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ROSE is a psychological thriller centred  on a successful London publisher who leads a hidden life as a vigilante, intervening when she witnesses men threatening women — and, in some cases, killing them. Guided by strict personal rules around certainty and intent, Rose believes she is acting morally, even altruistically. However, as the novel progresses, her sense of purpose becomes increasingly entangled with control, compulsion, and unresolved trauma.

PROLOGUE

Mist hung low in the air, clinging to the street like a breath held too long. The streetlights glowed weakly, their yellow light swallowed by the fog. There was no one around, no one that mattered. No cars just the sound of the occasional dog bark. Footsteps echoed along the pavement. High heels. Sharp. Unhurried. Then another sound—softer, uneven. Trainers scuffing against concrete. Breathing. Heavy. Too close. She quickened her pace. The footsteps behind her did the same. She stopped. Turned. Their eyes met. The blade caught the light as it lifted, silver and clean. There was a scream—short, broken—then nothing at all.

Silence rushed back in, thick and final. He lay at her feet, blood spreading across the cold ground, soaking into the cracks of the pavement. His eyes stared, empty now. She looked down at him and smiled. It was small. Almost gentle. She wiped the blade on his trousers, slid it back into her coat, and walked away. Within seconds, she was gone—absorbed by the shadows as if she had never been there at all. Rose didn’t run, but she moved quickly once she was out of the alley’s mouth, blending into the broader streets where people existed in fragments — a smoker under an awning, a couple arguing quietly beside a taxi, a man walking a dog that tugged impatiently at its lead. She kept her head down and her face neutral. Behind her, the city swallowed the scene without comment. But inside her, the moment played again. Not the blade.

Not the blood. That look — shock and disbelief  of their face before death— always landed later, when the adrenaline faded and reality crept back in. Rose reached a quieter street and paused beneath a streetlight, pretending to check her phone while she listened. It was quiet. No shouting. No footsteps chasing her. Nothing. She kept walking. At home, she removed her gloves and examined her hands under the bright bathroom light. No blood. No cuts. No visible sign she’d done anything at all. She washed them anyway. The uneasy feeling came back and she thought back to her first attack.  It was a mistake but she wouldn’t do that again. She had found a couple arguing and presumed the worst. He was towering above her, she looked scared.

She plunged her blade into his back and ran. The newspapers the next day told the story and it chilled her. The couple were married and having an argument. It was a regular thing with them but it never crossed a line. Luckily the man didn’t die. He was in hospital a while but made a full recovery. She knew she had to be certain next time. Rose washed her hands for longer than necessary. The bathroom light flickered above her, the faint buzz of electricity the only sound in the apartment. She scrubbed beneath her nails until the skin burned, until the last trace of metallic smell was gone. Mistakes stayed with you. She dried her hands carefully and stared at her reflection. Calm. Controlled. No visible cracks. She reached beneath the sink and pulled out a slim notebook wrapped in cloth. The pages inside were neat, deliberate.

Rules.  1. Certainty  2. Witness intent  3. No emotion She paused, then added a fourth line.  4. Never rush The ink bled slightly. She closed the book, slid it back into hiding, and turned off the light. She didn’t sleep well that night. Tossing and turning. Angry with herself. The next day, Rose found herself searching for the newspaper story. She told herself it was curiosity. A check. Confirmation that she’d been right. But it was something else too: proof that the world had noticed. The headline wasn’t dramatic. It was short, factual, easy to skim past. MAN FOUND DEAD IN ALLEY — POLICE APPEAL FOR INFORMATION Rose stared at the words for longer than she meant to.

It irritated her — the simplicity of it. The way the truth always got flattened into something easier to swallow.

CHAPTER ONE. INTERVENTION

Sarah  woke before her alarm, the pale light of early evening slipping through the gap in the curtains. For a moment, she lay still, listening to the sounds of the flat — pipes clicking softly, the distant hum of traffic, her phone vibrating faintly on the bedside table. She didn’t pick it up straight away. She already knew what it would be. Eventually, she reached for it and flipped it face up. 3 missed calls. 7 messages. Her chest tightened, not with fear exactly, but with exhaustion. That bone-deep tiredness that came from knowing a conversation was waiting whether she wanted it or not.

She swung her legs out of bed and padded into the kitchen, the cold Lino biting into her feet. The flat was small but tidy, a second-floor place she’d moved into after leaving Mark. Neutral walls. Cheap furniture. Everything chosen for practicality rather than comfort. Safe, she’d told herself at the time. The kettle clicked on. Sarah leaned against the counter and rubbed her eyes. Her reflection in the microwave door looked older than she felt — not in years, but in wear. Her mouth had learned how to set itself carefully. Her shoulders stayed slightly hunched, as if bracing for something. Her phone buzzed again. She ignored it. Sarah  had plans tonight. Proper plans. Not the kind that could be cancelled with a sigh and an apology. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t do that anymore. In the bathroom, she showered longer than necessary, letting the heat loosen the tension in her neck. The steam blurred the mirror, and for a few seconds she enjoyed not seeing herself clearly. When she stepped out, she wrapped herself in a towel and checked the faint bruise on her upper arm — yellowing now, almost gone. She pressed it once, hard enough to hurt. Still there. Still real. Good. She dressed carefully. Jeans she felt comfortable in. Boots she could walk in if she needed to. A dark jumper that didn’t draw attention. She paused, then added a necklace — small, silver, nothing flashy. Just a reminder that she was allowed to like how she looked. The phone buzzed again. This time she picked it up. Mark: You’re being ridiculous Mark: I just want to talk Mark: Don’t do this Sarah stared at the screen, thumb hovering. She typed, deleted, typed again. Sarah : I’m not meeting you tonight.

Three dots appeared almost immediately. Then vanished. Then appeared again. She didn’t wait to see what came next. She locked the phone and slipped it into her bag. Outside, the air was damp and cool, fog already gathering low along the pavement. Sarah pulled her coat tighter around herself and started walking, boots striking the ground in a steady rhythm. She told herself she was fine. She’d told herself that a lot lately. The pub was louder than Sarah  expected. Music spilled out every time the door opened, laughter layered over the bass. She hesitated for a moment on the threshold, scanning the room the way she’d learned to — quickly, automatically. Groups of friends. Couples leaning close. A few men already too drunk for the hour. Nothing immediately wrong. She spotted Lucy at the bar and felt her shoulders drop an inch.

“There you are,” Lucy said, grinning as Sarah  approached. “I thought you’d bailed.” “Thought about it,” Sarah admitted, forcing a smile. “Didn’t.” Lucy studied her for a second, the way only people who knew you well could. “You okay?” Sarah  nodded. Then shrugged. Then nodded again. “Good enough,” she said. They ordered drinks. stuck to cider, nursing it slowly while Lucy talked — about work, about a disastrous date, about nothing at all. Sarah laughed at the right places, let herself relax into the familiar rhythm. For a while, it worked. Then her phone vibrated. She didn’t look at it this time. She didn’t have to. Lucy noticed anyway. “Still him?” Sarah  exhaled. “Yeah.”

“You don’t owe him anything,” Lucy said gently. “I know.” Sarah  stared into her glass. “I just... I hate that he still thinks he gets access. Like I’m something he left behind and can come back for.” Lucy reached out and squeezed her hand. “You don’t belong to him.” Sarah  smiled weakly. “Tell him that.” They stayed another hour. Long enough for the pub to grow warmer, louder, edges softening under alcohol and noise. Sarah checked the time and felt a flicker of relief — late enough that leaving felt justified. “I’m going to head off,” she said, pulling on her coat. “Early start.” Lucy nodded. “Text me when you’re home.” “I will.” Outside, the fog had thickened, streetlights glowing like smudged coins in the mist. Sarah set off, choosing the quieter route home without really thinking about it. She always preferred it — fewer people, fewer chances for awkward encounters.

Her phone buzzed again. She stopped this time. Just for a second. Mark: I’m nearby. Mark: We need to sort this. Her pulse kicked. Nearby could mean anything. Nearby could mean two streets away or standing somewhere she couldn’t see yet. She typed quickly. Sarah : Don’t come near me. The reply came instantly. Mark: You’re overreacting. That old, familiar anger flared — sharp, sudden. Sarah shoved the phone back into her bag and kept walking, faster now. Her boots scuffed slightly against the pavement, breath fogging in front of her.

She told herself she was being paranoid. She told herself she was safe. Then she heard footsteps behind her. Not close. Not yet. But matching her pace. Her shoulders tightened. She didn’t turn around. Not yet. The street narrowed ahead, fog curling into an alley she’d walked through a hundred times before without thinking. She slowed, heart thudding louder than her steps. “Sarah.” The voice landed like a hand on her spine. She stopped. Turned. And saw him.

Mark stood a few feet away, hands raised in mock surrender, his expression already annoyed rather than apologetic. “For fuck’s sake,” he said. “Why are you making such a big deal out of this?” Sarah’s  mouth went dry. “I told you not to come,” she said, hating the way her voice shook. He stepped closer. “You didn’t mean it.” Something inside her hardened. “I did,” she said. “I do. I’m done.” He laughed softly, the sound carrying easily in the fog. “You always say that.” Sarah  took a step back, heel brushing damp brick. “No,” she said. “This time I mean it.” His smile faded. The air shifted — subtle, but unmistakable.

Sarah  felt it then, the moment where things could still go either way. Where a choice hadn’t yet been made. She didn’t see Rose yet. But somewhere behind her, unseen, another presence moved — quiet, deliberate. The night was holding its breath. Rose chose the street because it looked like a story. Fog hugged the kerb, thick enough to soften edges, thin enough to let light leak through in weak bruised halos. The kind of night that let you be anonymous even when you weren’t. The kind of night that made people lower their voices, tighten their coats, hurry. She moved with her hands in her pockets and her head slightly down, the posture of a woman who didn’t want trouble. In truth, trouble was the only thing she was looking for. Not in the obvious places. Not in the brightly lit main roads where drunk laughter slopped out of bars and taxis crawled through traffic. She avoided those. Too much noise, too many eyes, too many angles a camera could catch.

Rose preferred the quieter threads that stitched the city together — side streets, cut-throughs, alleys between buildings where the light struggled to reach the ground. Places where intention was easier to hear. Her phone was in her palm, screen dark. She carried it like a shield, like everyone did, but she wasn’t scrolling. She was listening. The city always gave itself away. A raised voice. A rapid footstep. The stutter of panic in breath. She turned a corner and felt it before she saw it — a tightening in the air, a pressure that made the back of her neck prickle. There were voices ahead. Two, close together. One low and sharp. One higher, pleading. Rose slowed. Let the fog cover her.

She paused at the mouth of an alley and watched. A man stood with his back half-turned to her, shoulders squared, stance wide as if he owned the ground. A woman was pressed near the brick wall, one hand braced against it. Her hair fell forward in messy strands, obscuring her face. The man leaned in. Too close. Too controlling. The woman’s voice cracked. “Please Mark ... just—just stop.” Rose’s hand tightened around her phone. The man spoke again, words indistinct, but the tone was familiar. Not loud. Not yet. That was always the first sign: the confidence that he didn’t need to shout because he had already decided she was smaller than him. Rose felt heat rise in her chest, sharp and clean. Certainty, she reminded herself.

Witness intent. No emotion. Never rush. Rules were anchors. Without them she was simply a woman in a dark alley with a knife in her pocket and a reason she liked too much. Rose took a step closer, careful to keep to the shadow. Her trainers made no sound on the damp pavement. The woman spoke again. “—I said I’m sorry.” Sorry. Apologising. Why were women always apologising? Rose’s jaw clenched. The man’s hand lifted. Rose saw it — the flash of movement, the shape of his arm rising.
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