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	“Rose! Go get that son of a b—”

	Screeching tires and the wail of the siren drowned out Detective Brian Simpkins' shout as Rose slammed the accelerator to the floor and fought the fishtailing car. Smoke roiled from the turbo-charged tires on the asphalt; she winced at the harsh sound and putrid aroma. She sideswiped the curb, barely missed a taco truck heading north, and drifted into the southbound lane of Abercon Street, Savannah, Georgia.

	Red lights flashed behind her, and she stole a glance into the rear-view mirror. Detective Simpkins, her partner of four years, knelt beside the latest victim, a twenty-two-year-old student at Georgia Southern University-Armstrong. He waved the arriving paramedics over with one hand, the other held the pressure to the woman's shoulder wound. 

	“I got you this time,” she muttered and white-knuckled the steering wheel. “You ain't getting away. Not again.” She switched lanes, barely missing a minivan full of kids, and crossed-over the bridge of Middleground Road. The driver of the minivan, a blonde Mom with a cigarette dangling from her lips, flipped her the bird. The kids pounded the glass, their faces pressed against the windows.

	A silver sedan turned off ahead, and she locked onto the car. She switched back to the right-hand lane and fumbled for the police-band radio mic attached to the dash. “This is Nineteen-Adam-Four. In pursuit of a silver Honda Accord. Just turned right onto—” She dropped the mic and drifted through the turn. She grabbed the mic from her lap. “Turned onto Apache Avenue. He—dammit. He has abandoned the car and entered the old Savannah Mall. Need backup!”

	“Adam-Four, Roger,” the male dispatcher's voice sounded through the speaker. “Be advised, nearest backup is ten minutes away. Command says to secure the scene and—”

	“I'm not letting him get away again!” she shouted. “Send them as fast as you can. I'm going in!” 

	She turned into the abandoned mall, raced through the open parking lot, and hopped a curb. Sparks skittered across the asphalt when the Charger bottomed out. Rose slid to a halt right behind the Honda and exited her cruiser. Her .45 appeared in her hand as if by magic, and she scanned the area.

	The mall closed in 2021 due to the Pandemic, all but a handful of stores—anchored by a Bass Pro—on the western side. The parking lot sat quiet, dark, and empty at eleven p.m., except for the Honda, idling, near the northeast entrance of the mall. Neglected trees and shrubs hung over the once-pristine path to the double glass doors. Trash—pandemic masks, beer cans, and candy wrappers—littered the parking lot. Gang graffiti covered the bottom six-feet of the exterior bridge, with a few other spray-painted images adorning the upper sections. The partially overcast sky offered no illumination and the streetlights—a popular target for teens and gang members—lay broken and dormant. Her headlights provided the only light and told her nothing.

	A crash and a curse flowed through the broken glass entrance.

	Rose raced forward, verified the Honda was empty, and proceeded to the entrance. Jagged edges of glass lined the hole her perp smashed into the door. Crimson dripped from two of the shards. She smiled, ducked inside the building, and crouched, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom.

	She produced a flashlight from her jacket pocket, pointed it toward the interior, and stopped. She grimaced; the light would reveal her position. She put it away and waited an extra twenty-seconds until the grim, shadowy interior of the mall morphed into individual shapes. Abandoned kiosks created a maze through the darkness, and stairs led up to the second level a dozen yards ahead.

	Another crash and another curse echoed through the building. 

	Rose moved.

	She crossed the room, slid under a partially lowered security gate, and paused again. The open center of the mall grew a fraction lighter, and she glanced skyward. A crescent moon broke through the clouds and shone through the skylights in the ceiling. Droplets of blood trailed off and to her right, leading the way. She winked at the sky, let a smile curl her lips, and followed the trail. 

	She darted from a fake-plant planter to a stairwell, eased around and put her back to a message board; her Colt leading the way. She paused every few dozen feet and listened. Nothing. The blood went on deeper into the mall, and she continued her pursuit. 

	The steady thump of rotor blades grew louder, and a spotlight shone through the skylights. The cavalry has arrived, she mused. The light helped her survey the landscape. Trash littered the floor. Security gates secured most of the businesses; plywood boarded up a handful. Two or three of the gates had been pried open, inviting closer scrutiny.

	“Adam-Four, SITREP,” her radio squelched.

	She cursed and gritted her teeth. She looked to her belt and reached for the radio. “Detective Thorne, do you copy?” She brought the radio to her lips.

	Footsteps stomped toward her. She heard a growl, turned, and caught a glimpse of the man before he hit her like a linebacker. Rose defied gravity for a handful of heartbeats, flying backward through the air. She landed on the hard tile floor, and despite the refuge and neglect, slid into an old pet store. Her radio clattered away, but she maintained a grip on her pistol. An old display, asking to adopt a kitten, stopped her slide ten feet inside the store. 

	Her perpetrator—a white male in his late thirties—raced to the security gate, a maniacal grin on his face. It was the first time she had seen the serial killer and vowed to never forget his face. He wore a skull cap pulled down over his ears despite the October heat. Scruffy brown whiskers covered his face and wide, brown eyes peered at her from a pale, gaunt face. 

	She raised her .45.

	The man dropped the security gate and ran. His demented laughter echoed off the abandoned walls.

	“Damn it!” Rose stood, stepped over to the gate, and pulled. Locked. “Damn it!” she repeated and beat on the metal gate.

	Fading laughter answered.

	She turned toward the back of the store, fished around in her pocket for the light, and turned it on. The store resembled the mall in general: litter everywhere, a few overturned displays, with the added pungent odor of kitty litter and puppies. She moved through the debris on the display floor, rounded a toppled stand, and made her way toward the stockroom in the back. She found the delivery door, kicked it open, and entered the mall corridors normally unseen by the public.

	The dark department store gave way to a pitch-black utility/delivery corridor. Her light cut through the gloom as she scanned both directions. The unpainted block walls closed in; a touch of claustrophobia. She gulped down the apprehension and got her bearings. She turned left and ran down the concrete passage.

	Ironically, she found the majority of the delivery corridor cleaner than the mall itself. She passed faded signs for stores, their leases long complete. She arrived at a “T” junction, turned left, and checked the first door she came to. Locked. She paused and thought about kicking it in, but decided against it.

	If he’s close, he’ll hear. I don't want him getting away again. 

	She proceeded on. 

	The man had terrorized the local colleges for a month. Six women and two men lay in his wake. Rose had him in her sights two weeks earlier, but chose to render aid to his victim instead of pursuit. Although praised for her effects, the young man died of his wounds. Two more victims—a man and a woman—lay dead because of her decision, and a third lay on the ground a few miles away.

	“No more,” she muttered and tried the third door she came to. It opened and a smile creased her lips. She turned out the light, let her eyes adjust, and silently moved into an old music store. The moon had disappeared again, and the room sat in darkness, but the ambient light provided plenty of illumination compared to the delivery corridor. She noted the debris in her path and the partially raised security gate. A way out, she thought and carefully wound her way through an obstacle course of broken display cases, toppled stands, and collapsed ceiling tiles.

	She ducked under the gate and paused. The helicopter no longer hovered above the mall and the eerie silence sent a chill up her spine. A barricade of discarded tables, caution tape, and debris filled the corridor to her right. Light, voices, and constant shadows on the wall beyond the barricade indicated the Bass Pro Shop.

	Glass shattered down a distant hallway to her left. Voices echoed through the mall—curses mostly—and light played along the walls. The cavalry, she mused again. The squelch of her radio, lost during the fight, punctuated the voices and called out to her.

	“Detective Thorne,” echoed in the empty mall, “do you copy? Damn it, Detective, answer me!” She recognized the voice of Captain Rory, her boss. 

	“This way!” someone yelled. They tripped and fell; the clatter of a flashlight and the light streaking along the wall a dead giveaway.

	A shadow moved directly in front of her. The suspect tore away from his hiding place and darted toward the barricade. Rose moved on an intercept course, closing the distance. She leaped over a planter and landed on a discarded soda can. The man turned toward the sound and took Rose's charge in the chest. He sprawled on the floor, slid, and bounced off the wall in the old food court.

	“Don't move!” she ordered.

	He jumped to his feet, grabbed a chair, spun, and hurled it at Rose. She reflexively fired and flinched away. The chair hit on her left side; the impact knocked the .45 out of her grasp. The weapon clattered away, as did her light. The boom of the handgun reverberated through the mall.

	She instinctively stepped back, away from the gun. The wind of the man's punch missed her head by inches. She locked eyes with him, blocked a jab, and backhanded him across the face. He laughed and charged.

	Rose front-kicked and planted her foot in his upper chest. He staggered back, the laughter gone. He spat on the murky floor and raised his hands, street-fighting style. Rose mimicked him. “Fine with me.”

	He charged again and led with a one-two combination at her face. She easily blocked and dodged the attack, content to let him expend energy. He followed with a jab toward her gut and an uppercut. Rose stepped back, out of range. He followed, closed the distance, and connected with a one-two combo to her midsection.

	The air left her lungs. A fire lit her midsection. Rose staggered back. She blocked a hasty roundhouse and pushed him away. She sucked in a lungful of air, pushed the pain from her mind, and studied her opponent.

	He was skinny, smaller than her athletic build. Crooked, stained teeth grinned at her while he danced like a boxer. He rubbed his scraggly whiskers and put his hands up, ready for her attack.

	Rose stole a glance to her left. The first two officers rounded a corner, guns drawn and lights shining through the mall. Their beams found the two of them and focused on the killer. 

	“My turn,” Rose snarled and attacked.

	“Freeze!” one of the officers yelled from a hundred feet away.

	Rose closed the distance with a leaping front kick. The man easily blocked it, but left his midsection exposed. Perfect. Rose landed and pummeled his abdomen with four punches. She stepped forward and kneed him in the groin. He gasped and bent forward. She bopped his ears, stepped back, and kicked him in the face. 

	The killer collapsed. Blood poured from his broken and abused nose. He groaned, holding his bloody proboscis and testicles. He rolled on the ground, gasping for air.

	Rose flipped him over, produced cuffs from her belt, and secured his wrists behind his back. “You have the right to remain silent, you son of a bitch.”
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	Rose followed the tree-lined curve on East Bay Street in the early morning. Fingers of purple and orange light lit the eastern sky, shimmering off the gently rolling waves of the Savannah River. A tug—running-lights ablaze—cruised through the water, its wake sloshed against the Riverwalk. A pair of joggers ran parallel to the tug, outpacing the chugging vessel.

	She glanced in the mirror and grinned. Her prisoner, handcuffed and bloody, sat in the back of the car, pouting. Bandages covered his nose, and a purple ring encircled his nearly swollen-shut left eye.

	She turned left onto Upper Factors Walk and came to a stop. She looked into the mirror and rolled her eyes. “You ain't worth this.”

	The man grinned but remained silent.

	Rose tapped the gas and finished her journey into the parking lot of City Hall.

	News vans and reporters filled the area leading from the building all the way to the river. People darted back and forth between cars, working for better angles to film the news conference about to get underway. Camera and light operators followed well-dressed reporters as they pushed through the assembled throng. One man slipped and fell; his expensive camera shattered on the cobblestone walkway.

	Rose parked directly behind the building, stepped from her sedan, and shook her head.

	Captain Jonathan Rory stood behind a podium beneath a statue on the edge of the riverwalk. The mayor and two city council members stood behind him. Lights spotlighted the officer, and he smiled like a movie star beneath them. The sixty-year-old wore a freshly pressed suit and tie, his salt-and-pepper hair slicked back to hide the burgeoning bald spot. He leaned forward to the half-dozen microphones attached to the podium.

	“We will get started in just a couple of minutes.” He smiled and waved his arms. “Please find a good spot. Thank you.”

	“Politics,” she harrumphed. “I hate—”

	Her phone rang, interrupting the sentence.

	“Thorne.”

	“Rose,” the familiar bass of her partner, Brian Simpkins, cooed in her ear, “are you there yet?”

	“This is why I hate you, Brian. You always call at the most inopportune time. You should be here doing this, you know, not me.”

	He lightly laughed. “Sorry, not this time. I'm still at Chandler Hospital with the vic. She’s traumatized, but the docs say she’ll make a full recovery. Physically.”

	“Yeah, mentally it’s gonna take time.” She stole a glance at the man in the back of her car. “At least she survived. That's something.”

	“No, you got him,” he countered. “That is something.”

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” Captain Rory called over the loudspeakers, “let's begin.”

	“I think that’s your cue,” Brian said. Humor filled his voice. “I'm taking the rest of the day off.” He yawned, and she heard his joints pop. “See you tomorrow.”

	“Yeah, tomorrow,” she replied. “I owe you for this.”

	His laughter haunted her after the line went dead.

	Rose replaced the phone in her pocket and opened the back door of her car. “Come on. You don't want to keep your adoring fans waiting.” She pulled the suspect out of the car and headed toward the news conference.

	“—we've been working for weeks to find and capture the killer that has terrorized our local universities,” Captain Rory explained. Animated hands accompanied the words, creating a visual maelstrom of movement. Every head and eye stared at him, their backs to Rose and her prisoner.

	“I am happy to report that as of this morning, the alleged killer has been apprehended.” He paused and let a murmur ripple through the crowd. His eyes locked with Rose's, and he gave her a subtle nod. “A late-night sting operation ended with the capture of William Randolph Moore, thirty-two, of Savannah. Detective Rose Thorne,” he extended a hand and pointed to her, “was the arresting officer.”

	Every eye and camera turned toward Rose. Blinding light filled her eyes, and she reflexively brought up her hand. William Moore stomped on her foot. She yelled and gritted her teeth. He turned to flee into the crowd. She ignored the red-hot fire in her foot and took three quick steps. She swept with her uninjured foot and tripped the fleeing man. He fell face first onto the cobblestone walkway. He lay in a heap, blood streaming from his nose. 

	“Police brutality!” he screamed, bloody spittle spraying from his lips. “You all seen it! I'm gonna sue! I want all your recordings for evid—”

	Rose clamped her hand around the back of his neck and hauled him to his feet. “You kick me again and I'll show you brutality,” she hissed through gritted teeth.

	The man clamped his mouth shut.

	Three uniformed officers—two men and a woman—left their places near the stage and took charge of the prisoner. Rose shoved him away. “Make sure I get those cuffs back.” She nodded to the female officer.

	“Yes, ma'am.”

	The three escorted the serial killer away. The crowd parted before them like the Red Sea and every camera followed their progress back up the hill toward City Hall. The quartet disappeared and all the attention turned back to Rose.

	She tried to smile, but knew it came across as a loathsome grimace. The reporters closed in around her.

	“Did Mr. Moore put up a fight?”

	“What happened to his face?”

	“Did you have to hit him like that?”

	“What was Mr. Moore's motivation for killing those people?”

	“Do you think he'll sue?”

	“What happened to his last victim?”

	Rose stopped at the question and held up her hands. The crowd quieted. “Finally, someone asked a legitimate question.” She eyed the crowd. She hated the press almost as much as politicians and their fake smiles. “Because I don't give a damn about his face, or his motivation, or if he'll sue.” She turned back to the reporter who asked about the victim. “What I do care about is saving lives. And last night, we saved one. That is all that really matters.”

	She turned and faced the podium. Captain Rory stood, hands on hips, his shocked face devoid of color. She met his gaze with fire in her eyes. “I'm going home to get some sleep,” she said. “I'll file a report tomorrow.” She turned away before he could respond and stared at two well-dressed reporters. They both thrust their microphones into her face.

	“Excuse me, it’s been a long night.”

	They withdrew the microphones and stepped aside. The mayor stepped between them before Rose could take a step.

	“Detective Thorne,” she extended her hand, “I'm Mayor Barker.”

	“I know who you are, ma'am.”

	“I just wanted to say job well done.”

	“Thank you.”

	[image: Image]The mayor smiled, gleaming white teeth filled her mouth and reflected the early morning sun. She flipped her black hair out of her face and put an arm around Rose. The journalists closed in. “Well done, Detective Thorne. Well done!” The mayor offered her politician smile to the cameras. “I see your star is rising, detective. Yes. Your star is rising!”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A scattering of white, puffy clouds did little to dampen the bright morning sunshine. Rose left the courthouse and merged with the post-rush-hour traffic. She listened to a radio call for a two-eleven in progress, thought about responding, and decided against it. They don't need a homicide detective at a robbery. She smirked. At least not yet. She left the city center, the tourist area, and headed back toward the scene of her late-night escapades. 

	She slowed and cruised through the campus of Georgia Southern-Armstrong. The students seemed unfazed by the car chase and arrest. Most sat in the still-damp grass reading textbooks or looking at their pads. A few walked, arm in arm, along the well-manicured grounds.

	Rose slammed on the brakes and laid on the horn, narrowly missing a teenager on a Moped rolling through a stop sign. The acne-faced youth, a mass of hair hanging from an unbuckled helmet, stopped, turned his head toward the car, and flipped her off. She hit a switch on her dash and the hidden warning lights behind the grill of her sedan flashed. The wail of her siren filled the air.

	The teenager’s face blanched.

	The nearby students turned their attention to the scene, stared a moment, and returned to their studies without so much as a nod. The Moped rider took off at full speed, barely missed a woman crossing the street, and disappeared toward the dorms.

	Rose turned off the lights and siren, and merged back with the bumper-to-bumper traffic of Savannah. She made her way out of town and stopped for a late breakfast at a diner a few miles from her apartment. She tried not to frequent the establishment too often—predictability could get a cop in trouble—but she needed food. She finished the meal, left the waitress—a buxom, middle-aged woman named Billie—a big tip, and headed home.

	Rose recognized the light blue pickup in the spot designated for her apartment and sneered. The rusted hulk sported numerous dents and scrapes, and a long crack slashed across the windshield like a lightning strike. She grabbed a backpack from the passenger seat, left her car, and made her way through the empty lobby. Soft seventies folk-rock filled the elevator for the short ride up. She found her ex-boyfriend Jack leaning against the door to her third-floor apartment.

	“Saw you on the news,” he said without preamble. He stood up to his full six-foot height and stared at her with baby blue eyes. “Glad to see you’re okay.”

	“I'm fine.” Rose unlocked the door. “What are you doing here, Jack? I'm tired and not in the mood to put up with your bulls—”

	“Whoa!” He held up his hands to ward off the verbal onslaught. He flashed a smile of gleaming white teeth, and brushed his blond hair out of his eyes. “I just came by to check on you, that's all. Promise.”

	“Right. Like when you promised you weren’t sleeping with, what's her name, Deena?”

	“Denise,” he corrected. His smile disappeared, and he crossed his arms. “Ancient history. And she's fine by the way. She says hi.”

	Rose shook her head in disbelief, crossed the threshold into the kitchen of her two-bedroom apartment, flipped on the light, and threw her pack on the small island jutting out from the kitchen. Jack followed her inside and shut the door.

	A loveseat with flanking end-tables, a matching recliner, and a coffee table filled the living area of the apartment. Remotes lay scattered on the scratched table. She grabbed one and pointed it toward the heavy vertical blinds hiding the sliding doors to her patio. The blinds rotated and sunlight poured into the apartment.

	“You never just come by to say hi.” She stretched her back and reached for the ceiling. “There is always an ulterior motive.”

	“Always the detective. I told you, I just wanted to check on you.”

	“I’m fine. All in one piece. You can go now.”

	He took a step closer. His face softened as he reached out to her, stopping before he did. “I miss you, Rose.”

	“Do you?” She didn’t move. 

	“I do.”

	Rose slipped from her grimy, dust covered jacket and blouse. She tossed them onto the loveseat and noted Jack's wide eyes. She turned away before she let an evil grin curl her lips. It'll serve him right, after cheating on me.

	She slowly, seductively, removed her pants and stood before her ex-boyfriend in her bra and panties. She reached behind her to undo the bra and glanced over her shoulder. Jack stood, mouth open, and licked his lips. He stared, mesmerized by her exposed skin. 

	“What about Denise?” she asked in a low, husky voice.

	She unfastened her bra and let it slide to the floor, her back still to him. Her joints popped as she stretched again, then yawned. She glanced over her shoulder, waiting for an answer. 

	Jack stepped toward her. “She’s not you, Rose. Denise doesn’t have that fire you have.” He gingerly ran his thumb over the cuts and bruises she had received from her earlier scrap. “Compared to you, she’s boring.”

	“That’s too bad.” She recoiled from his touch.

	“I never should have made the mistake with her in the first place. I see that now.” He slowly reached for her with trembling hands, paused, and shoved them into his pockets. His face flushed. “I’m still in love with you, darlin’.” 

	Anger and hurt boiled inside of her. How dare he? He had reached in and ripped the scab off a wound she thought was healed. 

	“I think it’s time for you to go.”

	“Wha—what?” Shock filled his face. He shook his head. “You can't turn me away after that! Did you hear what I said? I love you, Rose!”

	“Oh, I heard you. Loud and crystal clear.” She turned and his eyes widened at her exposed chest. “You see this?” She waved her hand over her naked body. “You don't get to have this anymore. You lost those privileges. And this.” She patted her chest. “My heart? You broke it. Smashed it, the day you brought that woman into our bed. You don’t get to put the pieces back, Jack. Now, get out before I arrest you—or shoot you.”

	“You can't—”

	Rose reached for her discarded pistol sitting on the loveseat.

	Jack held up his hands and backed toward the door. “Okay—okay, I'm leaving. See if I ever come by to check on you again!” He opened the door and stepped into the hall.

	“I'd prefer you didn't.” She put a hand on the door. “Give Deena my best.”

	“Denis—”

	She slammed the door, cutting him off. She stood there a moment, staring at the door, and let her anger fester. She had truly loved the man a year earlier, until he decided to bring a flight attendant home after a trip to L.A. She kicked him out, literally, and threatened to shoot him while he lay in the hall writhing in pain.

	“Ancient history,” she repeated his words, turned, and moved back through her apartment. She paused and looked back at the door. “Maybe that was a bit cruel.” The evil smile curled her lips again. “Nah.” She grabbed her pistol and retreated to her bedroom.

	She turned on the shower and waited until steam roiled from the sizable glass enclosure. She set her .45 on the top of the toilet by the shower and slipped under the scalding water. Rose placed her hands on the wall and let the shower wash away her worries. Memories of her fight the night before filled her mind, hovered in her thoughts, and then disappeared down the drain like the water that cascaded down her body. 

	Grime and blood from her scrapes turned the water a rust color. Tight muscles relaxed. She winced when the water hit burgeoning bruises. Rose turned and let the water slide down her back. She brushed her brown hair out of her face, grabbed the shampoo, and lathered her body. She turned back toward the water and let the suds run down her body.

	Floorboards creaked.

	She cracked an eye—despite the soap—and peered out the open bathroom door. A shadow crossed the threshold. Someone is here. Did I lock the front door? She quickly washed the soap from her face, opened the shower door a crack, and retrieved her pistol. 

	The shadow grew on the open bathroom door like a wraith rising from the grave. 

	Rose stepped from the shower, dripped water across the floor, and silently tiptoed across the bathroom. 

	The shadow filled the door. 

	She thumbed off the safety, the click barely audible over the running shower. 

	The intruder stepped toward the bathroom. 

	Her finger slid onto the trigger.

	“Rose?”

	“Jesus, William! You scared the hell out of me!”

	William Delaney appeared in the doorway. He wore a navy, three-piece suit with a light-blue tie and matching handkerchief poking from his breast pocket. His blue eyes widened at the sight of the .45, and he raised his hands. “Sorry. You were expecting someone else?”

	Rose thumbed the safety on and set the pistol back on the toilet. “Don’t be an ass. I wasn't expecting anybody. Especially you. I thought you'd be at work by now.” Cool air caressed her body, and she shivered. “What are you doing here?” She stepped back into the shower. The hot water blasted her skin.

	“I saw the news report—you dropping off the prisoner.” He turned away and hung his jacket on a hook behind the door. When he looked back at her, a proud smile covered his face. “You got your man.”

	“I always do.” So much for getting rid of the goose bumps, she thought as she watched him unbutton his shirt. 

	“I wanted to see how far you'd gone to get him. By the looks of the bruises, and your jumpy attitude, I'd say you gave it your all.” 

	“I always do,” she repeated. He unbuckled his belt, tossed it to the side and stepped out of his pants, folding them neatly and leaving them on the stool by the hamper. She smiled coyly, finally having his undivided attention. “Assign me to any case, big or small, I’ll do my best to bring it to conclusion.” 

	The shower door opened, and William stepped inside. “Exactly what I wanted to hear.”
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	William straightened his blue tie and tugged on his suit jacket. He turned his head left and right, stared at his reflection in the mirror, and smoothed back his hair. Rose, lying on the bed across the room, watched.

	“I am glad that you’re unharmed,” he reiterated for the dozenth time. He finished primping his suit, turned off the bathroom light, and stood in the threshold of the bedroom.

	Rose slid from the sweat-stained sheets and padded softly across the cool, tile floor. She wrapped her arms around him, pressed her naked body against the expensive suit, and kissed him. They stood like that, intertwined, for nearly a minute. 

	William finally broke contact and sucked in a deep breath. “I do need to get to the firm. I have clients waiting.”

	Rose stepped back and stretched, giving him a good, long look at her tanned form. “Too bad.”

	“You are evil, Miss Thorne.” William smirked. “But you are not wrong.” He looked at his watch and shook his head. “Next time.”

	“Next time,” she agreed. She escorted him to the door, kissed him one last time, and locked it behind him. Exhaustion swept over her like a tsunami. She crawled back into bed and pulled one of the spare pillows against her. It still smelled like William, and she inhaled deeply. She would never admit it, to herself or anybody else, but she hated going to bed alone.

	The early afternoon sun streamed through her thin curtains, and she wished she had spent a little more for thicker ones. She closed her eyes and let the sounds of Savannah invade her mind. 

	She thought she had her ever after with Jack. They had been together for years. Nothing in his character had ever led her to believe he would cheat until he did. That night devasted her. Seeing him with another woman in their bed shattered her in ways she could never imagine. It broke her. Months later, she was still putting the pieces back together. 

	Then she met William; her saving grace. They ran into each other one day—literally—at a charity run the city held a month after she kicked Jack out. She was representing the department, and he was representing his father-in-law's law firm. They entangled while trying to avoid two idiots pacing them on bikes, and by the end of the race, sparks flew between them. A week later, William came looking for her at the station. They exchanged numbers and met at her apartment later the same day. 

	William made a difference in her life. She knew it was not just the physical attraction; he cared about her. Her thoughts of Jack disappeared, and her mental well-being returned. When things were rough at work, he came to check on her. If he could not break away, he always called. She did the same for him. 

	They had to be discreet; he was married. She wrestled with the turmoil of being the other woman, especially after kicking Jack to the curb for the exact thing. Different circumstances, she constantly reminded herself.

	William and his wife came from prominent families, and they were promised to each other from an early age; arranged marriage for the sake of enriching wealth and strengthening bloodlines. Although neither was happy, they made the best of it—for the society pages and their parents. They lived separate lives until events arose, and then they dressed to the nines and turned on their most dazzling smiles for the cameras. 

	Rose could live with that as long as she knew she had his heart. Was that not all a woman really wanted? A man's heart.

	She curled up into a fetal position and fell asleep with a smile on her face. 
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	Rose woke to a dark room. She tossed the pillow aside and stretched until her legs threatened to cramp. Her body ached from her struggle with the killer, but she pushed that from her mind. I got him, that's all that matters. She snorted and thought how much fun Brian would have with her at the gym in the morning. All those times she razzed him about being old. 

	Paybacks were indeed hell. 

	Rose slipped on a robe and went into the kitchen to make a sandwich. On the way, she grabbed the remote off the table and clicked on the TV. The ten o'clock news played the press conference from earlier. She paused and watched herself trip the serial killer in front of the press.

	“—I want all your recordings for evid—”

	Her image hauled the killer to his feet. “You kick me again and I'll show you brutality.” 

	Rose smiled and thought about snapping his neck. Would serve him right, she mused. 

	She finished making her sandwich, poured a glass of tea, and set them on the end table. Rose settled into the recliner, tucked her legs under her, and ate while she watched the rest of the news. The victim was still in the hospital with a twenty-four-hour guard. Her parents had been notified and had arrived a few hours earlier. The press swarmed them, and Rose crinkled her nose in disgust. “Just as bad as politicians,” she muttered around a mouthful of sandwich.

	The news slipped to a commercial—a late-night ambulance chaser promising millions if involved in an accident. She scowled. “Add them to the list, too!” A second commercial highlighted a different attorney, and she rolled her eyes. She knew this one, personally.

	 “Damn it.”

	She took the phone from its cradle and dialed her dad's number. It was nearly ten-thirty, but she knew he would be up. Like any independent woman, she needed a little reassurance from her daddy from time to time; even if she knew deep down it might be a long shot. She let it ring a couple of times and almost gave up when someone on the other end picked up. She heard breathing, but no greeting.

	“Hello? Dad?” 

	“Do you know what time it is?” a feminine voice snapped. Linda, her step-mom. They’d butted heads ever since her dad returned to the dating scene after her mother died. Rose blamed herself, she pushed him to get back out there; it had been almost a decade since her mother died in childbirth. Rose should have known he would latch on to the first woman he met.

	“Hi, Linda,” Rose replied with a sigh. “Yes, I do.” 

	“Then why on earth are you calling this late? You know we have to be up early in the morning.”

	“The morning?”

	“Max's parole hearing?” Linda sneered.

	Rose rolled her eyes. So much for job well done, sweetie. The pleasant chat she wanted with her dad would not happen tonight. She had forgotten her step-brother's hearing. She'll never let me live this down. “Look Linda, as long as he is clean, he's got nothing to worry about. This is just a formality. I'm sure his lawyer's already gone over this with him.”

	Linda snorted. “That man is an idiot. I don't know why Gary listened to you. I could've opened the phone book and thrown a dart at it and picked a better lawyer.”

	“No skin off my nose,” Rose shot back. “But remember, he's one of the best defense lawyers in town, and Max got him pro-bono. If you two wanna waste money on a retainer for a new one, go for it. You won't find one as good as what you have now.” Rose's voice turned icy. “Have a good night, Linda. Don't bother telling Dad I called.”

	“Oh, I'll tell him. I'll tell him you weren't at all concerned about Max, too. We'll see how well that goes over with him.”

	The line went dead before Rose could say another word. She did not have anything else to say anyway, but not being the one to hang up stung. Something else Linda took from her. She sneered at the receiver in her hand, hung it up, and stared blankly at the TV. 

	She had gotten so wrapped up in the serial killer case she had forgotten about her step-brother's hearing the next morning. It really was not a big deal, but Linda had a way of blowing everything out of proportion. Especially where Max was concerned. He was her son, after all.

	Drugs had taken hold of him early on in life. Alcohol even earlier. Like all addicts, he eventually ran out of money, and, like all addicts, he started stealing. First, from his mom, then Rose’s dad, and even Rose a time or two. When that source ran out, he turned to strangers. That's when the police busted him; at a liquor store one county over.

	Linda expected Rose to pull strings at the station to get him out of trouble. At first, when Rose was younger and new to the force, she tried. When Rose was up for detective, she had to put some distance between her and her step-brother. That drove a wedge between her and Linda. Rose remembered going into the courtroom to testify against her step-brother, and the hatred radiating off Linda. She had to do it; it was the best way to help Max. She had to let him face his demons and pay the consequences of his actions.

	Linda vowed to never let Rose near her father again. The feud lasted for months. In the end, her dad put a stop to it by threatening to disown both of them.

	Rose nestled deeper onto the couch and let the memories slowly fade from her mind. She never told Linda, or her dad, that she visited Max from time to time. She had no idea if he told them, but she didn't care. She helped where she could; mainly advocating for rehab and counseling. He, and Linda, resisted both. She smirked at the thought. Eventually his luck will run out and they’ll blame me.

	The phone rang and she jumped. She glanced at the clock: 10:45 p.m.

	“Hello?”

	“Hey, Baby,” William's deep voice boomed from the receiver. “Just thought I'd check up on you before I turned in for the night.”

	“I'm good. Just woke up a little bit ago…” Her voice trailed off, still thinking about her conversation with Linda.

	William hesitated. “You sound distracted. Everything okay?” 

	“I'm fine. I just talked to Linda is all. Max has his hearing tomorrow.”

	“Ahh, say no more. Turner has his back, Baby. No
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