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A soundless, unending scream echoed through Vicky’s skull. Consciousness slammed back with sharp pain, tearing through her leg. Blinking against the sting of blood trickling from a cut on her forehead, she fought to bring the world into focus.

For a moment, nothing made sense. Darkness pressed in on all sides, broken only by a faint shimmer of light above her. She tilted her head and saw a thin ribbon of grey sky, impossibly high, framed by rough, crumbling brickwork.

Realisation hit with sickening force.

She was trapped at the bottom of a damp, long-abandoned well. As her eyes adjusted, the heavy air closed in around her, thick with the pungent reek of wet earth, making every breath slow and effortful. She forced herself to breathe.

Panic wouldn’t help.

She needed facts, not fear.

Easier said than done.

How long had she been unconscious?

Down here, time had no meaning. Every sound felt amplified: the slow drip of water echoed around her, and somewhere above, the faint scuttle of movement stirred unease.

One thing was unmistakable—her right leg throbbed with pain, hot and relentless.

Fractured. There was no denying it.

As the haze cleared, fragments of memory returned. Vicky understood, with bitter clarity, that she had walked straight into a trap.

She pressed a trembling hand to the wall to steady herself. The shaft was deep—twenty feet at least—and the walls offered nothing. The bricks powdered beneath her fingertips, ready to crumble at the slightest pressure. Even uninjured, she’d never make the climb. Now, battered by the fall and however long she’d been lying there, her body was already failing.

Tilting her head towards the distant slice of sky, she drew a breath and shouted, “Help! Down here!” Her voice vanished before it reached open air, swallowed by damp stone.

She sank back against the wall, panic clawing at her ribs—but her mind kept working. Someone would come looking.

DS Murphy would notice her absence. She wasn’t the type to simply disappear, and they were meant to meet later to load boxes into her parents’ garage.

She had to hold on to that.

She shouted again.

Nothing answered.

Then a sound drifted down from above—a low, mocking laugh. “So, the fall didn’t kill you!”

Vicky squinted upward. A face came into focus, split by a grin. James Martin.

Petty thief. Housebreaker. Thirty-five. A record as long as his arm—and a grudge against the police, especially her. She’d arrested him twice.

“You look nice and cosy down there,” he called, his voice echoing off the stone. A woman appeared beside him, long dark hair spilling over her shoulders as she peered down. The woman who had led her here.

Vicky’s throat rasped. “Get help...” she said, uselessly.

Of course they wouldn’t.

Martin laughed.

“James, let’s go,” the woman demanded, tugging at his arm. A chuckle followed. Then the scrape of stone and wood. He was dragging something heavy.

“No... don’t...” Vicky pleaded as panic surged through her chest. The light above began to shrink as the cover scraped across, leaving only thin slits of grey. Strips of light clawed across the upper walls like teasing fingers.

Vicky clawed at the brickwork, trying to rise, but pain dragged her back down.

“Goodbye, detective. And good riddance.”

“Don’t go!”

Too late. They were gone.

The reality hit hard as she squeezed her eyes shut, her heart hammering.

Martin wouldn’t tell a soul where she was.

One day, she could picture him boasting about it over a pint in some distant pub—while she became nothing more than a fading memory. Buried alive.

She shifted, pain flaring viciously through her leg, forcing her jaw tight until it dulled to a heavy throb.

She couldn’t stand. Her body refused.

Silence closed in, broken only by her ragged breathing.

“I will not panic,” she whispered. “Focus.”

Water trickled somewhere nearby. At least she wouldn’t die of thirst. Food didn’t matter—she’d freeze long before starvation took her. Already, she was shivering.

Above her, thin fingers of light danced across the wall. A forgotten place, somewhere on a stretch of common land. Fir trees hemming it in. No dog walkers.

Not in November.

Not after two days of rain and plunging temperatures.

She retraced her steps. The signs had been there.

She’d ignored them—too tired, too distracted. Her father had a heart attack, and though recovering, he was still a worry. The move. Sleepless nights. Stress had clouded her judgment.

And now surrounded by crumbling brick. Sitting on soggy earth. Within a well uncovered just for her. He must have thought the fall would kill her. She let out a short, bitter laugh. “Not yet.”

The light—what little seeped through the cracks in the wooden cover—was already fading as evening crept in. The forecast had warned of more rain. The cover would keep Vicky dry... while also keeping her hidden.

Her feet were numb. Her jacket was still in the car.

And her phone—

Vicky patted her pockets.

Empty. She must have dropped it while chasing the woman. Even if she hadn’t, there’d be no signal down here.

She shifted again, trying to ease the pain. Her boot nudged something buried beneath the wet earth. It rolled away with a hollow clunk against the wall. She leaned forward, squinting, then gave up. Unless it was food, water, or a way out, it didn’t matter.

She called out once more, voice hoarse.

No answer. Only rain drumming softly on the cover above.

When she moved again, her boot struck the object once more.

Unease prickled her skin. She leaned closer, squinting into the thin spill of light filtering through the cracks.

The shape resolved. A human skull.

Cold spread through her chest. If the skull were here, the rest of the body wouldn’t be far. Buried. Forgotten. Another victim swallowed by this place. A faint glint caught her eye—a sliver of gold set in one of the teeth, gleaming dully. She stared at it, wondering who they had been. Dumped here already dead... or left to die slowly?

“Hello there,” she whispered. “Do you have a name?”

The empty sockets stared back beneath thin blades of failing light.

“Not ancient, then,” she murmured. “Gold tooth... a few years old, maybe.”

A memory stirred. Two old cases. Two men with gold teeth. One unresolved disappearance.

Trevor Harris.

Her throat tightened. “So... are you Trevor Harris?”

Silence.

“No answer. Fine. Gold Tooth it is.” She lifted her face towards the cover above, but the light was almost gone now—soon, there would be nothing left but darkness.

Turning back to the skull, she asked softly, “Did anyone miss you?”

The question lingered, echoing in the silence.

For a while, at least, she knew she would be missed.

Pain pressed beneath her ribs; she exhaled slowly, trying to ease it.

Outside, rain drummed on. Vicky parted her lips, catching the stray drops that slipped through the cracks overhead. The cold, damp ground beneath her seemed insignificant now compared to the weight of everything else. How long had she been there?

An hour? Six? The uncertainty gnawed at her.

But sooner or later, her car would be found. Someone would trace her last message—the one she had received just before everything changed. That message, sent with so much hope, had drawn her here.

It had promised answers about the truck robbery.

It had told her to come alone. Naively, she had trusted it.

Her thoughts slipped to her father, only recently home from the hospital, and her mother, waiting anxiously.

Tears stung her eyes.

She clenched her jaw.

“No crying,” she murmured. “If they find me, they’re not seeing tear stains.”

She brushed her fingers against the skull’s gold tooth.

“Looks like you’ve got company.”

Her hand closed around a loose fragment of brick.

She knocked it against the wall.

Once.

Twice.

Nothing answered.

The last light vanished.

She was alone in the dark—

with Gold Tooth.
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Earlier that day, 11:30 a.m.

Boxes were stacked everywhere, crammed with old cooking tools, forgotten gadgets, and things that should have been binned years ago. Vicky had always been a hoarder of what her ex, Michael, liked to call crap. Two years together, and the relationship had finally buckled under the weight of all the things left unsaid—and, apparently, all the things she refused to throw out.

The flat had sold, with the move scheduled for early next month. At first, Vicky assumed there would be plenty of time to get everything sorted. Now, with only days left, she wondered what she’d been thinking. Michael, ever organised, had already settled into his new home weeks earlier.

Hands on her hips, Vicky surveyed the chaos. There was still time—just. But if she didn’t find somewhere soon, it would be her old room at her parents’. Her dad had already started calling it his “study.”

A glance at her watch reminded her she had twenty minutes to get to a viewing. She grabbed her jacket and left, hoping this one might finally be the one.

A Mercedes pulled up just as her thirty-year-old Mini wheezed to a stop outside a tall building converted into flats. Vicky took one look and grimaced. She already didn’t like it.

Eyeing the Mercedes, she guessed it belonged to the letting agent. “Must be doing well for herself,” she muttered, patting the Mini affectionately. Classic, she told herself.

A young woman stepped out, locking the Mercedes with a cheerful chirp before heading toward the steps of 25 Clifton Avenue—two bedrooms, park view at the back.

Vicky knew the park well. Dealers at night, dog walkers in the morning, kids after school. Not ideal, but cheap and only fifteen minutes from work. She’d lived in worse.

Still, no off-street parking. Vicky could already picture herself circling the block every night, swearing under her breath.

She caught up with the estate agent just as the woman was about to unlock the door.

“Hi, I’m Carole Darlington,” she chirped, key poised.

“Yes,” Vicky said. “I’m the one you’re meeting. DI Vicky Pearce.” The full title slipped out automatically.

Carole blinked, her smile tightening for a fraction of a second, then ushered her inside.

The staircase was narrow, the air thick with damp and the faint tang of weed. Carole’s perfume was heavy—too heavy. An attempt to mask the smell, Vicky guessed.

At the second-floor landing, Carole fumbled with a ring of labelled keys. Somewhere above them, a door cracked open, then clicked shut.

“The flat’s been empty a while,” Carole said brightly. “Might be a bit musty.”

Vicky nodded. She’d already decided she wouldn’t take it. If things became desperate, she’d swallow her pride and move back in with her parents—her absolute last resort.

Carole opened the door, then froze on the spot. The keys slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor. In the centre of the bare room sat a tatty pink sofa. A man slumped on it, head tipped back. Grey hair fanned around his skull. He might have been smiling—if not for the neat, round hole in the centre of his forehead.

Vicky sighed. “Does he come with the flat?”

Carole let out a strangled whimper and collapsed where she stood. Vicky swiftly caught her under the arms, supporting her as she gently guided Carole into the corridor. Once they were safely outside, Vicky closed the door behind them, shielding Carole from the distressing scene within.

Later, after ensuring Carole was safe and settled back in her car, Vicky made the necessary call to report the incident. She then pieced together whatever details Carole, still visibly shaken, could share. Carole confirmed that she recognised the man in the flat.

The deceased was Harry Kingston, the landlord and owner of all four flats in the building.

Fifteen minutes later, DS Murphy arrived and paused at the doorway, taking several moments to study the body. “He was smiling at his killer,” he observed quietly. “Poor sod didn’t see it coming.”

“Yeah,” Vicky replied. “I noticed.”

Turning to face her with a frown, Murphy asked, “What are you doing here anyway? You’re off, aren’t you?”

Vicky sighed, feeling her cheeks grow warm. “I was viewing this place.”

From the threshold, Murphy gave the room a slow, incredulous gaze. “You were thinking of living here!?”

“Well, it does come
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