant disciplinary beatings. More days than not Rosa would 
escape her confines and climb to the top of the Donà Brusa to serve out 
her time eating stolen fruit on the roof.

Today though, their lessons were ended early. The nanny saw little point 
in continuing, considering the constant distractions. Father had arrived 
home mid-morning with a spring in his step, for tonight was the night 
of his first party. All day he had been weaving to and fro while servants 
and maids setup the house for the event.

Coloured drapes were hung and hundreds of candles placed for later 
burning. Butchers brought in carts full of meat while the chefs prepared 
the cuts for roasting. Fresh sarde were carried through, the pungent smell 
distracting Rosa long enough to earn a smack on the back of the head. 
Once the decorations started being prepared in the study, the nanny 
stopped fighting the uphill battle and let the girls go. They ran around 
the house, even more excited than father. Catalina desparately tried to 
help, but all her work was undone by a busy maid who shoed the girls 
away every time she got close.

The nanny intervened later in the afternoon and ushered the three girls 
upstairs to get themselves ready. Father had bought Rosa a brand new 
dress. It was the most lavish thing she owned. He said that a young 
woman such as her needed to look the part. It was the first time since 
they’d arrived that he’d treated her that way. Like a woman.

She’d always been expected to look after her sisters, ever since she was 
little. After arriving in Venice father let her in on some of his business 
dealings as well. Rosa had wondered if it was since mother had passed, or 
just because she was growing older. Probably both.

The dress had been hung in her wardrobe all week, but she had been 
forbidden from wearing it until now. Of course she had tried it on 
when everyone else was asleep, but that made it no less exciting. It was 
a dusky yellow with green and white. The skirt was long, touching the 
floor. Longer than she preferred if she was being honest, but she knew 



that decorum would win out here - this wasn’t the kind of outfit she’d 
be climbing onto the roof in! She had insisted on having open shoulders 
though, which father relunctantly agreed to.

Now, standing in it, she felt royal! The nanny had come in to do her hair 
but Rosa had put up enough of a fuss that she quickly left again. She 
would style it herself. The nanny was much too rough and pinned it as 
tight as it could go. Rosa felt like her brain was being stretched out, and 
her eyes prised open. She kept it down instead, a cascading waterfall in 
rich brown.

There was a knock at the door and father entered slowly. He smiled 
broadly as Rosa twirled for him, her skirt flowing out. She giggled as 
Catalina and Beatriz ran in, the three dancing together. Her sisters had 
new dresses as well, but they weren’t as lavish as hers. The two ran out, 
Catalina chasing Beatriz, who was squealing with laugher. Father looked 
at Rosa and became more serious for just a second before remembering 
something.

In his hands was a small box which he offered to his daughter. Rosa 
opened it slowly, and gasped as she revealed a carnevale mask. It was 
simple and elegant. A shining pearl white which fit over her eyes. She 
held it in her hands and turned it around. The evening light through the 
window reflected on it, showing the delicate filigree pattern etched into 
it. Mostly there were flowers and vines, but on either side were two bulls 
- the family crest. Without looking extremely closely, one would think 
it was simply plain, but the etching was beautiful and sublte - a perfect 
match for Rosa’s outfit. She pulled it over her face and hugged her father 
tightly.

Shortly after, the party began in earnest.

Rosa had heard about the never-ending carnevale in Venice. She’d heard 
snippets of the extravagance of San Marco, but to see it first-hand was 
something else. Dozens of people arrived every few minutes, until the 
house was packed. Everyone was dressed in their most exquisite gowns 
and suits. There seemed to be no common theme other than “excess”. 



Some couples arrived in brilliant white outfits, while others wore a 
full rainbow from head to toe. There were some dressed in the black of 
the plague doctors that sometimes roamed the streets, and still others 
dressed in the blue and green of the Adriatic sea. Standing on the top of 
the staircase, it was like watching the Rent in the Sky, looking down on 
all those colours swirling around in a constantly shifting pattern.

Father spent the first part of the evening taking Rosa around the party. 
He introduced her to many people. Some of which she’d met before 
when she went with him around the city, but most for the first time. She 
would tell them of her studies and they would feign interest before father 
took over and talked business. The rebuilding of the crumbling palazzo in 
Santa Croce, or reinforcing some other thing that was going to fall into 
the canal. Father spent most of the evening talking about the Accademia 
di Belle Arti di Venezia. He had taken Rosa there once, to show her the 
college.

The nanny came blustering through later in the evening and took 
Catalina and Beatriz upstairs to bed. Not long after she came for Rosa 
and, after repeated dismissals, finally got her way. Father bade her 
goodnight, and she reluctantly trudged up the stairs.

After fifteen or so minutes, all was quiet in the hallway, and Rosa snuck 
out again. She tip-toed down two flights of stairs and found the house 
mostly quiet. Many of the guests had already left, off to pay their respects 
at other parties in the sestiere. The remaining group were gathered in the 
drawing room, and although the door was pulled to, Rosa could glimpse 
through the crack to see what was happening inside.

Her father stood at the mantle, the fire illuminating the room and 
bathing him in orange light. He took one of the sabres from behind the 
family crest, and held the blade into the fire. The muffled voices hushed 
slightly but Rosa struggled to hear what father was saying through 
the mass of people and the thick wood of the door. She heard a thud 
as something fell to the floor and saw her father turn quick as a flash, 
slicing the sabre through the air like the iron of a gondola cutting apart 
the water. A cry of pain and then a gasp from the crowd.



What was he doing? She saw father wipe the blade with a wet cloth and 
heard the sizzle as it met the hot steel. It came away red and the crowd 
applauded. Still trying to make sense of the situation, she heard a faint 
whimpering inside the room. Straining to see, Rosa leant a little too 
heavily on the door and it creaked as it opened slightly. The partygoers 
inside silenced and turned to the door. It swung open just as Rosa had 
cleared the top stair, hiding round the corner. In the confusion there was 
some yelling, some cries, and then Rosa heard the front door slam open 
as someone ran out into the night.

Cheers and jeers came up from the drawing room, and someone yelled:

“Let the masquerata begin!”

Dozens of pairs of feet echoed through the house as the rest of the 
guests left, seemingly chasing the first one out the door. Rosa darted 
as quietly as possible to her room, and silently closed the door before 
leaning on it heavily. Her heart was racing, the pounding as loud as the 
mass exodus from the party.

She sunk to the floor and looked out the window. The Rent was gazing 
down heavily tonight, a sickly magenta pouring through into her 
bedroom. She could hear cries from the street below, but never took her 
eyes off the heavens. The great hole in the sky shone brightly. Energy 
crackled from it and the centre pulsed violently, in time with Rosa’s 
beating heart. The flames emerged from the middle as they always did. 
They burned the stars and the clouds as the white hot centre shone out.

Rosa stared unblinking as it morphed before her, turning into a spiral 
of fire. The blazing inferno collapsed on itself before parting again, a 
colossal eyelid that opened slowly. Rosa could hear the fire, and whispers 
all around her, from unseen horrors lurking just out of her vision. The 
whispers grew louder and louder, yet she remained unmoved. The eyeball 
at the centre of the Rent shone with the colour of a burning torch, the 
pupil whiter than the sun itself. It stared directly at Rosa as a terrible wail 
echoed out from the streets below, silencing the whispers.



In an instant Rosa knew that the party had caught their quarry. She 
tasted the blood on her lips, and felt the fire at the centre of the Rent 
burn her heart. The heat rose in her, trailing through her veins just as 
the blood of the victim drained out onto the cobblestones below. She 
felt her skin glow and a trickle of liquid fire spread out from her fingers, 
scorching the rug beneath where she sat. The carpet turned to black 
ash, etching out a pattern to the corners of the room like lightning arcs 
splitting down the bark of a tree.

The eye in the heavens widened slightly and then closed, cursing the 
bedroom into darkness.



Chapter 4 - The Tower
Rosa looked around the bare room, taking stock. She’d once had a bed in 
here, a chair, even some books. Father had provided her possessions from 
the house. It was just a temporary thing he had told her.

Of course, he hadn’t punished her for her outbursts. He hadn’t taken 
things away. But still, her room was now almost entirely bare. Just 
blackened stone and a thick metal door. Everything else she had owned 
was burned to a crisp. Some of it on purpose in anger, and the rest an 
accident, the fire getting the better of her.

The metal rim of the window was intact, but the glass was gone, long 
melted. The wind blew in, now cold. Autumn had come and gone, and 
now the first few crisp breaths of winter were trailing round the room. 
The soot and ash had long been blown into the corners, although Rosa 
sometimes daubed it on the walls, writing or drawing whatever took her 
fancy. She’d long ago stopped tallying up the days.

She thought about the colour of the palazzo. The warm fire in the hearth. 
Her sisters’ laughter as they ran around. It seemed an age ago since she’d 
felt that warmth, seen any colour other than the Rent seeping in at night.

Father had returned later. The night of the party. She was paralysed by 
what had happened, and maybe had even fallen asleep, sat there on the 
floor of her room. The door pushed open and she jolted upright as her 
father had walked in to check on his sleeping daughter. He found the 
room burned. Scorch marks went the length of the bedchamber, trailing 
over the floor and up the walls. The rugs had been torched and in places 
it had gone through to the floorboards, leaving flaking white ash. The 
trail of immolation looked like branches of a tree, splitting off into 
smaller and smaller shoots, arching across the room.



Rosa blinked through her sleepy, confused eyes and saw father like she’d 
never seen him before. Intimidating he stood over her, taking in the 
sights. He stepped forward, demanding an explanation, but Rosa had 
none. She had been terrified even before he entered, not knowing what 
horrors she had seen in the sky or what had manifested itself within her. 
But with her father advancing on her - taller than he’d ever seemed - she 
could barely form a single word. All she could see was this domineering 
form approach, silhouetted by the light coming through the door frame, 
and she felt herself slip out of control.

The beating of her heart rose again, and she felt her blood running hot. 
Her skin blistered as the fire tried to escape, but still father advanced 
on her. Rosa shuffled backwards until her head hit the far wall. The 
floorboards beneath her started to hiss, the water inside them turning 
to steam beneath her touch. She swore she saw the same fire in her 
father’s eyes: the ungodly vision from above come back to take her. He 
reached out his hand and Rosa grabbed it. Wrapping her fingers around 
his thick arm, she felt the cool skin for a second before it rose to meet 
her temperature. She held tight for several seconds before father really 
registered the pain, then he yanked back away, his forearm steaming and 
already blistered red. Her father yelled, expressing the same pain that 
Rosa could feel inside of herself. The ache was intense, boiling her from 
the inside out.

She had no idea what was happening, but when she reached out again, 
father jumped back away towards the door. She was taken aback - her 
own father was scared of her. The person she knew had hunted down that 
man not two hours earlier. The fear, embarassment, anger, and shock rose 
up within her and without knowing how to surpress it, Rosa erupted. 
Fire shot out from her hands. Not splintered embers this time, but a full 
blaze in all directions. She felt the heat on her skin, her flesh bubbling 
beneath the torrent. The hot flash rippled over the room, spreading out 
over the floor and up the walls. Trails of liquid flame burned straight 
through her bedpost and etched their way up the dressing table.



The streaks of flame licked out, barely missing Rosa’s father, who had 
jumped back into the open door. One of the house servants appeared 
behind him and gasped before running down the hall, calling the other 
staff to fetch buckets.

Rosa felt the heat rise even further, the flames engulfing her hands. She 
grew hotter and hotter, the searing pain heading up her arms. It was 
becoming unbearable, and the hotter it became, the less sense she could 
make of anything going on. It was as if the fire had spread to her brain, 
burning out any other thought.

But then Rosa saw Beatriz peeking through father’s legs, and she 
was brought back to herself. The flames on her hands died down, and 
she felt the heat evaporate. The few remaining fires in the room were 
extinguished by the servants as Rosa went limp. Father rushed in and 
picked her up. The last thing that went through Rosa’s mind before 
passing out was whether her sister would ever look at her the same way 
again. Beatriz’s eyes were full of fear. She was terrified. It was a look that 
would haunt Rosa every day, even more so than the gaze of the Rent.

When she awakened, Rosa found herself in a strange room. She had her 
bed (complete with scorch marks and a cracked bedpost), a desk, a chair... 
father had brought quite a lot of things in from the house. It didn’t look 
like home though. The walls were thick, grey stone. The floor was stone 
as well. There was a single small window, but otherwise it was dark. Even 
the door was a dark, wrought iron.

Over the following days father had visited and explained that she was 
in the San Polo tower. He had spoken to the Chiesa and told them that 
the tower needed urgent architectural work. He would donate his time 
and business towards fixing it - it was the least he could do considering it 
was right next door. However, the tower would be a danger to all during 
the remodelling, so he would station guards at the entrance to make sure 
none would enter.



Rosa had not welcomed the news. Her father was keeping her a prisoner, 
away from everyone. He said it was for her own good. But she knew 
who he was. She knew what he was capable of. How long before he and 
his friends would hunt her instead? Her fury erupted as soon as father 
had left, scorching everything in the room. For the first few days he 
would replace what he could, sweeping out her cell and bringing her new 
furniture and books. After a couple of weeks he stopped doing that. He 
told her that if she couldn’t control her abominable urges that she could 
just sit in the soot of her own making. 

After father stopped replacing her things, he started visiting less 
frequently. Rosa didn’t care, she could no longer stand the sight of him. 
Gone was the man who would tell her all about his business, replaced 
with a fearful coward. He was always angry when he visited, never even 
listening to her pleas to be let out. Instead he would try to explain that 
she had to stop her witchcraft or she would be hunted and killed. He 
would shout through the door, not even bothering to unlock it and come 
inside.

Weeks later, he had stopped visiting entirely. A guard would shove food 
into the room and leave, and that’s all she saw of the outside world. The 
wind whistled through, and once a week the fireworks would sound. Still 
Rosa couldn’t sleep through the night. She stared at the Rent for hours 
on clear nights. She thought she saw it look back at her, turning into a 
wry smile, openly mocking her.

Over time she started to try to burn things. She could keep small fires 
going indefinitely - enough to keep her warm at night. It drained her 
though, and she would frequently sleep through most of the day. She 
tried over-exerting herself, pushing as far as she could go. She didn’t 
know what father was saying to explain away the detonations at the 
top of the tower, but they were never strong enough to do anything but 
blacken the walls.



And so here she was. Sat in the tower as the winter wind whistled in. 
Still clothed in her torn and burned party dress, her body was covered 
in blisters and scar tissue. Her hair had burned off entirely. Rosa had 
shivered through the nights for several weeks. She had barely used her 
gift, staying cold instead of heating herself. She was storing her energy. 

As she felt the wind get colder and saw the Rent above pulse out into the 
night, she knew now had to be the time. Any more waiting and surely 
she would freeze. She knew that after the guard collected her bucket he 
would take a break by the fire in the tower. While he didn’t talk to her, 
she had nothing else to listen to but the echoes from below.

Sure enough, after the door slammed shut again, she heard him climb 
down and trade jobs with his friend. He whistled as he sat, and then she 
smelled the unmistakable stench of tobacco burning.

Now was her chance.

Rosa scurried over to the door and examined the lock. Concentrating 
on her task, her hand spluttered to life, bathing the room in an orange 
glow. The heat rushed through her veins, warming her for the first time 
in days. She focused, drawing the fire in tighter, the flames narrowing 
until they were little more than a thin blade coming from a single finger. 
The fire was bright white at the centre, with a lick of orange at the edge. 
Rosa touched up to the lock and heard the metal creak as it heated up. 
The steel groaned quietly under the heat as Rosa drew her finger along 
the edge of the door. She heard it whine and then clatter down, the bolt 
sheared clean from the mechanism. The light went out and Rosa panted.

She hesitantly rose to her feet and gently pushed. The door slowly swung 
open with a soft creak.



Chapter 5 - On the Run
Rosa stepped through the door and into the night. She was on a balcony 
at the top of the tower, looking out over all of San Polo. The Rentlight 
bathed the city in a deep purple, making the churches, rooftops, even 
canals all the same colour. The shadows were darker than ever in the eerie 
light, as if the Rent was even dripping into the darkness.

The young woman breathed in deeply and felt the wind rush past her 
as she felt freedom for the first time in months. She took one last look 
inside her cell and grabbed the only thing she had that hadn’t burned: 
the white ceramic mask. She swung the door slowly closed. Although it 
wouldn’t bolt together anymore, at least having it shut would buy her a 
little time - there was no hatch in the door to see through, so the guards 
would just assume all was well.

She passed through a trapdoor and lowered herself down the ladder into 
the belltower. The large bell in the centre was old and still - father had at 
least put an end to that noise when she was locked up. Without that she 
surely would have been deafened.

The steps lead down from the belltower and Rosa followed them slowly. 
She could see the orange glow from the fire. She’d only been in this 
tower once, shortly after she arrived in Venice. All three sisters had been 
led up to the balcony by father after he made a very generous donation 
to the Chiesa. About half way down she knew there was a small room. 
Usually for bell ringers, it had been decked out with a few tables and a 
comfy chair or two. 

The fire in the hearth was a small one, but enough to keep the guards 
inside warm while they were on duty. Rosa snuck a glance round the 
corner and found the two men inside. One was slumped down in his 
chair, fast asleep. Rosa could make out a small puddle of drool dripping 
from the edge of his mouth as he snored. The other was stripped down to 
his shirt and braces, reclining in his chair and smoking. Rosa thanked her 
good fortune that he was facing the fire, away from her.



The guard’s uniform jacket was hung up on a hook in the doorway, and 
Rosa stretched up slowly to grab it. A little protection from the cold 
would certainly help, and disguise her better too. Picking it off the hook, 
she held her breath, hoping the guard wouldn’t turn around.

The stairs continued down, which mean Rosa didn’t even have to brave 
her way across the room. She was fully prepared to fight her way out - 
these were the jailers that had shown her no compassion or care over the 
past months and she wouldn’t be sorry to see them hurt. But she knew 
better than to make a scene. Any noise would likely draw the attention 
of her father and whatever household staff and extra guards he had hired 
in the months she’d been shut away. Stealth was the key to her prolonged 
escape: by the time anyone found out she was gone, she would be far 
away from San Polo.

Rosa tip-toed down the stairs, one at a time. She didn’t know if there 
would be guards at the bottom, but she doubted it. She’d only ever seen 
the two: the younger man smoking, and the wirey older man who had 
fallen asleep. It was unlikely that father would pay any extras to keep the 
secret of his daughter locked in a tower. Even buying these guards must 
have set him back a good amount.

Rounding the last few steps Rosa held her breath. She hurried a look 
around, seeing no one through the small windows. The door was pulled 
to, but not shut or locked. She figured that with fewer outbursts recently 
the men had dropped their guard and gotten lazy. It was the middle of 
the night anyway, who would be checking up on them?

With a slight tug the door moved. It was heavy, but was in use a lot, and 
swung on its hinges with no noise. She stepped out into the street and 
pulled the guard coat over her shoulders. It was quite large on her small 
frame, but covered her blistered skin nicely. She instinctively stuck her 
hands in the pockets and to her great delight she found a loop of metal 
keys.



Rosa pulled the door closed behind her, and as slowly as possible she 
turned a key in the lock. It only took two tries before finding the right 
one and she heard the bolt quietly click into place. She knew that the 
guards only had one set of keys between them - they’d made a big fuss 
about handing them over before. That would buy her a bit more time!

Turning on her heel, Rosa darted down the street. She paused for a 
second outside the Donà Brusa, but as she reached out her arm timidly 
to try the door, Beatriz’s eyes flashed in her mind. No, she had to leave.

To the end of the street and over the bridge, Rosa paused for just a 
second to throw the keys into the canal. With a light splash they hit and 
sank down into the silt and mud. She smiled for a heartbeat, then turned 
and fled into the night, darting from purple shadow to purple shadow.



Chapter 6 - Burning Rage
It had been several week since Rosa had escaped. If she thought that her 
first few weeks in the city were eventful, she had quickly changed her 
ideas.

Since she left that tower, Rosa had struggled to find any place to stay for 
any time. It turned out that father had extended his reach throughout the 
city. Now everyone was talking about Gómez de Borja y Velasco and his 
marvellous new bridge. New member of the Great Council and one of 
the most deserving to be entered into the Golden Book. With father on 
the council, there was no one that Rosa could trust.

She had hoped to escape the city, but all docks were patrolled by the City 
Guard, and she had no idea how many were under her father’s employ. 
Besides, from the gossip in the piazzas, the mainland was not a place 
you wanted to go. The farmlands were guarded more than the docks, and 
outside of Venezia it seemed like the entire continent had gone feral.

Not that the city was much safer. Few dared venture into sunken 
San Canciano anymore, not since the Black Night. Hushed whispers 
of people found drained of blood were everywhere. Back home the 
superstitious townsfolk would tell of the guaxa, a story which had 
frightened Catalina no end, but Rosa had written off as make-believe. 
Now however, the tale was running through the city like wildfire.

Rumours were one thing, but Rosa had seen monsters with her own 
eyes. Two weeks earlier she had taken a wrong turn on the way back to 
the hideout she’d been staying at for a couple of nights. Rosa had been 
on the street after dark - something that even now she tried to avoid. At 
the end of a thin alleyway she heard a muffled grunting. The Rent shone 
down a sickening green that didn’t quite hit the cobblestones, so Rosa 
had started a small ember in her hand. She illuminated what looked 
like an injured dog, but as she got closer she saw water dripping off 
slick scales and teeth as long as her forearm jutting out from its crooked 
mouth. It looked up at her with milky white eyes and gnashed its jaw, 



lurching forwards. The thing was obviously already injured, as it was 
trailing a dark green ichor behind it. Rosa took no chances, increasing 
the flame in her hand and hurling a fireball at the creature. It hit home 
and the beast’s skin popped in the heat. The fire scorched the side of it’s 
head and it howled, turning and crookedly leaping away. It turned the far 
corner and Rosa heard a splash as it fell into the nearby canal.

That wasn’t even her closest call.

The creature was bestial, but Rosa had seen pure evil. Several times she 
had been followed by lecherous men. Some in fine clothing, others in 
rags. And once she was chased by men of the clergy, their brown robes 
flittering and golden crosses hanging from their necks. Rosa had been 
given no other choice but to use her gifts. She was not strong, and while 
she was wiley, escaping could only get you so far - some of her pursuers 
were dogged. Most of the time a simple immolation of her arms would 
frighten them away, but occasionally she would have to fight. She’d 
practiced shaping the fire into balls and hurling them at her enemies. It 
stung her hands, but soon she became used to the pain. Her skin would 
heal quickly, but the scar tissue stayed for a lot longer.

She’d injured dozens of attackers at this point. A teenaged girl on her 
own in Venice was an easy target, and more often than she’d like she 
would have to travel at night to avoid guard patrols.

She was unsure how many people she had killed, but there was one 
definite death. A man with a sharp knife had lunged at her. She managed 
to avoid the first cut, but he was relentless and slashed across her skin 
several times before she could knock the knife away. It clattered to the 
ground, but the man pressed on with a madness in his eyes. He grabbed 
Rosa’s arms and shoved her back against a wall.

Although she struggled, the man was rabid and bit down on her 
shoulder, pulling off a chunk of flesh. The pain turned to heat which 
rose through her veins. Barely any licks of flame escaped as the inferno 
overcame Rosa, going straight up the man’s arms and torching him alive. 
He barely screamed, gasping as the air in his lungs evaporated. Rosa 



didn’t let up, the fire bright in her eyes. As she settled, all that was left 
was a charred skeleton surrounded by burned cobblestones. She thought 
she’d feel bad, but guilt was a luxury she could not afford.

While she only used her powers when absolutely necessary, she had 
still drawn attention. One woman had asked her for help. Said that the 
Doctors took her son away. Apparently a routine check-up at one of their 
clinics had revealed his Rent-sickness and he was now being held before 
being deported to San Servolo. If Rosa could break him out, the woman 
would pay what she could. She owned a market stall trading art, but 
what she had saved she would pay. Rosa had declined, telling the woman 
that she was mistaken, she must be confusing her for someone else. Rosa 
wasn’t looking to cause trouble, and breaking anyone out of anywhere 
would attract attention from the guard.

It was the second person to approach Rosa that made her reconsider her 
stance of going undetected. Dressed in a fine outfit with golden trim, he 
wore a mask with a hooked nose and a long cape. Rosa hadn’t seen him 
in the market, but he approached her afterwards.

“You thinking of paying for those?” the man whispered in her ear. Rosa 
knew what he was talking about, but couldn’t see how he did. She was 
extremely careful when she stole, taking only what food she needed and 
stowing it away in a small bag.

The man wasn’t grabbing her or even stopping her from running. He 
leaned back against the opposite wall and absentmindedly picked at his 
nails.

“I think you have me mistaken-” Rosa started.

“Two apples, a hunk of dried meat, and that nice lady’s change, by my 
count.” The man interrupted. He spoke not with malice, but more like 
reeling off a shopping list which was entirely uninteresting to him. The 
most annoying thing was that he was absolutely correct.



“How did-”

“You’re going for the obvious things, girl! You need to be more...
selective.” Rosa wondered if he would ever let her finish a sentence.

He pulled back his cloak to reveal a hidden pocket inside. He took out 
dozens of golden ducats, a gilded mirror, and a jewelled ring which he 
held up to the sky to look at.

“Eh, fake.” The man said before dropping it at his feet. It tinkled as it hit 
the cobbled floor.

“I only take a little, but it’s things no one will miss, from people that 
won’t miss them. Maybe they’ll get home this evening and find they 
misplaced their mirror, but it’s much too late by then. Take someone’s 
stock though... These merchants know what they’re bringing with them 
in the morning, and those without much coin know exactly how much 
they’ve got left.”

Rosa relaxed a little. The man was a professional thief. Any trouble he 
could put her in, she’d do the same for him. And there was something 
about his smooth drawl. He spoke as if the words were dripping from his 
mouth like honey - sweet and flowing. It put her at ease.

“Listen, little flame,” and just like that, Rosa was on edge again, “I know 
what you can do, and I have a job for you. And judging by that dear lady 
you stole from, I think I have just enough time to tell you about it.”

She didn’t know why, but she didn’t immediately turn and run. Maybe 
it was the fear that he’d make a scene while she had a bag stuffed with 
stolen goods. Maybe it was his idiotic grin. Either way, she stood rooted 
to the spot. Seeing her stillness, the man in the cape continued:

“You know that new bridge being built? The one on the Grand Canal.” 
Rosa’s blood turned cold (which was not an easy feat). Father’s bridge?



“Well, we want to make the builder think twice. He hasn’t run it by the 
people. Just another councillor who is doing whatever he wants. He’s 
ruining the lives of good people, building that thing. The traders on the 
Rialto, the oarsmen running the water barges, the workers who are paid 
almost nothing to work their hands to the bone on the construction. We 
just want a little accident to slow progress. Get the people what they 
deserve.”

Rosa’s attention was not on the words. She didn’t really care about 
helping those people. She wanted to hurt her father. Her father who 
locked her up. Who left her on her own. Who had been sending the 
guard out to attack her on sight every day since.

“We’ll pay you of course. This today,” the thief showed his ill-gotten 
wares again, “is just a fraction of the reward. We don’t want anything too 
extravagant of course, just a few fires. That should scare-”

“I’ll do it.” It was Rosa’s turn to interrupt now. She looked the man 
straight in his grey eyes as she said it. She saw them glint and he cracked 
another smile.

“Good! We’ll be in touch soon - don’t move before our mark. We 
wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.” Rosa nodded and the man glanced 
round.

“Well, looks like that’s our time up!” he nodded to the market where the 
woman she stole from was causing a scene. She’d noticed her purse was 
gone and was crying about a thief.

Rosa would have to get out quickly. She turned back to see nothing more 
than the spot where the man had been stood, now empty except the fake 
ring. Rosa glanced around, picked the ring up, stuffed it into her bag and 
then ran.
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