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PROLOGUE


 


 


Mike swiveled his chair around to his second monitor, closing the little notification that told him there was activity down in row fourteen. At this time of night, the faintest sound of commotion was a crash of heavy metal, so he’d know if anyone was hiding out in here. He ignored it, instead turning back to more pressing matters. 


Mike put his feet up on the desk and reasoned that there was no point paying for a night shift worker when this was the easiest part of the job anyway. He’d been the owner of Securicall Storage for twelve years now, and he’d gone through staff members like his wife went through wine bottles. Sometimes, it was just easier to do things yourself, not to mention he was saving on costs at a time when even the one percent had to cut corners. 


One of his monitors displayed a grid of camera feeds. They were his virtual eyes, so he could sit in his office and kill the hours without needing to strain his ankles. His second monitor was running a Steven Seagal film that he’d managed to find streaming, and the film’s 100-minute runtime would be enough to see this shift to a conclusion. 


Here in no man’s land, West Virginia, the law stated that someone had to be present at publicly open twenty-four-hour operations until midnight. Apparently, it deterred gangs from using these grounds as safe havens to meet up and exchange drugs. It was one of those laws that made no sense if you scrutinized it for more than a few seconds, because it wasn’t like there weren’t a million places around here that gangs could use as a backdrop for their drug deals. It was also one of those laws that most business owners didn’t even know about, not until one of your goody-two-shoes ex-employees snitched on you. That guy had been weird as hell. No wonder Mike had fired him. 


Mike ruffled a few papers with his feet, removing them from his peripheral vision so he could focus on the unfolding storyline on screen. Seagal was in shackles in the back of a military van, and he’d just told one of his captors that he used to be a hitman. Already the immersion fell apart because the old actor was around fifty pounds overweight and looked like he couldn’t outrun a field mouse. Like he could sneak up on anyone. You’d hear him coming a mile away. 


Mike ruminated on the idea for a moment, getting distracted by his own thoughts, watching the visuals on screen but not really processing them. It wasn’t until something flashed on his second monitor that he suddenly snapped back to reality. 


He swung his feet off the desk and assumed the business position. On the grid, one of the feeds registered recent activity again with a little green flashing light. It was the camera on row fourteen, and of course it would be at the furthest part of the building from his office. He really didn’t want to make the trip down there, not when he was trying to marry the final two hours of the night with this film’s runtime. If he overshot the mark, he’d either have to stay ten minutes later or remind himself to watch the ending another time, which he’d never do. Another project left unfinished. 


Mike peered closer at the camera but didn’t see any moving parts. Probably a rat, or dust particles on the camera lens. Mike went back to killing the hours, but the green light flickered back up again. This time, Mike caught a fast-moving blur that tickled his eyeball. Gone as quickly as it arrived. 


Row fourteen, the worst row. Something about activity registering in the furthest reaches of the building unnerved Mike, as though a sinister culprit might be aware of the distance between themselves and a night worker and was using it to their advantage. Mike sighed, pulled a crowbar from his drawer, and set out to investigate the source of his disturbance. Sometimes, homeless guys took their chances here. If they slipped in after midnight and left before eight, nothing was stopping them from living here as much as they wanted. It happened more times than Mike cared to admit,  and he’d sometimes catch a few strays in the morning. But he couldn’t fault those guys for using their brains. Why take their chances on the streets when they had an unguarded roof right here? If he was homeless, he’d do the same thing. 


Mike shuffled his way noisily down the aisles. Hopefully his activity would scare any troublemakers away, or remind potential homeless guys to try again at a more opportune time. Mike had an obligation to kick any chance-lodgers out, even though it pained him to do so. The motion sensor lights marked his path down the staircase, through the bottom floor, eventually coming to the long and silent row fourteen. 


A beam of unbroken light drew his attention to one unit in particular. Unit three hundred. Mike knew this unit well because he’d been the one to in-process the owner, take his details, making idle conversation while Mike did his credit check. Mike remembered joking about giving the guy a discount because he’d landed on a round number, but the joke turned out to be in bad taste because the owner had recently lost everything he held dear: his wife, his house, his investments. That was why he was checking his belongings into a storage unit because he had nowhere else to go. 


The door was slightly raised, like the owner had left in a hurry. Or it had been jammed. Mike cursed himself for hoping it was the former as that would cost him less money, then had to stop and invoke a little humanity. The belongings inside some of these units were all that some people had, people who were down on their luck and just needed somewhere to stash the relics of a once-happy life. 


If it was up to Mike, the owners of these units could sleep here if they wanted to, but the legal requirements for overnight lodging were too complex and expensive. Mike could turn a blind eye to the odd night, but long-term sheltering was an area best left untouched. That was how drug dens were born. 


 “Hello?” Mike knocked on the door. “Anyone in there?” 


No response. No panicked shuffling from within. He tried again. 


“Just wanted to check if everything was alright.” Then after a moment of deliberation, he added, “It’s fine if you’re staying in there tonight.” 


Still nothing. Mike gripped the handle on the door and went to close it, but curiosity got the better of him. The man who owned this unit had fascinated him during their brief exchange. What was his name? Something basic and corporate, as though an AI machine had built a middle-manager from the ground up.  


David, that was it. He couldn’t remember his surname for the life of him, though. David had apparently made some bad calls and lost all his cash in a few backdoor schemes. Mike thought it odd that a stranger was so willing to tell his story despite the tragic details, but Mike guessed he was just desperate for any kind of human connection. He was probably the kind of guy who’d made such investments so he would have a story to impress people, but ended up telling that story with a different ending. 


“David?” Mike asked, one last try. “I just wanted to check before I closed the door.” Mike spoke the words loud enough for the cameras to catch in case of any legal repercussions. Peeking inside storage units was a big no-no unless he had a good reason. 


Curiosity itched away, prickling at his fingertips. What did a lost man’s possessions look like? This David fellow had apparently been pretty wealthy in a previous life. What if there were piles of money in here? He’d always imagined that rich people hoarded gold bars and priceless ornaments, as absurd as the image was. One peek wouldn’t hurt, right? If anyone asked, he could just say he was checking on the owner. After all, the guy was down on his luck. What if, God forbid, he’d opted for a permanent solution to his temporary problem? 


Mike pulled the door a little, ignoring the mounting dread in his stomach, feeling as though he was about to cross some taboo boundary. Every fiber of his being told him this was a bad idea, but at the same time he felt he had a duty to look inside. The beam of light from within grew bigger, and first he noticed a mattress and a few pillows, but before he could really process the contents, something reached out and grabbed his leg. 


“Jesus, God,” Mike shouted and stepped back in fright. Down at his feet, something small and black and alive scurried in a circle. 


Not a human hand as his first impulse told him. Just a rat. 


“Damn thing,” Mike said as he caught his breath. He’d seen a million of these things in his life, so why did they still shock him whenever he caught one? They usually found their way in through the river at the back of the building, probably scampering through the plumbing system and taking residence in some of the more barren units. 


This must have been the culprit, Mike realized, laughing away the distress. The cameras must have picked up this little intruder. That’s why he couldn’t see anything noticeable on the cameras short of a little black smudge. 


“Waste of time,” Mike said. He lifted the door up a little further to summon the momentum to push it down and lock it in one swift movement, and as the door opening reached his eye level, Mike froze in place. All his energy suddenly depleted as he stared at the unit’s contents, illuminated by the golden flow of the bulb hanging from the ceiling.  


Old furniture. An air conditioning unit. Piles of books. A guitar. 


And David. The same man who’d shared his woes and promised to keep quiet if he ever needed to sleep in here. The man who’d handed over a year’s deposit in cash with tears in his eyes. The man who Mike had felt sorry for, wondering just how a successful man could be reduced to such despair. 


David was here, flesh and bones and a tattered old suit jacket over a black t-shirt. 


Kneeling in a pool of blood, elbows resting on a wooden chair, hands locked together in prayer. 


Mike clutched his hand to his mouth but screamed anyway, more than loud enough for the cameras to pick up. 


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Ella Dark’s apartment had been scorched from floor to ceiling in a blazing inferno about two months ago. Refurbishments had now restored the place to somewhat livable, but soot still lingered in the air, a reminder of what had once gone down here. If nothing else, it reinforced the notion that while her battles hadn’t been without scars, she’d still come out on top. 


She found herself lost in the blank canvas that was her living room wall, freshly painted but still bearing the marks of a fire beneath. A few more coats and it would be back to normal, the landlord said. Ella still saw a seared rectangle of various shades of black, at the center of which was a vague circle, moving and rotating and inviting her inward. Perhaps a doorway to another realm. A world of death and despair, where blood lined the streets and murder victims replayed their dying moments over and over again. A primitive world where severed heads sat atop barbed wire fences and esoteric cults worshipped giant, faceless creatures. Maybe they even had law enforcement in this imaginary universe, but the horrors were so vast that the police just let the monsters run amok. 


Ella abruptly ended this effort in creativity with a shake of her whole upper body, like a dog having just returned from the rain. She wasn’t sure where the daydream had come from, but she reminded herself of the old saying about staring into the abyss. Best not to dwell on her subconscious musings, she thought, because there wasn’t much positivity going on back there at the moment. 


Instead, Ella began sorting through her things, piecing together the fragments of her charred belongings to see if they were fit for repair. Most weren’t, so they went in the trash pile. She had the foundations of a livable space now: furniture, kitchen necessities, doors that didn’t leak when it rained. But now she needed the little things. The books, mementos, and framed photographs. 


But her attention kept darting towards the four objects lying on the living room table. One week ago, she’d done battle with a serial killer the press were now calling the Key Master. Not the most inventive name they ever came up with, but accurate given that he’d turned out to be a career locksmith. During her final showdown with this human monster, the two had destroyed all the belongings in Ella’s dad’s old building. Blood had been shed, old relics had been destroyed, and new ones had been unearthed. Ella had found a rusted lockbox stashed away in a secret compartment of her dad’s treasured cabinet, and so she’d taken it to a key-cutter friend of hers to break it open. 


The contents had not been what she expected. 


In her wildest ideas, she thought she might find a letter from her dad to an old lover. Maybe some childhood photos. Perhaps some of Ella’s baby hair or something belonging to her mom. 


No.


Nothing of the sort.


Because inside the lockbox had been a matchbox, a cigarette lighter, a cigar, and a tiny bag of tobacco. 


For seven days, she’d pored over the belongings like they might hold the secret to her father’s mysterious death. In 1995, as a naïve five-year-old girl, Ella had found her father dead in his bed. She replayed the moment nightly, although the details differed with each imagining. Sometimes her father was dressed, sometimes not. Occasionally she’d see blood, sometimes a glimmering knife on the bedroom floor. In her later years, she’d even started seeing a figure stalking the landing whenever the incident manifested in her nightmares. Which parts were suppressed memories and which were complete fabrications was a mystery she could never solve. Even the most dedicated shrink couldn’t exhume the real details from the depths of her subconscious because they’d continually distorted over time, like she’d played Broken Telephone with herself for twenty-five years. 


The only hard evidence she had to go on was the autopsy report, which had concluded that her father had died from cardiopulmonary failure, which only meant that his heart had stopped unexpectedly. Even Ella had to admit that this wasn’t evidence of murder, but her dad was thirty-five and as fit as an athlete at the time of his death. Healthy people in their thirties didn’t just drop dead, especially when in the last few months of his life there’d been a lot of suspicious activity. 


Ken had been taking out large sums of money from his bank account on a regular basis, and in the months before his death he’d run dry. He had no expensive habits that she knew of. She knew most of his were belongings untouched, and years of detective work had instilled the ability to spot a junkie when she saw one. Her dad wasn’t one, so where the hell was this money going? 


More bizarrely, Ken had taken out a loan of thirty-thousand dollars only a few months before he died, and the group he’d borrowed it from were notorious underground sharks. The Red Diamond Group. They ran underground gambling dens and liquor joints around Virginia, although whenever the Diamonds were mentioned, talk of murder was never far away. If someone in Virginia woke up dead under suspicious circumstances, the name the Red Diamonds hung loosely on the tongues of locals. 


On Ken’s receipt for his loan, she’d found the initials OWA. She’d uncovered a member of the Diamonds named Owen William Angels, a man who’d been on trial for murder back in 2002. Unfortunately, his whereabouts now were unknown, but her partner Ripley had found one very important detail about him; he was still alive. Somewhere in the country. He had no known address, probably so that investigating bodies couldn’t find him. 


Ella fidgeted with the matchbook, still full of unburnt sticks. Not a single one had been broken, nor had the other items in the lockbox been touched at all. The tobacco was sealed, the cigar still wrapped in cellophane, the cigarette lighter still full of fluid. They were more like mementos than objects that had a practical use. Tiny trophies, never to be touched or used or, considering where she’d found them, even admired. 


What the hell did they mean?


The cigarette lighter was nondescript. A standard, green, plastic lighter that her dad could have picked up from any store in the country. The tobacco was the Winston brand, whatever that was. And the cigar was made by a company called Darjeen. Ella had never heard of either company, or seen any of their products on grocery store shelves in passing. Must have been some nineties brands that died out, she guessed. 


But the matchbox was a different story. There was no brand name on the small and rectangular flap, only the name of a bar: Black Horse Tavern. 


It wasn’t a name she was familiar with, and she’d refrained from looking too closely into the place because, as much as she hated to admit it, she was beginning to think these trinkets meant nothing. As far as she knew, her dad didn’t even smoke, so these were probably just the trappings of a filthy secret. Or maybe he did smoke before she was born and so he locked these items away as a symbolic gesture of his relinquishment.  


Lots to ponder, but she feared she’d come up against yet another brick wall. The failures always hit harder after a glimmer of hope. She wasn’t sure she could take another setback on this one because so far it had been obstacle after obstacle. The more she dug, the further away she felt.  


The Black Horse Tavern. 


Ella grabbed her laptop. Better to disappoint herself now than further down the line. Stamp out misery before it turned to resentment. 


She searched for the name along with a few other keywords. The results popped up, barely any accurate matches. Places in D.C. and Baltimore with the same name, but her dad would never have frequented where the city folk went. If he wasn’t on a first-name basis with the bartender then he wouldn’t be caught dead in there. 


Ella got to page three of the results before giving up and going back to page one. She adjusted the search parameters and put quotation marks around Black Horse Tavern, then added in Abingdon, the name of her home town. 


One result with an accurate match. 


Black Horse Tavern. Located at 132 Barfield Avenue. No opening hours. No contact information. No known owner. 


And current status: out of business. 


Ella checked the time. Nine-thirty in the morning. She’d usually be at work now but the director had told her to stay at home until she was needed. Apparently she still had unhealed wounds. Also, Ripley was still finishing up some things in the office before her retirement and the two hadn’t parted on good terms last time they were together. 


Staring back at the circular void on the wall, Ella knew she couldn’t just sit here all day contemplating what might be. She envisioned the next hour and couldn’t imagine herself not going to check this place out. The second she learned the address, it was a foregone conclusion. 


She tried checking the address online but it was in a place accessible only by a dirt road. Some backwoods tavern. Exactly the kind her dad would have frequented. 


Out of business. 


But what if there was something there? Something that could tell her where these items came from?


Ella grabbed the matchbox and her car keys then hesitated a second. Going there meant going back. She hadn’t stepped foot in that town for God knew how long. Every time she saw a road sign for Abingdon, she went the long way around. Every inch of that place held a memory. 


Could it be a good thing? Maybe she could see it as an exorcism. Go back to the scene of the crime and visualize it all again in the vain hope of jogging a repressed memory. 


Maybe. She’d see where the journey took her. All she knew was that she had to see this place with her own eyes, even if it led nowhere.  


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Ella parked her car a quarter of a mile away from the Black Horse Tavern and made the rest of the journey on foot. She hadn’t been able to face her old house, not yet. Besides, what was she supposed to say to the current owners? Hey, my dad was killed in here. Mind if I take a look around?


No, that would come at another time, if ever. 


Through the backwaters of Abingdon, Ella learned that the Black Horse Tavern was indeed off the beaten path, and here at the end of her winding trail, she found that it wasn’t a tavern at all, and it hadn’t truly gone out of business. It was a small coffee shop, tucked out of the way along a forest pathway, dangling on the edge of the Clinch River. 


How anyone found this place was beyond her, but she guessed it was one of those hidden gems that drew the locals. Might have been a place where fishermen and kayakers congregated and swapped stories, although the modern exterior suggested it was more a hipster den than a place for hardened adventurers to grab respite. The place seemed to have dropped the Tavern suffix, now simply known as the Black Horse. The little stick-horse stenciled on the window was reminiscent of a franchise place, so she very much doubted her dad would have ever stepped foot in here in its current incarnation. 


A disappointing discovery, but she’d expected no less. 


Ella peered through the window and saw the place was deserted save for a waitress mopping up a table. Instinct told her to head inside, if only to be in the airspace her old man must have occupied at least once in his life. The furnishings might have changed but maybe his spirit would still be lingering here, perhaps playing poker over a stout with some old-timers. She headed in, not sure what to do or say. She could have just ordered something and sat in silence but as she tapped her pocket she realized she’d left her wallet back in the car. Rookie move. 


“Morning, honey,” said the waitress as she scrubbed a table with the fury of a soldier on the battlefield. “Take a seat and I’ll be with you in a minute.” There was a southern twang to her voice and she couldn’t have been any older than twenty-one. 


“Sorry, I just wanted to ask something if that’s alright.”


The waitress dropped her cloth down and stood upright, perhaps excited by the unexpected request. A break from routine, maybe. 


“Sure. What is it?”


“Did this place used to be the Black Horse Tavern?”


“Before my time, sweetheart. I’ve only been here nine months. It’s always been the Black Horse as far I know.”


Ella reached for the matchbox to inquire if the woman had seen them before, but thought that such an action would be futile. As if anyone under the age of thirty had ever seen a box of matches. 


“But the big man might be able to help you,” the woman said. “Dennis, are you back there?” 


Ella glanced around but couldn’t see another soul in the confined little coffee shop. “The manager?” she asked.


“Owner,” the woman said. “He’s run this place since God was a boy.” She sauntered over to the counter, disappeared into a back room, then summoned Ella over. “Head out the back. Don’t mind the mess.”


Ella complied. She crossed over the threshold into the staff area, a little shocked that these workers were so willing to let strangers into their working quarters. Must have been that small -charm. The city had corrupted her that all strangers had ulterior motives. 


“Go on through. He’s on the balcony.” 


Ella walked through the kitchen, avoiding sacks of coffee piled on top of each other like dragon’s gold. At the rear, a door led out onto the bank of the river. A man was sitting in a green camping chair, a fishing line running from his wrinkly hands to the crystalline waters down below. 


“Don’t be shy,” the man said. “This weather’s too good to waste.”


That small-town charm again. She’d never seen anyone fishing on the job before. 


“You’re the owner? Dennis, is it?” Ella said. She searched for a seat but decided to remain standing. The fisherman rested his line on the holder and turned to face his new arrival. He had the haggard look of a man that didn’t shy away from Virginia winters and patches of gray hair that had long succumbed to the sands of time. 


“Dennis. That’s me. We don’t get many visitors this time of day. Out for a walk?”


The owner seemed to be glad of the company. “Not quite,” Ella said as she surveyed the picturesque landscape ahead. “Sweet deal you’ve got here.”


“Not much else going on. We don’t pick up until the summer. You’re a local?”


“Used to be. Lived on Saunders Road until ninety-five, then left for D.C.”


“Classic tale. How come?” asked Dennis as he unhooked the bait runner on his rod. 


“Well, that’s something you might be able to help me with. Was this place once the Black Horse Tavern?”


“Once upon a time. We had a fire about ten years ago. Luckily, some might say. Gave me an opportunity to rebuild this place from scratch.” 


“So you went the coffee route?”


“Sure did. People don’t want ale anymore. It’s all about the beans.” 


Ella saw sense in the decision. She took the matchbook out of her pocket and flashed it to Dennis. “Does this ring any bells to you?”


Dennis retreated at the sight, as though Ella had harnessed the power of the sun and flung it in his face. Dennis took the box from her and held it at eye level. “Good grief. Haven’t seen any of these things in twenty, twenty-five years.” 


“You recognize them?” Ella gasped, not quite sure how it would help but excited, nonetheless. 


“Of course. We had these made in about ninety-three to get our name out there. Only ended up making about twenty boxes in the end,” Dennis laughed. 


Twenty boxes, one of which belonged to her dad. Ella kept her father’s name off her lips for now, to see if Dennis got there for himself. Dennis could have been an old friend and that meant possible leads. 


“Did you choose who you gave them to?” 


“Yup. Smokers, jokers. My best patrons. The guys who came in regularly. How’d you get a hold of this?” Dennis passed the matches back to Ella. 


“I guess from one of your best patrons. Do you remember any of them?”


Dennis’s line began to uncurl. He took the rod, switched on the bait runner, and began to wrestle with whatever sea creature was attached to the other end. 


“God, I’d be lying if I said I did. I remember a Spencer. A Jessie. Some fellow we called Clock because he had one hand bigger than the other.” Dennis tightened his grip around his fishing rod as something tried to pull it down into the depths. “You got someone in mind?” 


“Remember a Ken? Or a Kenny?” Ella was still quietly chuckling at the nickname joke. She suddenly thought of her ex-boyfriend, Ben, whose friends had once nicknamed him Olympic Torch because he never went out. 


Dennis yanked the line out of the water. Just a hook. No fish attached. “Goddammit, that could have been a beast. Kenny you say?”


“Yeah. Ken Dark. That was my dad.”


Dennis put his rod down then submerged his hands in a bucket of brown slop. He balled some up then attached it to his line. “Sorry, sweetheart. The only Kenny I know is Kenny Loggins. I had no friends named Kenny back then. This would have been what, mid-nineties?”


“Thereabouts. Maybe a bit before.”


Dennis sighed through his nose then launched his hook back into the water. “I’m coming up dry there. I definitely didn’t give no Kenny one of those matchbooks. Must have passed through a few hands before it reached your old man.” 


Ella clutched the matchbook in her palm and then pocketed it. By now, disappointment had begun to feel like an old friend. Was she doing something wrong here? Had she left it so long that the case had become unsolvable? They said that human memory was fallible and unreliable, but no one, even in a small town where gossip spread like wildfire, seemed to have any recollections of her father. It was enough to make her doubt her own sanity. And of all the people she told about her dad, the only person who hadn’t immediately jumped to the are you sure he was murdered? retort was Ben. She still hadn’t given up on him, but she’d do what she could to make things right in time.


“Got it. Do you know anyone else who might remember him? Any of those old patrons of yours?”


“I wish. Those old timers are all brown bread, so unless you can speak to the dead then you’re out of luck.” 


Ella could indeed speak to the dead, she thought. She did it every week. Every murder she investigated was an effort in practical clairvoyance. Digging into a victim’s life to uncover their secrets was a telepathic conversation with those who’d passed on to the other side. But she couldn’t say that to this man in front of her. More concerning was her sudden realization that she could act as a medium for dead strangers but not for her own flesh and blood. 


A lull in the conversation signaled that they’d reached the end of it. Ella had no more questions and it seemed like Dennis had no more answers. She decided to let the man get back to his fishing. 


“Thank you, Dennis.”


“Sorry I couldn’t be of more help. Stay if you want. Grab a java.”


“Wish I could but I left my wallet in the car.”


“It’s on the house.” 


The man’s longing for companionship tugged at her heartstrings, and she couldn’t help but wonder if her dad would have been in the same position if he hadn’t been so cruelly taken away before he had time to reach this point in life. Would he be sitting on his porch, inviting strangers to sit beside him just to make the days a little less lonely?


“I’d like to, but I just need to be somewhere. I could come back another day. With money, this time.”


“Sure. I’ll hold you to that.”


Ella said her goodbyes and headed out the door. Another brick wall, no closer to understanding what these items in her dad’s possession signified. Heading towards the car, propelled by new adrenaline brought on by the lack of progress, she had an urge to address the next problem in her life. 
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