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A frozen corpse. A haunted town. And a new sheriff with everything to prove.

When John Tench arrives in the remote town of Sobolton to start his new job as sheriff, he expects a quiet community with the usual small-town secrets. What he doesn’t expect is the bloodied body of a young girl trapped beneath the ice of a frozen lake – or the chilling silence when no-one can identify her.

As paranoia grips the town, sightings of the girl’s ghost begin to spread. Whispers of curses, retribution, and something darker echo through snow-covered streets. Desperate to solve the case and earn the town’s trust, Tench throws himself into the investigation – but the deeper he digs, the colder things get.

Meanwhile, local veterinarian Lisa Sondnes is tracking a rabid wolf through the frostbitten woods. But what she uncovers isn’t just a predator – it’s something unnatural. Something wrong. Something that might be tied to the horrors hidden beneath the ice.

Little Miss Dead is the first chilling installment of The Horrors of Sobolton – a dark paranormal horror series about a town on the edge of something monstrous.
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Chapter One
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A festering mass of human effluent sat rumbling and bubbling, packed into more than fifteen feet of intestinal tract. Wrapped around this bag of mess were numerous organs and veins, protected in some places by ribs and other bones; around this in turn was a varying layer of fat, sitting tight beneath several kilograms of blotchy skin with hair growing in places and patches of dry scales. And around this skin sat cotton and other fabrics, and pinned to one section of the fabric there was a name badge identifying the human individual generally recognized by other people as Sheriff Joseph Hicks.

Former Sheriff Joseph Hicks.

“Now, let me explain one other thing before I get out of your way,” Hicks continued. “As the new sheriff of Sobolton, you're gonna find -”

Before he could finish, he let out a sudden involuntary burp, accompanied by the sound of his large, swollen belly rumbling sympathetically. Reaching down, he winced as he used one hand to gently massage the side of his stomach.

“Sorry about that,” he said with an awkward, slightly pained smile. “Gas. Must've been that chili from last night. My wife's a good cook, but these days -”

Again he burped, and this time he felt several flecks of spittle on his lips; he reached up and wiped those away, before pausing as a sensation of heartburn brought fresh pain to his already tight and uncomfortable chest. At the same time, he was trying – and mostly managing – to hold in gas at the other end.

“You're gonna find,” he said after a few more seconds, wiping sweat from his brow, “that the people here require a human connection. Sobolton's a good old town, and there are about thirty thousand folks living in its boundaries and the overall county and whatnot, which can feel like a lot. Don't feel bad or like a failure if it takes you quite some time to get used to it all, but... the people wouldn't have picked you if they didn't think you were the right man for the job. Just remember that fact in your moments of doubt, John. Remember that an awful lot of people backed you.”

“I won't forget that,” John Tench replied, sitting uncomfortably in the opposite chair, which was already too tight and too low for him; not that he felt he could complain. “I'm honored to be given the chance to serve the people of Sobolton, and I can assure you that I will work tirelessly to keep everyone safe. This is a beautiful place, and it needs to be kept beautiful.”

“The previous... unpleasantness... has left a bad taste,” Hicks continued, adjusting his collar. “A perception of corruption's not a good thing, I see that now. We had to have a good clear-out, which is what led to the slightly unusual situation of the people wanting an outsider to come to Sobolton and take control. Now, I recognize that I might not have kept a tight grip on things before, but I honestly believe...”

He glanced around, as if he was worried that someone might overhear, and then he leaned forward a little and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial hush.

“I honestly believe,” he continued, a little more softly than before, “that some of the accusations against my former deputies were unfounded and mean-spirited. There were some scores being settled, and a few local folks took the opportunity to twist the knife, but that's beside the point. We've all agreed to move on, and you Mr. Tench are supposed to represent a fresh start. Now, I've cooperated with the investigation into what's gone on in this department and I'll continue to cooperate, but I agree with those that say we have to look to the future.”

As his stomach rumbled again, Hicks reached a slightly swollen hand across the desk for John to shake.

“It's in that spirit, John, that I wish you all the best in your new role as sheriff of Sobolton.”

***
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“It's been a quiet morning so far,” Carolyn said, looking down at the register she was supposed to use for recording phone calls. “Mrs. Averbury's cat has gone missing again, although 'missing' would be stretching things a little. I told her it's pretty normal for cats to go out for two, three nights at a time before coming home.”

“Plus this wouldn't be the first time that critter's gone wandering off,” Hicks said, turning to John with a red-faced chuckle. “Approximately half the calls we get at this station are things like that. Carolyn logs them, of course, because she's obliged to do so, but she and I have an understanding that she won't bother me with the details of any unimportant calls.”

“I have a black logbook,” Carolyn said, sounding distinctly bored, “and a white logbook. Sheriff Hicks only looks at the white logbook. The black one just gets... filed in a drawer.”

“Well,” John replied, somewhat taken aback by this approach, “I think from now on, if it's alright, I'd like to have everything just go into the one logbook, and then I'll go through it and decide what's important.”

“You seriously want to do that?” Carolyn asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

“I just think it might be a better system,” John continued. “I might notice something that's important.”

“You don't think I'd notice if something's important?” she asked, seemingly slightly offended by his suggestion.

“I wouldn't doubt you for one second,” John replied, trying to choose his words with great care. “It's just that I'd like to get a... broad view of what's going on in the area, and I think for that to happen, it'd be useful for me to know everything that's being reported. Even things that seem unimportant might help me with the process of gaining that...”

Already he could see that Carolyn was unimpressed.

“Broad view,” he added again, cautiously.

Next to him, Hicks let out another loud burp, followed by a mumbled apology as he wiped his lips and then dabbed some sweat from his forehead.

“Whatever you want,” Carolyn told John, taking the black logbook and making a show of dropping it into the wastepaper basket next to her desk. “After all, you're the boss.”

“Well, you don't have to literally throw it away,” John told her. “You can... hang onto it.”

“For what purpose, Sir?” she asked, putting a little extra emphasis on that last word.

“I don't know. How much of it has been filled up?”

“Almost none,” she replied. “It's a new one. The old one was full, so I started a new one on Friday and today's Monday, so there's barely anything in the new one except the lines I spent some time drawing in for the columns.”

“Well, then it seems like a waste to just throw it away,” John pointed out. “What happened to the old logbook that was full?”

“I burned it.”

“You burned it?”

“Seemed like the best move,” she told him, “but I can totally not do that in future.”

“I think not burning the logbooks would be a good move,” he suggested.

“I'm just following orders,” she said, keeping her gaze fixed on him. “I think stability is very important, Sir, and I'm a stickler for following the rules. That's why I'm pretty much the only person being kept on after the... shall we say, scandal?”

“Excuse me,” Hicks gasped, turning and hurrying off toward the bathroom, waddling slightly as if he was having slight trouble with his legs. “Be right back!”

His stomach grumbled louder than ever as he pushed the door open and disappeared from view, leaving John and Carolyn standing for a few seconds in awkward silence.

“Let me guess,” she said finally, “he told you it's his wife's chili.”

John turned to her.

“That's what he always tells people,” she continued, with a sense of wonder in her voice, “but I don't buy it. For one thing, how often does Loretta cook chili? Every night? No way, that's just beyond belief. Of course, I haven't seen her lately to ask her, but I highly doubt that she's making the same dinner every night. For another thing, if it's having such a dramatic effect on his digestive tract, why wouldn't he ask her to lay off? And third, I don't think hot chili would have such an overwhelming impact, it just couldn't do so many horrible things to one man. Whatever's wrong with him, it seems to be a much more extensive problem that involves some more fundamental problems, and it's been going on for almost a year now.” She paused, still staring up at John. “So, no,” she added finally, “it's not the chili.”

“Good to know,” John replied, feeling as if he'd been given too much information already and wondering whether the old logbook system might in fact be better.

Before he could say anything, however, the phone on Carolyn's desk began to ring.

“He'll be a while,” she added as she answered, nodding toward the bathroom door. “I wouldn't expect to see him again for at least twenty minutes. Sometimes he doesn't surface again 'til lunchtime.”

“I see,” John said, turning to look around the reception area as Carolyn spoke to whoever was on the other end of the line. “I'll keep that in mind.”

Wandering to the opposite wall, he saw various photos of the local area, an area that he still didn't know too well. One photo showed an old building, with a caption identifying this as a place called Middleford Cross, although someone had used a pencil to cross out that name and replace it with the word Overflow; another photo showed what appeared to be a railroad line running directly through a cemetery, while another depicted the dark main street lit up by some kind of neon-covered ice cream parlor. As he looked at more and more of these photos, he felt as if he was seeing disparate parts that somehow failed to quite connect. Could all of these places really be part of Sobolton?

“Sheriff Tench?” Carolyn said suddenly, her voice sounding a lot more tense now.

He turned and saw that she was still holding the phone, but that her entire countenance had changed and she looked distinctly worried.

“Sheriff Tench,” she continued, “we've just got a report in. Someone's found the body of a young girl out at Drifter's Lake.”
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Chapter Two
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“He's just not been himself,” Norman said with a resigned tone to his voice as he looked down at the examination table. “He's been off his food, he's been acting all weird and his stool... I've noticed a distinct change to the pattern and consistency of his stool. Something's not right with him.”

“Well,” Lisa replied, staring down at Bruce the guinea pig, who so far was sitting obediently on the table and showing no signs of distress, “from my cursory exam I can't really find anything obviously wrong with him. His temperature's fine, his vital signs all seem good and he took some food when I offered it to him.”

“But you don't know him,” Norman pointed out. “You don't know his quirks and idiosyncrasies.”

“That's very true,” Lisa admitted, although she was somewhat at a loss for words as the guinea pig continued to merely do nothing remarkable on the table between them. “I can keep him in for observation, Norman, if that would put your mind at rest. Of course, you'd be incurring a cost that I really don't think is necessary, so I'd be happier if you took him home and monitored him, and then in a few days -”

“I'd like him to stay in for observation,” he told her.

“As I mentioned, there's a cost for that,” she explained, “and your pet insurance -”

“I don't care about any of that,” he replied, interrupting her yet again. “When my wife died last year, she made me promise to look after Bruce, and I'm not a man who breaks his promises.”

“Of course not.”

“I want him to have the very best,” he continued, struggling to hold back tears. “If I have to sell a few things to cover the cost, then so be it, but damn it he will not suffer!” He reached up and wiped a few of the first tears away, and then he took a checkbook from the inside pocket of his coat. “Mary-Ann's looking down on us, and if I don't do right by Bruce, she'll come back and haunt me.”

“I'm sure she wouldn't.”

“Oh, she told me she would,” he replied earnestly. “She couldn't be clearer about that. She told me not to worry about her haunting me after she was gone, she said she wouldn't do that, not unless I broke my promise to look after Bruce. Then, she told me, she'd rain hellfire down upon my soul, and Mary-Ann wasn't a woman given to idle threats. So if you don't mind, Doctor Sondnes, I really need to do the right thing.” He looked up at the ceiling, as if he expected to see some kind of avenging angel appear at any moment. “I just can't take the risk.”

He opened the checkbook and took a pen from another pocket. His hand was trembling as he began to fill out some details.

“If you don't mind,” he added, “would you be okay with not cashing this until the end of the week? You'd be saving me having to... move some money around.”

“Let me see what I can do,” Lisa said after a moment. “I'll ask Rachel to shift a few items in the computer, and we can probably give Bruce a night's room and board for free. No need to bother your insurance people or incur any unnecessary costs.”

“You'd do that for us?” Norman replied, looking at her again as fresh tears filled his eyes. His hand was still trembling above the checkbook. “Would you really, Doctor Sondnes? Would you help us out like that?”

“Just don't go spreading it around town,” she said as she walked over to the counter and started tapping at the keyboard. “I don't want everyone knowing that I'm bending the rules for -”

Before she could finish, she heard raised voices out in the waiting room. Turning to look at the door, she realized she could hear not only her nurse-slash-receptionist Rachel but also a worried-sounding female voice, accompanied by the sound of rushing footsteps. She knew something was wrong, but a moment later – before she had time to react – the door burst open and Rachel raced into the examination room with none of her usual calm and coolness.

“I'm sorry to interrupt,” she said breathlessly, “but Lisa, we've got an emergency. Mrs. Dalton's dog Brian has been attacked by some kind of... monster!”

***
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“Okay, just hold this here,” Lisa said, grabbing Rachel's hand and forcing her to push down on the cotton bandage she'd placed on the dog's bleeding flank. “Don't let up, not even for a second, okay?”

“There's so much blood!” Rachel gasped.

“I know, he's lost a lot,” Lisa replied, hurrying around to the other side of the table and grabbing a plastic box from the side. “Something's damn near ripped half his chest out.”

“Is he going to make it?” Rachel asked.

“I don't know,” Lisa said, taking out some medical strips and setting them down, then stepping over to the end of the table and reaching down to open Brian's eyes. A large and rather old fellow, Brian was breathing heavily but as she looked into his eyes Lisa at least saw some signs of life. “He's hanging on, but his vital signs are dropping,” she continued, stepping back over to the middle of the table. “Keep holding that bandage down, Rachel, you're the only thing stopping him from bleeding out right now.”

“What could have done this to him?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” Lisa said as she grabbed a syringe and filled it from a small vial.

“Another dog?”

“Something bigger,” Lisa continued. “Maybe. I'm not sure. There'll be time to figure that out later, but I've never seen damage quite like this. It's extreme, it's almost feral.”

She stepped over to the end of the table again and injected Brian in the scruff of his neck. The fur was matted from a combination of blood and melted snow.

“This'll stop the pain,” she told him. “You're going to drift off, Brian, and then... we're going to try to patch you up, okay? We're going to do everything we can to fix this, and with any luck you'll be right as rain soon.”

“Should you be making promises like that?” Rachel asked.

Lisa looked over at her.

“You always told me,” Rachel continued, “not to make unrealistic promises to people, in case we can't keep them. You said that's one of the most important rules.”

“That's more about the owners,” Lisa replied, hurrying around the table and looking down at the bandage, which was already filling up with more and more soaked blood. “When I ask you to move the bandage aside, I'm going to have to be really fast. He can't afford to lose much more blood or there'll be no getting him back. We don't have time to get all the usual equipment, he's deteriorating too fast, so we're going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.” She glanced at the nurse. “My father taught me some of this stuff, but I never thought I'd have to actually use it. You might think I'm cutting corners here, Rachel, but I'm asking you to trust me because any other approach is going to fail Brian. Do you understand what I'm telling you?”

“Yes,” Rachel replied, although her voice was faltering and she sounded increasingly unsure. “I mean... I think so. I mean... I'll do whatever you tell me to do, Doctor Sondnes. It's all for Brian, right?”

“It's all for Brian,” Lisa said, taking a deep breath as she looked down at the blood-soaked bandage. “We're really not going to have long after the pressure's released. There's no room for error.”

As she held the needle close to the wound, she heard Brian's owner sobbing out in the waiting room. She swallowed hard, but she already knew that she was delaying the inevitable; the dog was on the brink of death already, and she was going to need a miracle if she had any hope of saving him at all.

“On my count,” she continued. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

“Three.”

She moved the needle closer.

“Two.”

“Come on, Brian,” Rachel whispered. “You can pull through.”

“One!”

As soon as Rachel moved the bandage aside, more blood erupted from the central part of the wound. Lisa pushed her hands into the mess, trying to sew the edge section shut, but she quickly found that there was too much blood for her to even see what she was doing.

“Suction!” she yelled, and Rachel immediately introduced the suction extension to clear the site.

“I can barely tell where I am,” Lisa muttered, already finding that so much of the flesh had been torn away, with thick strips hanging down and preventing her from finding a place to start with the needle. “What the hell happened here?”

“I've never seen anything like this,” Rachel replied, moving the extension around to move more blood away. “What did this to him?”

“Whatever it was,” Lisa said, as more and more hot blood pumped out across her hands and she tried in vain to find a way to stem the flow, “it must have had teeth the size of my arm. I have no idea what was responsible for this mess, but I'm telling you one thing. In all my years and all my training, I've never seen anything that could have caused so much damage. At least, nothing that's supposed to live anywhere near Sobolton.”
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Chapter Three
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Snow continued to fall so hard that the windscreen wipers could barely move any out of the way at all, as John drove his cruiser slowly and carefully along the narrow and very icy forest road.

“Are you there yet?” Carolyn's voice asked, crackling over the radio. “I just spoke to Tommy and he's asking for you. He doesn't quite know what to do out there.”

“Just give me a minute,” John replied, glancing at the screen of his phone, which showed his progress along the road as well as a red marker at the edge of the lake. I'm still getting used to driving in this weather. These tires are helping a little, but not as much as I’d like.”

“Yeah, it's a nightmare out there,” Carolyn said. “It's always cold this time of year, but last night there was this real sudden snap that sent the temperature plunging. In all my years, that's a new one.”

“I've never driven in such bad conditions before,” he continued, squinting as he tried to spot the turn-off from the road. Seeing what seemed to be the right gap in the trees, he slowed the cruiser and prepared to turn the wheel, while preparing himself for the inevitable slide. “I don't get how you guys manage to shoot around when there's a blizzard coming down. It gets better in the summer, right?”

“Oh, totally,” Carolyn replied, her voice momentarily becoming fuzzy and distorted over the radio. She added something else, something that John wasn't quite able to make out, before the reception cleared up just a little. “That's what they say, anyway. I was born in Sobolton so I don't really know what it's like to come here and have to get used to it. In some ways, this town is all I've ever known. Do you know what they say about local folk?”

“What do they say?” he asked, barely managing to focus on the conversation as he steered the cruiser onto what turned out to be a surprisingly steep road leading down toward the frozen lake. “Enlighten me.”

“They say we're born with skis on our feet,” she told him.

“Sounds about right,” he replied. “I'll have to give that a try. I've never been skiing but -”

Before he could finish, the cruiser lurched to one side. Although he tried to correct the slide by turning the wheel in the other direction, John was powerless to stop the vehicle bumping down the road, hitting numerous frozen ridges before spinning again until it began to reverse down toward the lake. For a few seconds John remained completely still, trying to work out what he should do next, before finally he took his foot off the throttle and pushed down slowly against the brake pedal, hoping to bring the vehicle to a halt. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the frozen lake getting closer and closer; just as he began to worry that he might have to jump out of the cruiser, the right rear tire bumped at low speed against a frozen tree stump, spinning the vehicle slowly around and bringing it to a halt on an expanse of flat ground.

“What was that?” Carolyn asked. “Sorry, John, you broke up for a moment there.”

“You have no idea,” he murmured, still gripping the wheel for all he was worth, staring out at the huge pine trees rising up into the snowy sky. A moment later he spotted several figures down by the lake about two hundred feet further along the shore, and he realized that they were wearing the uniform of the Sobolton sheriff's department. “Okay,” he added, “it's all good. I made it.”

***
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Still not feeling quite steady on his feet, and worried that he might slip at any moment, John crunched his way through the snow as he approached the half dozen officers who'd gathered not only on the snow but also out on the ice itself. Although his first thought was to order them back to the safety of the shore, as he looked out across the huge frozen lake John realized that these people were locals and that they probably knew best.

“I'm just a fish out of water,” he said under his breath, before correcting himself. “Or a fish out of ice at this time of year.”

Stopping, he saw that the men were gathered around one particular spot in the ice, and he realized that he could just about make out a dark shape beneath the surface. As one of the officers began to make his way over, John carefully eased himself down off the snowy bank and onto the ice, and he felt as if a thousand unused muscles in his legs were working overtime to keep him upright.

“You must be the new sheriff,” the younger man said, walking across the ice with surprising ease, as if he was accustomed to such conditions. He held out a gloved hand. “Tommy Marshall. I'm your deputy.”

“Nice to meet you,” John said, reaching out to shake his hand, “I -”

Before he could finish, his right foot lost all grip, slipping wildly. Although he tried to catch the fall, John was powerless as his other foot slipped as well. His entire body felt as if it was rising up into the sky for a moment, then hovering in mid-air for an absurdly long period of time before he slammed down hard against the ice and let out a shocked gasp. He felt the ice's unforgiving strength holding firm against his body, as if all the shock-waves of the fall had been forced through his own muscles and bones, and for a few seconds he could only stare up at the gray sky and the drifting snow until finally the younger man's concerned face leaned into view.

“Sheriff?” Tommy said cautiously. “Are you...”

“I'm alright,” John replied, slowly testing that statement by checking that he could move his fingers and toes. Once he was sure that he had no broken bones, he began to sit up, although he felt distinctly foolish for having fallen in the first place. “Just getting my... ice legs.”

“Yeah, it can be tough,” Tommy admitted, reaching out a hand and helping him up. “There's a saying about people like us who were born out here. Do you know what it is?”

“That you were born with skis on your feet?”

“Where did you hear that?” Tommy asked, clearly genuinely shocked.

“A little birdie told me,” John replied, looking past him and seeing that the other officers were still gathered around the patch in the ice. “What have we got here?”

“Oh, right,” Tommy said, taking him by the arm as if he was going to help him across the ice. “This way, and I'll show you.”

“I think I'll be able to manage, thank you,” John said, gently moving his hand away before gingerly stepping out toward the others. Immediately he almost slipped again; he managed to stay upright, although he could feel the muscles of his inner thighs working overtime and he knew that he probably looked distinctly foolish. “Just tell me what we're dealing with.”

“Jerome Mackenzie called it in,” Tommy explained, walking alongside him as they approached the others. “He was out walking his dog Calvados and he spotted something. He thought it was nothing, but he came to get a closer look and... well, that's when he phoned me. We're on the same bowling
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