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One

The Cellar Door
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The bell for time had already rung at The King’s Arms, but the regulars lingered, clinging to their pints as if habit alone could stall the night. Rain freckled the windows, neon bleeding across wet cobbles outside, stretching the pub’s reflection into something long and unsteady.

Behind the bar, landlord Gary Holt shuffled glasses into rows that would need redoing come morning. The late barrel delivery gnawed at him. Everything always ran late when the weather turned. He muttered to himself, fingers stiff, and glanced once toward the cellar hatch before looking away again.

He hated going down there alone. Damp walls. A ceiling that pressed too low. The sense that the air never quite cleared, no matter how long the door was left open. He told himself it was foolish, that cellars were cellars, but he still delayed, wiping the bar twice where it didn’t need it.

Duty won.

He unlocked the hatch and flicked the switch. A weak bulb hummed into life, undecided but stubborn. The smell rose to meet him before he took the first step, iron and mildew and old water. Halfway down, his boot slipped. He caught the rail with a curse, heart stuttering as the wood scraped under his palm.

That was when he saw her.

A young woman, propped upright against the stacked barrels as if she had been set there deliberately, instructed to wait. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap. Her pale hair had been combed flat, smoothed until it lay obediently against her skull. Her lips were pressed shut around something pale that protruded slightly from her mouth.

A flower.

A white carnation.

Gary staggered back, the words jamming somewhere behind his teeth. His throat worked, but no sound came. The bulb flickered once, then steadied, throwing the cellar into harsh shadow. And in the dark corners, it looked like more flowers were watching.

***
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BY THE TIME LENA AND Tom reached The King’s Arms, the rain had turned the street into a mirror. Blue tape fluttered against the doors, snapping softly in the breeze, a constable’s torch beam smearing across wet brick as he shifted his grip.

Inside, the pub had been drained of life. Chairs sat askew where people had been ushered out too quickly, the air heavy with disinfectant layered clumsily over stale ale.

“Cellar’s through here, ma’am,” the constable said, his voice lowered instinctively, as if the dead might be disturbed by volume.

Lena took the steps without touching the rail. The instinct was old, automatic. Metal down here would be damp. Everything would be damp. She registered the hum of the bulb before the body, felt her shoulders lift in a reflexive brace, a preparation for impact she no longer questioned.

The cold bit sharply. Metallic. SOCO Amina Chowdhury was already crouched near the barrels, camera poised, mask fogged at the edges.

“Evening,” Amina said. “You’ll like this one.”

“Doubtful,” Lena replied.

She scanned the room, cataloguing without effort. Two exits. The hatch back up to the bar. A fire door at the far end, braced shut with a bent mop handle. No sign of a struggle. No obvious blood. Just the girl, arranged into someone else’s idea of composure.

The anger came, familiar and unwelcome. Not at the dead, never at the dead, but at the care it had taken to make her look acceptable.

Tom hovered near the bottom step, swallowing hard. Lena clocked it and said nothing. He needed space, not sympathy, not a handrail he would come to resent later.

“Name?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Amina said. “No phone on her. Purse was up in the bar. Landlord says a Claire something. We’ll confirm.”

Lena stepped closer. Pale hair combed behind the ears. Hands stacked in her lap, fingers tucked with the precision of someone who had done this before, the way mortuary assistants did when they were finished. White petals at the mouth, the lips pressed as if to accept them.

Carnation. Cheap. Ubiquitous.

“Post-mortem placement,” Amina said, anticipating her thoughts. “No bruising to the lips. Nose looks pinched, but not recent. I’ll know more once we move her.”

“Any sign of transport?” Lena asked.

Amina tilted her chin toward a faint smear on the concrete. “Wheel tracks. Clean. Someone cared about not leaving much.”

Tom cleared his throat. “Hatch lock’s intact. No damage to the frame. Landlord keeps the keys on him and one behind the till. Says no one else touches the cellar.”

“Unless someone told them how to keep it tidy,” Lena said.

She let the word copycat sit unsaid. The petals felt heavier than they should.

Amina’s camera clicked. “You want the flower out now or wait for mortuary?”

“Leave it,” Lena said. “Bag it there. Anything else?”

Amina angled her lens toward the hands. “Nails clipped, no polish, no defensive marks. There’s a faint odour. Not decomposition. Sweet. Could be alcohol. We’ll see.”

Tom shifted, searching for a place to put his hands. “Gary Holt says he came down after time to swap the barrel. Found her like this. Says he hates the cellar anyway.”

“Join the club,” Lena murmured.

She straightened. “Secure the fire door. I want prints off everything that isn’t stone. Tom, you’re with me.”

She said it lightly, deliberately. He needed anchoring more than distance.

“We’re speaking to Holt and pulling CCTV in a one-mile radius. Anything with a lens that ever looked at this street, I want it.”

Tom nodded, pen already out, relief settling into purpose. “Right.”

Lena took one last look. White petals. A neat body in a place built for drink, not for death. The Gardener’s ritual had returned, or someone who understood it well enough to bleed an old fear back into the city.

“Let’s move,” she said.

***
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GARY HOLT SAT BEHIND the bar like a man who had slipped on ice and never stopped falling. His hands shook around a mug of tea he hadn’t touched. The pub felt cavernous without voices, all its warmth wrung out.

“Claire Redfern,” he said before they asked. “Name was on her card. I didn’t; I didn’t look at more. I called. I... you know.”

“You did the right thing,” Tom said gently.

Lena skimmed the purse. Student card. Bus pass. A folded shopping list. A flattened receipt from the university library café, timestamped 20:41. She slid each item into an evidence sleeve, methodical, careful not to rush.

“When did you last see her?” Lena asked.

Gary blinked. “Never. Not that I know of. We get students, sure. But I’d remember her.”

“Keys to the cellar?” Tom prompted.

Gary pointed to the hook beneath the till. “There. And this one.” He lifted a separate key on an old rail badge lanyard. “I keep it on me. I went down because the Amber went. Should’ve gone before time but the delivery was late. Always late when it rains.”

“Anyone else go down there tonight?” Lena asked.

“No. I don’t let staff. Health and safety. Tripped once myself, caught my hip, couldn’t walk right for a week.”

“CCTV?” Tom asked.

“Two cameras. One on the bar, one on the front door. Back door’s knackered. I’ve been meaning to;”

“We’ll take what you’ve got,” Lena said. Her voice stayed soft, controlled. “Did you close the fire door to the alley tonight?”

Gary frowned. “Always is. Bolt sticks. Must’ve put my back into it.”

“We’ll check it,” Tom said.

A uniform approached, hand to his earpiece. “Ma’am? Control’s got footage from the university library. Victim left at twenty-fifty-nine. On foot. There’s a hooded male in the background. Could be nothing.”

Lena felt the familiar tension gather between her brows. “Send it to DI Keane. Pull bus routes from there to Holbeck. Ask Traffic for any ANPR hits near the pub between twenty-one hundred and twenty-three hundred.”

Tom glanced up. “We’ll need her address. Housemates. Parents.”

“On it,” Lena said.

She passed the evidence bag to the scene officer and looked once more toward the open cellar hatch, the damp air creeping up like something restless.

“Claire Redfern,” she said quietly, fixing the name to the place.

***
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THE MORTUARY STOLE heat. Even through gloves, Lena felt the cold settle along her bones, familiar and unwelcome. Amina worked under the strip lights with practised grace, dictating as she moved.

“Female. Early twenties. External injuries minimal. No ligature marks. No petechial haemorrhaging. Lips,” she paused, studying the mouth, “compressed, not split. No staining. We’ll sample ethanol levels. There’s a faint sweet odour around the mouth and hands.”

“Placement after death?” Lena asked.

Amina nodded. “Rigor suggests movement within six hours. Hands positioned. Hair combed. Carnation stem trimmed cleanly. No bruising suggests gentle insertion.”

Tom shifted his weight. “So she wasn’t; she didn’t;”

“Doesn’t look like strangulation or drowning,” Amina said. “Could be poisoning. Could be a depressant with staging.”

Lena watched as the flower was eased from Claire’s mouth. White petals curled, damp at the edges. Amina dropped it into an evidence jar. The soft click against glass felt indecent.

“Carnation’s common,” Tom said, too loud in the quiet. “Corner shop.”

“Common makes it harder to trace,” Lena replied. “Trace it anyway.”

The door opened. Superintendent Gerry Locke’s voice arrived before she did. “How are we?”

“Early,” Lena said.

Locke’s gaze settled on the jar. “Press are circling. If this is what it looks like, that name will be back in every headline by morning.”

“It looks like what someone wants it to look like,” Lena said.

Locke’s mouth flattened. “I’m bringing a consultant in.”

Lena felt resistance tighten, old and instinctive. Theory before touch. Language before bodies.

Tom felt the shift in the room. “A consultant?”

“Forensic psychologist,” Locke said. “She’ll help frame him. Or them. I’m not letting this drag.”

“We’re not dragging,” Lena said.

“Good,” Locke replied. “Then you won’t mind help.”

When the door closed, Tom risked a glance at Lena. “A psychologist?”

“Consultant,” Lena corrected. “They come. They theorise. They leave.”

Amina didn’t look up. “Sometimes they’re useful.”

Lena drew a breath through her teeth and let it out slowly. “We’ll see.”

Amina’s scalpel flashed. “Time of death likely before midnight. Stomach contents minimal. Fluid intake light. There’s something else. We’ll rush tox.”

“When you’re done,” Lena said, tightening her gloves as if that might keep the case from settling into her skin, “test the carnation stem for residue.”

“He?” Tom echoed.

Lena didn’t answer. The word had slipped free, shaped by old ghosts.

***

[image: ]


HE HAD NOT CHOSEN THE carnation for romance. That was a tabloid error. Petals and hearts and florist windows.

This was about etiquette.

He thought of the cellar. The damp. The way the light buzzed as if unsure whether to commit to illumination. He had placed her hands carefully. Hands tell stories, and he had no wish for her to tell one yet.

Control, not ritual.

People liked names. They liked containers. Give them something familiar and they would pour their fear into it with gratitude. He had not invented the one they whispered into microphones. He simply tended it.

A garden thrived on attention. On water, measured correctly. On pruning. On patience. You planted something and waited to see where it took root. Sometimes you discovered new soil. A cellar. A towpath. A city that believed it was safe because it had named the dark.

He closed the notebook, aligning its spine with the edge of the table. He always aligned things. It saved time later.

Rain drummed against the window. Somewhere, a camera had caught a shadow that might be his and might belong to anyone. Somewhere else, a woman with coffee-stained hands was trying to pin him down with facts.

He respected facts. They were the trellis.

Growth, however, did not ask permission.

He considered the next flower.

Not white.

Not hidden.

Something bright enough to force them outside.

Something that would make them look up.

up.
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Two

The Watcher
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In the control room, screens glowed in orderly rows, their muted blue light washing pale faces into something almost underwater. The air was stale with overheated plastic and instant coffee that had gone untouched too long.
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