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A decaying mansion. A dying flock. And something lurking beneath the surface.

Years after vanishing from public life, reclusive millionaire Wentworth Stone breaks his silence with an urgent request – not for a doctor, but for a veterinarian. Lisa Sondnes answers the call, heading deep into the frozen outskirts of Sobolton to find a crumbling estate and a flock of diseased swans behaving in ways no animal should.

Stone insists the birds must be saved. But as Lisa digs into their strange condition, she stumbles upon a hidden cave and realizes something far more sinister may be spreading across the land – something that didn’t die with Stone’s wife all those years ago.

Meanwhile, Sheriff John Tench follows a trail that leads straight to Stone’s past – and to a second secret festering inside the mansion walls. The ghost of a little girl has returned to Sobolton, and her reappearance might be tied to an ancient force ready to rise again.

Swan Territory is the chilling second installment in The Horrors of Sobolton – a haunting supernatural horror series set in a town where secrets rot beneath the snow and the dead are never truly gone.
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Chapter One
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Her heart, which had once pounded with terrifying force – particularly in her final moments – lay still, cushioned inside her chest. All the blood had pooled, stagnant now and recently thawed, while her bones were cold and dead. Wrapped around all of this was her skin, which had been tight and young when she'd died, but now a thick cut ran up her chest with heavy stitches holding the space together. The surface of her bare skin was picked out in the glare of a bright light hanging several feet above the examination table.

Sheriff John Tench and Doctor Robert Law stood on either side of that table, staring down at the girl's corpse.

“I'm still waiting for the results of the last tests,” Law remarked, “but there's certainly no sign of trauma other than the cuts on the back of her neck.”

“And you think those were caused by an animal?”

“Almost certainly.”

“A wolf?”

“Could be,” Law replied. “Why a wolf, though?”

“Just an idea I'm mulling over,” John murmured, unable to take his eyes away from the girl's dead, pale face. “You said you don't think the wound could have killed her, though.”

“Absolutely not,” Law told him, before heading over to the counter and picking up a set of notes. “The damage is superficial at best, it would have hurt but there's no way it could have been fatal. She has scratches on other parts of her body, as you can see, but again those are really nothing harmful.” He paused for a moment as he leafed through the collection of papers on his clipboard. “My educated guess is that she got them from some kind of bush. It's possible she was making her way through some undergrowth.”

“As if she was being chased?” John suggested.

“Well, it's not my job to speculate on such things,” Law pointed out. “But yes, if you want my honest opinion, it's exactly like she was being chased.”

“Do you have a time of death for me yet?”

“You have to understand that the conditions in which she was found were... not ideal,” Law replied. “Ordinarily I'd have been able to pinpoint the time by now, but I'm still working to understand the environmental factors. My best guess at this present moment in time would be between twenty-four and seventy-two hours before she was removed from the ice. I can hopefully be a little more accurate soon.”

He carried the papers back over and looked at the girl's corpse again.

“She was frozen and then thawed out,” he continued. “On a cell level, that causes tremendous damage as the water in her body expands and contracts. I don't mind admitting that this has been one of the more challenging autopsies I've ever conducted.” He glanced at John. “Do you know her name yet?”

Clearly lost in thought, John shook his head.

“Still Little Miss Dead, then,” Law murmured.

“I don't really like people calling her that,” John replied.

“Then you're going to need to find her real name.”

“I know,” John said, and now he sounded a little irritated as he turned and headed to the door. “There are still no relevant reports of missing children that could possibly fit this case. Someone must have been missing her for at least forty-eight hours now, you'd think they'd be raising alarm bells and frantically trying to find her, but all I'm getting is silence.” Opening the door, he stepped out into the corridor. “Can you let me know the instant you pick up on anything else? Even the tiniest clue might help. I've got people checking her clothing, but even that's not yielding anything so far.”

“Why a wolf?”

Stopping, John looked back into the room.

“You've mentioned wolves a few times today already,” Law continued. “We don't really get them much round these parts. I was just wondering why they seem to be on your mind.”

“No reason,” John replied cautiously, preferring to play his cards close to his chest for now. “Just one line of investigation among the many that I'm pursuing. Keep me updated if you have any developments.”

***
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“Lisa Sondnes,” he whispered a short while later, as he sat at the desk in his office, scrolling through some pages on the computer. “Local Sobolton veterinarian missing.”

Finding an old news report from twenty years earlier, he saw a photo of a smiling woman; this, according to the caption, was Lisa Sondnes just a short time before she'd vanished. He had her report on the desk, the same report she'd filed shortly before she'd vanished from her apartment, and he'd also dragged out the files Joe Hicks had written up at the time. Lisa had seemingly disappeared into thin air one night, never to be seen again; Joe had investigated for a while, and the case technically had remained open, but evidently after six months Lisa had become less of a priority, to the extent that there had been no further active attempts to find her.

And no hints, either. She'd simply never been seen again, and there had been no close family members to push to keep the case rumbling along.

“Boss?” Carolyn said, as she gently knocked on his open door. “How's it going?”

“Fine,” he replied, quickly taking some routine paperwork and placing it over some of the printouts he'd been studying. “I'm still just getting used to things.”

“I guess we have our own ways of doing things,” she admitted as she wandered into the room and stopped on the other side of the desk. “You came here from the city, right? It must almost be like moving to Mars.”

“I wouldn't say the culture shock's quite that big,” he said with a faint smile. “Can I help you with something?”

“You asked to be kept informed of any calls,” she reminded him, “no matter how insignificant they might seem. Now, I think my system with the different logbooks worked perfectly well, but I get that you want to keep abreast of any situations that might develop, so in that spirit... I feel obliged to inform you that a Mr. Thomas Cooper who lives on the edge of town had an unfortunate traffic accident this morning.”

She slid a closed folder over to him.

“He hit something.”

“What did he hit? A dog?”

She shook her head.

“A wolf?” he added.

“A wolf?” she replied, clearly puzzled by the suggestion. “You keep -”

“What did he hit?” he asked, taking the folder and opening it, only to find a typed transcript of a phone conversation. He took a moment to scan the details, and then he looked up at her. “A swan?”

“Flattened it, by all accounts.”

“A swan?” he said again. “I didn't know there were any wild swans living in the Sobolton area.”

“There aren't,” she replied. “Not wild, at least. That's why I suppose this might actually be worth looking into. Mr. Cooper went straight over this swan, I mean he really smeared it across the road like some kind of paste, he said there was barely -”

“I get the idea,” John replied, interrupting her. “So a man ran over a swan. You know, I'm starting to see why you had that system with the black notebook and the white notebook. I'm not saying we should go back to it yet, but there might be some virtue in the idea of categorizing calls. It's not like a swan getting run over is a major crime.” He waited for Carolyn to reply, for her to crack some weak joke, but instead he saw a hint of concern in her eyes. “Spit it out,” he added finally. “What's on your mind?”

“It's just that there aren't any wild swans in the area,” she continued, “which means that this one really could only have come from one place. You haven't been here for very long, so I'm guessing that you don't know much about some of the more colorful inhabitants of Sobolton.”

“Let me guess,” John said with a sigh. “This has some connection to some... eccentric local.”

“There's an old house just beyond the edge of town,” she explained. “No-one ever goes there, it's really very separate from the town itself. It's owned by a guy named Wentworth Stone, or at least I think it still is. He doesn't have anything to do with any of us, most people have never even met him, but one thing everyone knows about him is that he has this... collection of swans living on his land.”

“Evidently one of them strayed off the land and into the path of someone's SUV.”

“That's not the only thing, though,” Carolyn said cautiously, and now a hint of fear had reached her eyes. “Sir, I don't mean to spread gossip, but there's really something you should know about Wentworth Stone. Actually, it's more to do with his wife.”
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Chapter Two
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Twenty years earlier...

“It's wrecked,” Greg said as he stood looking at the remains of Lisa's car. “You didn't actually think I'd be able to salvage this thing, did you?”

“Not really,” Lisa replied, standing next to him. “I guess I just kind of... hoped.”

“So what exactly happened?” he asked, turning to her. “Did you lose control on the ice?”

“I'm a good driver.”

“Exactly, so -”

“I had a run-in,” she explained cautiously. “I've been to the sheriff's station and told them all about it, but I could tell they didn't believe me. Have you met the new sheriff yet?”

“I haven't had the pleasure.”

“His name's Hicks,” she continued. “Joe Hicks. I don't know, I might be being unfair, but when I talked to him I got the impression that he really was just waiting for me to leave. He asked a bunch of questions that didn't really lead anywhere, but that just seemed like an exercise in box-ticking. Sometimes I wonder how to get people to take things seriously round here.”

“Did someone break into the surgery?”

“Nothing was stolen,” she explained. “Apart from me, briefly. All the medications are present and correct, which I guess is why the redoubtable Sheriff Hicks doesn't want to waste too much time. I told him that some guy bundled me into my car and drove me out of town, and that I shot the guy and he ran off, but I think Hicks and that annoying Carolyn woman thought I was joking. Or that I was drunk.”

“I never took you for a heavy drinker,” Greg replied.

“I'm not,” she said firmly, still staring at the remains of her car before finally letting out a heavy sigh. “I can tell no-one at the station's really too bothered about what I reported, not unless I can come up with any evidence of my own. And it really doesn't help that the surgery's cameras didn't pick anything up, they went on the blink right before the guy turned up.” She paused for a moment before looking over at some of the other cars parked at the far end of the garage. “I'm going to have to sort all of this out with the insurance company, but while I'm doing that, do you have anything I could rent for a few weeks? Preferably without a stick.”

“I'll set you up with something nice,” he said as he began to make his way over to the desk. “Just give me a minute. Oh, and how's Wade doing, by the way? I haven't seen him for a while.”

“Wade's fine,” she replied bristling slightly but not really wanting to explain the whole situation. “Wade's... off living his best life, I guess.”

***
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“Make sure he gets his medication at the right times,” Lisa said, stroking Brian's side for a moment before looking over at Rosemary Dalton. “If you have trouble making him swallow the tablets, don't be tempted to skip a dose. Come back and let me know, and we'll figure something out. He really needs this stuff.”

“I'm just so grateful to you for saving him,” Rosemary replied, holding the various bottles containing an assortment of pills. “When I think how badly he was hurt, and how much he was bleeding when I brought him in the other day... look at him now! It's a miracle!”

“No miracle required,” Lisa said with a smile, as Brian sat up and licked her hand. “He's a strong boy, though, I have to give him that. A lot of dogs wouldn't have stood a chance with such serious injuries, but Brian's a fighter. I can only assume he was determined to pull through so he could get home and have more bacon treats. Which, by the way, we need to talk about at his next physical. He could stand to be hungry once in a while.”

“Oh, he's not overweight,” Rosemary said, as she and Lisa helped Brian down off the table and onto the floor of the reception area. “He's just big-boned.”

“I want to see him next week,” Lisa replied as she heard the front door opening, “and then probably every two weeks after that, just to make sure that his stitches are doing fine. And if you see even the slightest hint of an infection, even if he's just off his food, you really have to -”

“Doctor Sondnes?”

Turning, she saw Todd Landers from the furniture store standing in the doorway with a somewhat confused expression on his face.

“Hey, Todd,” she said, “what -”

“Can you come and look in the trunk of my car please?” he stammered. “I'm sorry, just... please?”

“I've kind of had a bad experience with the trunks of cars recently,” Lisa replied, as Rachel made her way through from the back office. “Is there a problem?”

“I don't know how to describe it,” Todd continued, seemingly close to tears. “I found it on my way back to town and I managed to get it into my car, but it's acting really weird and I'm not sure what to do now, and I think it's sick so I'm scared that I might be sick too, because what if it's got something contagious and now I've got that all over my hands?” He held his hands up for her to see. “What if I'm infected?”

“I'm sure you'll be fine,” Lisa said cautiously, before heading over to the door. “Okay, let's take a quick look. What exactly did you find out there?”

“Do you think I'm infected?” Todd asked as he led her out into the parking lot.

“I'm sure you're fine,” she replied. “Just don't put your fingers in your mouth.”

“Too late,” he told her, sounding increasingly terrified. “I put my fingers in my mouth while I was driving here.”

“You did?” she said, somewhat confused as she made her way over to a nearby car that had its trunk wide open. “Why did you do that, Todd?”

“I got some candy stuck in my teeth,” he explained, “and I was trying to get it out but it just wouldn't come, so I was alternating holding the wheel with one hand while using the other to try to pry it free. I mean, all the way into town I had my hands in my mouth pretty good, well beyond the knuckle. Do you think it's likely that I would have transferred whatever the bird has from my fingers into my body?”

“The bird?” Lisa replied cautiously as she stepped around to the rear of the car. “Exactly what -”

Before she could finish, she saw the culprit. The trunk of Todd's car was empty save for a single adult swan, which was standing on what appeared to be a hastily-arranged scrap of tarpaulin. Somewhat bemused by the strange sight, Lisa could only stare at the bird for a few seconds, wondering how and why Todd had ended up with a swan in his car, although after a moment she began to realize that this particular swan was barely moving at all, and that the animal was in fact showing only a few signs that it was alive at all.

“You... found this?” she said as Todd stopped next to her. “On the road?”

“Yeah.”

“And you... brought it into town with you?”

“It's sick,” he continued. “I mean, I think so, at least. I'm not an expert on swans, but I think there's something wrong with it and I figured you could help it. Also, it was standing right in the middle of the road, barely moving at all. If someone had come round the corner going any faster, they'd have hit it, and I couldn't bear to think of such a magnificent bird getting killed.”

“I admire that sentiment,” Lisa replied, tilting her head slightly as she made a quick visual inspection of the swan, “and it seems a little docile, but what makes you think that it's sick?”

“Its eyes.”

She turned to him.

“Look at its eyes,” he added.

Lisa hesitated, but she quickly realized that she had no alternative. Figuring that the swan was showing no signs of aggression, she made her way closer to the car, while preparing to pull back in the event of any attack. At first she saw nothing out of the ordinary, but as she stopped right next to the trunk and looked down at the swan's head she realized that in fact Todd had a point. The bird's feathers were white and undamaged, and there was no sign of any kind of traumatic injury, but its eyes...

“I think it's blood,” Todd said nervously as Lisa crouched down and looked directly at the swan's head. “Isn't it? It's bleeding blood from its eyes!”
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Today...

“I'm not gonna lie to you, John,” Joe Hicks said, as he and John strolled slowly along the main street, making their way toward McGinty's as heavy snow continued to fall, “people are talking about it. That's only natural, though. A little girl's been found dead, and they're worried about what it might all mean.”

“Doctor Law's taking another look at the body right now,” John told him. “I'm sure he'll come up with something soon.”

“Bob Law's a good doctor,” Joe mused, before falling silent for a moment as they continued to walk. “Let me tell you a theory I developed pretty early in my career here, John. It's just my own theory, so it's got no fancy ideas to back it up, it's really just a way of me putting into words something that I feel on the gut level.” As if to emphasize that point, he let out a brief burp. “There's no case in the whole world,” he added finally, “that doesn't come with clues.”

“I hope you're right.”

“I'm definitely right,” Joe replied. “Now, that doesn't mean that clues are easy to find, or that they will be found. But somewhere on that girl's body there'll be a clue, or it might be in her clothes, or it might be out at the lake still near the place where she was found.”

“I've got two guys searching the area,” John explained. “The weather's not making things easy.”

“There'll be something, either there or on her body,” Joe said firmly. “You've just got to keep at it, John. You've got to not let up on it for even one moment, because if you do, you'll never find anything out. I sure hate to think of that poor girl on Bob Law's cold metal table, getting cut up and rooted around in, but if that's what's gotta happen, then I don't see any way around it. Bob's a respectful man, he won't put Little Miss Dead through anything more than what she has to go through, if you see what I mean. But you can trust him, if there's anything there, he'll find it.”

“I hope so,” John replied as they reached the door to McGinty's, where Joe stopped and turned to him. “There's something else I wanted to ask you about. Twenty years ago, a local woman named Lisa Sondnes vanished from her -”

Suddenly a woman screamed nearby, followed by another. Turning, John saw something dark racing across the snowy ground, and after a moment he realized that this particular creature appeared to be a rodent of some kind.

“It's a rat!” one of the women shouted. “Look at it, it's huge!”

John watched as the rat raced across the snow, passing him quickly and scurrying off along the sidewalk. And then, before he had a chance to react, he saw a larger shape race past, and he realized that this was some sort of small dog. He opened his mouth to call out, but in that instant the dog caught up to the rat and grabbed it in its jaws, flicking it up and throwing it up into the air before catching it and biting down hard. To his shock, John heard the rat let out a terrified squeak, but already blood was dripping down onto the snow.

“Horatio!” another woman yelled, hurrying past John. “Put that thing down! Bad dog, Horatio! It's a filthy rat!”

Ignoring his owner's commands, Horatio set the rat down and held it in place with one paw, while ripping its head away with the other. More blood pumped out from the shaking corpse, and within seconds the dog had torn the rat's back legs off, pulling out its intestines as well as several internal organs, then shaking the corpse furiously and sending scraps of bloodied meat spraying across the snow.

“Horatio, release!” the woman shouted sternly, standing over her dog and wagging a finger toward its face. “Horatio, stop! Release!”

The dog let out another angry snarl before twisting its head and throwing the rat's carcass aside. As the woman reached down and grabbed its collar, the dog looked around one last time as if he was proud of what he'd done, and he took a moment to pee next to a post, turning a small patch of snow yellow before he was yanked further away. Joe, meanwhile, had already made his way over to look at the remains of the rat, and when John followed he saw that the rodent had been torn to shreds. In fact, although he could see plenty of blood, he really wasn't sure he could identify any of the chewed and destroyed body parts that lay partially covered in scraps of fur.

“I love those dogs,” Joe chuckled. “Born ratters, that's what they are. They don't know any other way. Hey, John, I know it's a little early but why don't we grab a drink in McGinty's? I could use the chance to fill you in on a few other local customs.”

“I'd love to,” John replied, still a little perturbed by the incident he'd witnessed, “but I need to get back to the station. Another time.”

“I've got your back on this, you know,” Joe continued, as he kicked some snow over the rat's corpse, covering it up so that it could no longer be seen. “I'll support you however I can, John, but my advice would be to make a breakthrough in the case soon. You don't necessarily have to catch the murderer just yet, but at the very least come up with a few scraps you can throw to people, so they at least feel like you're making progress. I'd advise starting with her name. Can you do that, John? Can you at least make sure you find out who the hell she is?”
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As soon as he stepped back into the sheriff's department, John realized that something was wrong. Half a dozen people were crowded around the reception desk, where Carolyn seemed to be having trouble getting them to calm down. For a moment the entire scene seemed completely chaotic, until one of the people at the back of the group spotted John and immediately hurried over to him.

“What's the news?” the woman asked, clearly agitated. “Did you find her parents yet?”

“What's her name?” a man added as the rest of the small crowd made their way over and formed a circle around John, keeping him backed against the door. “Did you find out Little Miss Dead's name yet?”

“Our investigation is ongoing,” John said cautiously, “but -”

“What happened to her?” another man asked keenly. “Was she strangled?”

“Was she tortured?” a woman sobbed.

“Was she... done bad by?” another woman added. “You know what I mean. Some people do the most horrible things to children. Especially little girls.”

A murmur of agreement rose up from the assembled citizens.

“It's too early to go into details,” John said, holding up both his hands. “Now, I haven't met any of you folk yet, but I'd like to introduce myself. I'm -”

“We know who you are,” one of the men said frantically, cutting him off. “What we want to know is what you're going to do about this.”

“My name is John Tench,” John continued, opting to take the patient approach, “and as I'm sure you're all well aware, I'm the new sheriff here. I've been meaning to introduce myself properly to as many people as possible, but as you'll appreciate I've had to hit the ground running. This is a very complex investigation that I'm sure will generate a lot of interest, and my officers and I are working round the clock to establish the facts.” He paused, and to his relief he realized that they actually seemed to be listening to him. “We're making progress,” he explained, even though he knew that was a slightly optimistic view of the situation, “and I'm confident that we'll be able to make a breakthrough soon.”

“Joe used to hold public meetings to keep us informed,” one of the women told him. “Are you going to do the same?”

“Yes,” John replied, surprising himself a little, although he knew this was probably a good idea. “Absolutely.”

“So we'll have a meeting tonight, won't we?” a man asked. “The town hall's just down the road. Are you telling us you'll be holding a town hall meeting tonight so you can introduce yourself properly and answer questions about this case?”

“And update us about the developments from today,” another man added.

“I...”

John hesitated, but in that moment he made eye contact with Carolyn; she nodded at him, and he realized that he really needed to keep everyone on his side.

“I am absolutely going to do that,” he said finally, turning back to the gathered crowd. “How does six o'clock sound? I'll provide an update and there'll be an opportunity for anyone to ask a question.”

A murmur
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