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Some legends fade. Others fester.

Deep in the forest outside Sobolton, there’s a pit that no-one dares approach. A creature is said to dwell there, waiting in the dark for its next victim. Some say it’s only a story. Others whisper that the creature died long ago. They’re all wrong.

When a young girl is found dead, Sheriff John Tench is pulled into a mystery that runs deeper than he ever imagined. The trail leads him to the edge of town – and into one of Sobolton’s oldest and darkest legends. What he finds there could destroy everything he thought he knew about his community, and about himself.

Meanwhile, Lisa begins to experience strange inconsistencies in her daily life – subtle, creeping signs that reality might not be what it seems. As buried memories surface and a hidden enemy draws closer, she realizes the past isn’t done with her yet.

In a Lonely Grave is the fourth book in the Horrors of Sobolton series, which tells the story of one small town's struggle to deal with the paranormal monstrosities on its doorstep. Each book tells a standalone story, but there are cliffhangers and readers are recommended to go through the series in order.
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Chapter One
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Today...

“Ida, over here!” Edie Giffone called out, leaning heavily on her shopping cart as she tried to reach for the fluffy rabbit on a lower shelf. “Ida! I found one!”

“Hold on!” Ida Stanford yelled back at her, having just completed the significant task of turning her cart to head down another aisle. “I'm on my way! Just... give me a minute or two, will you?”

“Donald Wayside?”

Startled, Donald turned away from the shelf he'd been busy stacking, and he was surprised to find that two men in uniform were standing nearby.

“I'm Sheriff John Tench,” John continued, “and this is Deputy Tommy Marshall. You left a message with our office about a matter that might be of some interest in one of our cases.”

“Right,” Donald said, clearly a little nervous as he stepped away from the shelves. “Sorry, it never occurred to me that you'd turn up at work like this.” He glanced around. “People are gonna think I'm in trouble for something.”

“I can assure you, that's not the case,” John told him.

“Unless you know something that we don't,” Tommy added.

John turned to him.

“Sorry,” Tommy mouthed silently.

“You called the station and said you might have information about this dress,” John continued, holding up his phone to reveal the photo of the black dress that had been taken from the dead girl in the morgue. “You said you might be able to help us identify it.”

“That's right,” Donald said with a relieved sigh. “Sorry, I've been away for a short while in Pine Ridge, taking care of my mom. She's getting on now and she's a little restless, and I don't blame her, there's something about Pine Ridge lately that makes me feel real uncomfortable. It's almost like there’s this singing in the air, like something's in the background and it's constantly buzzing but I can't quite get a handle on it, and I'm pretty sure Mom notices it too, I think everyone does, but it's just been going on and on and I can't work out what to do. To be honest, I think she might need to go into a retirement home, but she insists she's not ready for that yet. It's just that I feel like this buzz, it's almost like a scream really, is driving her and everyone else there round the bend.”

He fell silent as he took a moment to catch his breath.

John and Tommy stared back at him.

“But you're here about the dress,” Donald added. “I was just trying to explain why I didn't see your little poster about it until now. So I got back into town and I saw the picture, and I immediately realized that I recognized it. I'm absolutely certain that I processed it here at the store some time last year.”

“When you say processed,” John replied cautiously, “what exactly do you mean?”

“I have an excellent photographic memory,” Donald continued proudly. “That was a nice little dress. The tag was missing, but that doesn't usually bother our customers.” He moved aside to let Edie and Ida get to some more stuffed animals. “But it was lightly stained,” he explained, “and I've got an eye for these things, I knew it probably wouldn't sell and that it'd be more valuable in the rag box.”

“The rag box?” John asked.

“We get paid for certain fabrics by weight,” he explained. “So I shoved that dress into the rag box out in the yard behind the store, and I assume it was picked up by the guys who come around and empty the box once a month. Then we get paid for it all, you see?” He furrowed his brow. “But sometimes people go through that box. We try to stop them, we've been putting up signs and fences and whatnot, but if they're determined... so it's possible that someone got that dress out of the rag box and took it away.”

“Why would they do that?” John replied.

“I guess they can't afford to come in and buy things,” Donald told him. “It's sad, really, but let's be honest. Some people these days just can't afford to feed and clothe their families, so they resort to stealing. I'm not judging them. I'm not exactly a wealthy man myself, and while I've never resorted to theft, I understand that sometimes people just get so desperate that they have to do what it takes.”

“And you're sure that this dress was one of the items in your... rag box?” John asked.

“I'm sure,” Donald replied, nodding sagely as he stared at the phone. “Like I said, photographic memory,” he added, tapping the side of his head. “I'm pretty sure it would have been almost exactly a year ago. Does that help with your investigation in any way?”

“It might well do,” John muttered. “I don't suppose you have any cameras covering the backyard and the rag box, do you?”

***
[image: ]


“I mean, it wasn't really about the money,” Baz Wallentrip said as he stood on a gantry overlooking the shop floor, having to raise his voice so as to be heard about the sound of saws and grinders running below. “I only called it in because I needed to file an insurance claim.”

“And this was a year ago?” John asked, raising his voice too.

“It sounds so petty now,” Baz continued. “I just noticed things... moving around in the waste yard sometimes. I stuck up a cheap little camera, and lo and behold it turned out that some guy was breaking into the yard some nights and stealing scraps of wood and metal.”

“Did you get a good look at the guy?”

“The camera was pretty low quality,” Baz admitted. “It was barely one step up from a potato. It was just enough to show that the guy was running in and out from the edge of the forest. He seemed to be coming from somewhere up around Cutter's Hill, but obviously I don't know much more than that.”

“Do you still have the footage?”

“Sorry, the system automatically deletes it. I gave a copy to Sheriff Hicks, though.”

“That copy is, for some reason, missing from our archive,” John admitted, clearly a little irritated by that fact. “How long did these thefts go on for?”

“On and off, a few months,” Baz explained. “Eventually the insurance company said I had to put up a much bigger deterrent, so I installed that massive fence. Waste of time, really, but there was always a worry that the guy would escalate and start stealing larger items, or that he could injure himself and then I'd face some kind of liability issue. The law's an ass sometimes.” He led John and Tommy to the window and nodded toward a large green gate at the rear of the yard, with sharp metal spikes running along the top. “Once that thing was in place, I never saw the guy again. I guess he's had to start stealing scraps from someone else's place.”

“Is that the road he was taking?” John asked, spotting a dirt track winding away from the property and threading into the forest.

“I sometimes wonder what really goes on out there,” Baz said with a sigh. “The scraps this guy was taking were pretty small, just whatever he could carry each time. I can't imagine they'd have been a whole lot of use, but I guess he needed them for something. Either that, or he was one of those hoarders who just take stuff for the sake of taking it. Anyway, it's not a problem now and Sheriff Hicks didn't seem too interested.” He paused. “Sheriff Tench, do you mind if I ask why you're here today?”

“Just following up on some old leads,” John told him. “Trying to put two and two together and come up with something at least vaguely close to the number four.”

“Hell of a thing that happened to old Joe Hicks,” Baz continued. “I used to see him sometimes in McGinty's after he retired, he was always blowing off steam and setting the world to rights.” He paused again. “Is it really true that he got... eaten by wolves?”

“Not eaten,” Tommy said firmly. “Just pulled apart.”

“It was a horrible incident,” John explained. “I had some people go out to look for the wolves, but there's been no trace of them since. We're still looking into a number of factors that might have contributed to what happened.”

“I remember seeing Joe Hicks around when I was a kid,” Baz chuckled. “He was a big presence in this town and I know a lot of people still miss him.” He glanced down at John's notebook, just as one of the machines on the shop floor started grinding particularly loudly. “But I'm sure we're all safe in your capable hands, Sheriff Tench,” he added. “Whatever you're looking for, I hope you find it.”

“Me too,” John replied, trying to remain polite even as his mind raced. He stared out the window for a moment, watching the road leading into the forest. “Believe me, we're working on it.”
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Chapter Two
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Twenty years earlier...

“I swear,” Rachel muttered as she leaned against the reception counter and made some notes on her clipboard, “I've never done so much paperwork about a guinea pig. Little Bruce is really confounding everyone, huh?”

She added a few more notes, and then she glanced over to see that Lisa was typing rapidly on the computer's keyboard. She waited, watching her boss for a few seconds, wondering why lately she'd seemed as if her head was lost in some other world.

“Lisa?”

“Hmm?”

“Forget it,” Rachel said as she finished the form and began to put it away in the filing cabinet. “I was just rambling on about little Bruce and wondering if we're ever going to get to the bottom of what's wrong with him. He must be pretty much our most regular visitor these days.”

Again she waited for an answer, and again she felt as if she might as well be talking to a brick wall.

“Okay, Lisa,” she said finally, “what gives?”

“Hmm?”

“Your mind is somewhere else entirely,” Rachel continued.

“No, I'm fine,” Lisa said, although she seemed a little spaced out as she turned to Rachel. “Sorry, I'm just dealing with a million things at once, that's all.”

“You look exhausted,” Rachel pointed out. “The bags under your eyes are developing their own bags.”

“Are you suggesting that my work's slipping?”

“Not at all,” Rachel said firmly. “I know you'd never let that happen. It's just that, for a little while now, it's been as if you're not quite focusing on everything else. Lisa, I hate to say this and I hope you don't think I'm being rude, but you've completely lost your chit chat.”

“My... chit chat?”

“Your small-talk. Your ability to shoot the breeze when we're quiet for a little while.” She let out a heavy sigh. “And now I feel like I'm nagging, but the point is, something's obviously got all your attention. Hell, you haven't even been asking me about my handball team. You always used to make fun of that, and now you never even mention it.”

“I wasn't making fun,” Lisa replied. “I just... really didn't get it.”

“I'm sorry,” Rachel said, forcing a smile, “I feel like I'm out of order here. I'll stop bothering you. I just hope you know that, if you need anything, you can always talk to me. I know this... change seemed to occur right after Wade dropped by to visit, and I know you might still be a little sore about everything that happened. If you like, you and I could grab a drink after work. I know you don't really drink alcohol, but we could go to the diner. I guess what I'm offering here is... I like to think of myself as a friend, and I can be a good sounding board.”

“Thank you for the offer,” Lisa replied, checking her watch and then grabbing her coat from the hook on the wall before hurrying to the door, “but I don't have time today. There are no more appointments, so I'm going to head out a little early.”

“You've left early every day this week,” Rachel pointed out. “And that's quite a change considering you never left early even once before that.”

“I'll see you in the morning,” Lisa said, conspicuously ignoring that comment as she headed outside. “Just lock up as usual.”

“Will do,” Rachel replied as the door swung shut, leaving her standing alone in the reception area. “Have a good evening, Lisa. Whatever you end up doing.”
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“I don't usually go rooting through the trash, obviously,” the motel manager said, stepping back from the large waste container around the back of the building, “but there's a crack at the bottom and this liquid started leaking out.”

He nodded toward a dark trail that ran from the container and down into a cracked drain set into the tarmac.

“Anyway,” he continued, “the smell was getting pretty bad once the weather picked up. If it had still been snowing, I might not have had to take a look at it at all, but enough people were grinding my ass about the whole thing that eventually I figured I'd better take a look. And to be fair, the smell was atrocious. Like, I actually started gagging once I started going through the bags. Oh, and another thing, the company that's supposed to pick this stuff up hasn't been seen for a month, so that's why it's getting really full and...”

His voice trailed off for a moment, and then he looked at the container again and watched as a swarm of flies buzzed in the air. Having been disturbed earlier, the flies were clearly keen to get back to their feast.

“Anyway,” the manager said, with the resigned air of someone who really didn't want to be dealing with this mess on a Monday morning, “I took a look and I ended up calling you guys. I guess you can see why.” He sniffed and picked something from the inside of his left nostril, examining the blob before flicking it against the wall. “Can I go now?”

Standing on tiptoes, Sheriff Joe Hicks peered down into the container. Some bags of trash were still on either side, but his eyes were very much focused on the partially rotten corpse resting at the bottom in a shallow pool of pale brown water, with thick white maggots still crawling across the discolored flesh. The eyes had been eaten out of their sockets, and a few flies still insisted on exploring the remaining meat.

“Yeah,” Joe muttered finally, swallowing hard as he saw that the dead man's neck appeared to be bent at an angle. “You can go.”

“I'm not a suspect, am I?”

“Huh?” Joe turned to him. “No, you're not a suspect. I'm going to have to block off this entire parking lot for at least the next two days, though. And I need you to go through your guest list from the past month or so to see whether -”

“Oh, I already know who it is,” the manager said, cutting him off. “I told your receptionist. He's this guy Wade something, I can look up his surname on the system. He stayed about a month ago and shot off without dropping his key in the box on the desk. Not that it was a problem, because his bill was already settled.” He sniffed again. “I didn't think much more of him, to be honest, until I saw him in there. I do think he had a female visitor, though, on the night he died.”

“And why do you think that?” Joe asked.

“I found... evidence in the trash in the bathroom,” the manager explained. “I'm afraid I didn't keep that, but it's most likely in one of these trash bags if you want to go through and search.”

“I don't think that's going to be necessary,” Joe told him. “Thank you, you've been very helpful. I'll get someone to come inside and take down any other information you might have about the guest.”

“Do you think he was murdered?” the manager asked.

Joe looked over at his deputy, Walton Major, and then he turned to the manager again.

“Well, I think there's a fair chance of that,” he told the man. “People don't tend to climb into dumpsters and then just die, do they? Especially not with their necks broken.”

“Is his neck broken?” the manager replied.

“Please go inside, Mr. Barnett,” Joe continued, “and I'll send someone to gather those details. For now, this is a crime scene and I need to make sure that it's kept nice and secure. I'd also appreciate it if you didn't tell anyone else about what's happened here. We need to be discreet and follow protocol as we begin our investigation.”

“Alright, I'll keep my mouth shut from now on,” the man said, turning and wandering around the corner, “but you should have mentioned that sooner. I've told a bunch of people already, I'm sure the news is all over town. I even called my brother in Denver and told him all about it.”

“May the saints preserve our sanity,” Joe said with a heavy sigh, as Walton headed over to join him and looked down into the dumpster.

“How long do you reckon he's been in there?”

“That's for our wonderful medical examiner to determine,” Joe explained, before glancing around the empty parking lot. “Get the corpse out of here. And Walton, I'm sure I don't need to tell you that we need to be discreet about this situation. Apparently a lot of information has managed to leak out already. I'd rather try to stem that flow, if you catch what I mean.”

“Aye aye,” Walton said, nodding seriously.

The two men looked down once again into the dumpster, staring at Wade's corpse. Although they both wanted to look away, Joe and Walton – each in their own individual way – felt compelled to stare at the rotten corpse, as if on some level they were eager to witness death in all its ignominious glory. They remained silent for a couple of minutes, disturbed only by the sound of flies buzzing all around them, until finally Walton was the first to pull away.

“I'd better go and talk to that manager guy,” he said, seemingly feeling a little nauseous as he hurried around the corner. “I think I might need a glass of water too.”

“This wasn't a very dignified way to go,” Joe muttered darkly, as he continued to stare at Wade's bloated corpse resting in the filthy water at the bottom of the dumpster. “Wade, young man, exactly what kind of trouble did you get yourself into?”
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Chapter Three
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Today...

The locker door swung open with a loud creaking sound, and then the tray slid out to reveal the refrigerated body of the dead young girl, covered for the most part by a simple white sheet.

“How much longer are we gonna keep her like this, John?” Doctor Robert Law asked, looking down at the girl from one side of the tray. “I know we're following protocol, but... it just doesn't seem right.”

“I keep telling myself that we're going to track down her family,” John replied, standing on the tray's other side. After a moment, as a mark of respect, he removed his hat. “I've been telling myself that for over a month now. There has to be someone out there who cares about her, who'd want to arrange her funeral, but...”

His voice trailed off as both men stared at the girl's pale features.

“I guess I'm just clinging to the hope that someone out there misses her.”

“Because you think that's the truth,” Robert replied, looking over at him, “or because you hope that's the way the world works?”

“I'm not a sentimental man,” John countered. “I pride myself on my logic and reason. Logic dictates that a child, a young child, should always be loved by someone.” He paused. “And I'm aware how naive I sound when I say that,” he added. “I guess I'm just not quite ready to surrender all hope just yet.”

“I've had the stains on the dress analyzed,” Robert continued. “I'd picked up on them before. I mentioned them in the report I sent you a while back. From what we can tell, the stains were caused by some kind of cleaning agent. I was thinking that might help us somehow, but if the stains were on the dress when it was taken from the thrift store, I guess that means they're not relevant.” He let out a heavy sigh. “I'll get some more tests run, though,” he muttered. “Might as well do what we can, at least while we can't do anything useful.”

“Put her away,” John murmured, turning and making his way across the room. “I don't even know why I asked to see her again. I guess I just wanted to remind myself what's at stake.” He stopped and turned to watch as Robert slid the tray back into the chamber and shut the door. “You're right, she shouldn't still be here. She should have been given a proper burial by now, but our hands are tied, at least for a while. Eventually, though, the county's going to have to step in and make arrangements.”

“Do you really think it'll come to that?”

“I'm going to head out to Cutter's Hill in the morning,” John explained. “It's probably nothing, but I'm working on a hunch that just might be connected to the case. Do you know anything about that part of the forest?”

“It's no good for hunting or fishing.”

“So it might be a good place for a person to hide out without attracting too much attention?”

“What's this about, John?”

Although he opened his mouth to reply, John quickly reminded himself that he needed to be a little more cautious. He wasn't a man given to wild flights of fancy, and he certainly didn't want to admit that he was entertaining any truly unusual or unlikely thoughts; instead, he figured that his best bet would simply be to check out a few small crackpot theories and eliminate them, rather than giving voice to every insane idea that floated across his mind. Above all, he really didn't want to open the door to any discussion of... strange or alternative theories.

“It's nothing,” he said finally. “Almost certainly nothing, at least. If anything comes up, I'll be sure to keep you posted. Meanwhile, as soon as you get any more information about the stains on that dress, can you let me know?” He turned and walked out of the room. “I like to let facts lead my investigations, not wild conjecture.”

“A wise and noble approach,” Robert said once he'd been left alone in the examination room. “If not always the correct one.”
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“Here you go, Sheriff Tench,” Pete said as he set a pint of beer on the bar. “On the house. Think of it as my way of welcoming you to my humble bar.”

“That's very kind of you,” John replied, forcing a smile even though he felt like a fish out of water. “I hope you don't think I'm going around town expecting freebies, though. I'm more than happy to pay my way.”

He waited for the barman to offer some kind of quip or funny retort, but instead an uncomfortable silence settled even as music continued to play on the jukebox in the corner. Having long intended to visit the bar and try to befriend some of the locals, John was now starting to feel that he just might be a little out of his depth; he'd never really been much for drinking, and bar culture felt strangely alien to him, which made the situation especially complicated since he knew that Joe Hicks had reveled in the company of the very men who now sat around watching his own efforts in silence.

This visit, he realized now, might have been a mistake.

“Still sad to think about old Joe Hicks,” one of the men in a nearby booth said finally. “He was a good man.”

“He was,” John half-lied.

“Torn apart by wolves, they say,” the man continued, before taking a sip of beer. “That's not quite the ending many of us around here had in mind for him.”

“You were there, Sheriff Tench, weren't you?”

“I was,” John admitted, fully aware now that the conversation was getting into territory that he'd rather avoid.

“Did the wolves just go for him,” one of the other men asked, “with no provocation? Is that really what happened?”

“The situation was complicated,” John admitted, turning to
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