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THE STORY SO FAR




After a decade spent fighting the enemy abroad and keeping his country safe, Delta Force Operator Mark Talon is ready to settle down with the love of his life. But Talon’s world crumbles when his fiancée becomes the victim of a murderous cult. 




In the wake of his terrible loss, Talon dedicates himself to a new mission – hunting down twisted occultists around the globe and stopping them before they can unleash the forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting world...




In Coffin Collector, his quest for vengeance will take him to Florence, Italy…







	
































CHAPTER ONE




DARKNESS GREETED TRAVIS Willyard upon waking. Instead of looking up from a soft bed at the wood ceiling beams of his studio apartment, he found himself confined in a black and soundless space. He tried to move left and right, only to realize he was boxed in. Frantically, he tried to sit up, but banged his head against a wooden surface. His pulse quickened, and he fought back the first signs of claustrophobia. 

Where am I?

He shifted about and explored his extremely tight quarters by touch. He was…encased in something. He pressed against the rough wooden ceiling of his new prison, his labored breaths amplified in the tight space. Soon words tumbled from his lips, nearly unintelligible in his parched throat, building into terrified screams.	

“Hello! Let me out of here! Somebody help me!”

There was no response. 

Oh my God, what’s happening? How did I get here? 

Travis searched his memory. Through the haze of last night’s binge drinking and the terrible hangover splitting his head, he vaguely remembered spending the evening at Rivalta, one of the poshest bars in town. He was four weeks into his summer semester at the Florence University of the Arts and was having the time of his life. As an art student, he cherished this beautiful European city and all its historical relics and artistic masterpieces. Engaging classes during the day gave way to a different kind of stimulation when the sun went down and the local beauties hit the discotheques and bars. Travis appreciated art in all its forms, particularly the female form, and he had been meeting his share of lovely and willing locals. He wanted this to be a summer to remember, a final hurrah before returning to New York, where graduation and the responsibilities of adulthood would be waiting for him. 

He was madly in love with the city. And the city had returned his passion in kind.

Until now.

He dimly recalled two lovely girls chatting him up at the bar. He had bought them drinks, the place had started spinning… And that’s when the memories stopped. He must’ve passed out, but why? He considered himself a seasoned drinker; a few Negronis wouldn’t knock him off his feet. 	

There was only one explanation: Someone must’ve spiked his drink. 

It was absurd. Why would anyone kidnap him? Granted, Americans weren’t the most popular people around with many of the locals, but still… As some of the Italian girls had explained after a passionate night of lovemaking, people from the US were spoilt, arrogant, and loud—but also a lot of fun and good in the sack. Young people might be drawn to them, but the older population considered them a cultural blight. Travis had received confirmation of this a few nights earlier when he had stumbled drunkenly through the city’s streets, one of his buddies singing at the top of his lungs. A window above them opened, and a disgruntled Florentian dumped a bucket of ice-cold water on top of them. They’d laughed their asses off at the time, but what if some local felt water wasn’t enough to teach the foreigners a lesson? 

Clenching his teeth, he kicked and slammed the wooden ceiling of the box with all his might. This time, the lid popped open. Harsh light flooded in. Travis blinked, shielding his eyes, and recognized with horror that he’d been trapped in a coffin all this time. 

He scrambled out of the casket as fast as possible, shaking all over. What the fuck? Was this some sick joke? For a second, he expected his guffawing buddies to pop out from behind the coffin and provide him with a legitimate reason to punch their lights out. But no human laughter joined in with his anxiety-ridden gasps. 

As his breathing normalized, he began to inspect his environment more carefully. He was inside an immense high-ceilinged warehouse. Murky light shafted into the cavernous space through a series of skylights, revealing a sight that made his blood run cold. Everywhere he turned, rows upon rows of coffins stretched out before him, an eerie maze of death. They came in all shapes, sizes and materials: wood, metal, and even fiberglass. Some were elaborately adorned while others appeared simple and basic. 

This place was a museum dedicated to the art of coffin making. 

Inhaling deeply to stave off his fear, Travis stumbled through the grotesque labyrinth, shaken by the morbid, surreal setting. He needed to find a way out. 

His searching gaze paused on an exotic glass sarcophagus. The outline of a man was barely discernible inside the coffin. 

Fighting back his terror, he approached the glass sarcophagus and caught a better look at the figure resting inside. Sunken, waxy features indifferently regarded the world, the skin covered by a thin veneer of paint, which gave the body a doll-like quality. But this was no doll; this man had once been alive. Another horrible idea occurred to him. What if this corpse wasn’t the only one? What if every one of these coffins contained a preserved body? 

A voice in his head told him to keep moving, but instead he closed in on the nearest casket, its faux-gold handles gleaming in the milky light filtering into the warehouse. Giving himself an internal push, Travis opened the lid and froze. The mummified remains of a woman stared back at him. Her empty eye sockets bored into Travis as if she blamed him for her horrific state. 

That did it. He’d seen enough… 

Travis whirled and ran. There had to be an exit somewhere. 

Behind him, he heard a noise. He slowed, his panicked gaze combing the warehouse.

Was that movement behind a row of caskets?

More footsteps echoed in the warehouse. They seemed to come from different sides of the labyrinth. That meant more than one person was stalking him. What sick game were these freaks playing?

No time to dwell on it. Travis kept moving, trying to be as noiseless as possible as he navigated the maze. His mind grew blank as he arrived at the center of the warehouse, where another surreal sight awaited. A rectangular stretch of soil dominated the space, the cement floor giving way to a large patch of earth, about twenty feet long and ten feet wide. An ancient looking wooden casket rested in the middle of the plot, right next to an open grave. 

Something almost indefinable set this coffin apart from the others, a timeless, primal quality, almost as if it originated from another world. Strange symbols and sigils lined the coffin’s rough-hewn, organic-looking surface. The casket seemed imbued with unnatural life, almost as if it had been constructed from flesh and bone instead of wood. Travis’ skin grew clammy and bile rose in his throat, the coffin’s malevolent energy triggering a physical response. Acid churned in his gut.

Another sound made Travis spin around. 

This time he caught a glimpse of one of his stalkers. A massive individual, built like a professional wrestler. The man was bald, his square head the size of a bowling ball with rough-hewn, almost malformed features. He looked like he belonged to a different species of human, a missing step in the evolutionary ladder perhaps. Travis’ heart thrashed against his ribcage as he spotted the pistol in the man’s grubby paw.

More sounds rang out behind him, and two other figures peeled from the shadows of the coffins. One was tall and rail-thin, his hollow eyes regarding Travis with no emotion. The man next to him was normal-sized, but his pockmarked face held the same empty, soulless expression. The two men were dressed in expensive black suits, their polished exterior heightening instead of lessening their inherent savageness. Travis sensed these men hurt people for a living and weren’t fazed by much in this world. They carried their brutality like a badge of honor.

Another pair of footsteps cut through the warehouse. He turned and saw an old, wizened creature approaching. The ringleader behind the freak show. Immaculately dressed, projecting wealth and refinement, the man had to be at least in his eighties or nineties. Long silver strands of hair clung to his liver-spotted skull, and gnarled fingers clawed a cane. A blinding white suit, black loafers, and red shirt oozed Italian style and sophistication. The tanned, wrinkled skin clashed with the fabric’s crisp sheen. Exotic rings adorned his bony fingers, and his gold watch glittered in the warehouse’s pale light.

“Who are you? What do you want from me?” Travis’ voice sounded timid and terrified, and he wished he’d kept his mouth shut. 

Why provide these freaks with further satisfaction?

Two of the men zeroed in on him. He flinched as they approached and backed away into the patch of soil. Powerful hands grabbed his arms and brusquely dragged him toward the waiting casket. 

“What the hell is this shit? Please, you can’t do this. Help! Someone—!”

The words died on his lips as a fist snapped his head back. He spat blood. 

The third man removed the lid of the eerie coffin. Fear flickered over the goon’s features. The kidnapper visibly shared Travis’ atavistic revulsion for the coffin, and somehow that was the most terrifying thing yet.

The lid landed in the dirt, the insides of the moldy coffin now revealed. Travis’ heart skipped a beat. The wooden box waiting for him wasn’t empty. Skeletal remains gleamed inside the casket, all flesh stripped clean from the yellowed bone. Travis couldn’t fathom the dark motives driving these men, but their intent was clear: they planned to put him in the strange coffin with the skeleton and bury him inside this fucked-up warehouse of horrors. 

As soon as the horrible certainty sliced through his mind, one of the goons brought the handle of his pistol down on Travis’s head. He slumped forward, hitting the ground face-first, his blood mixing with the earth. The white pants and expensive loafers of the old man came into view. The figure paused at the edge of the soil bed, seemingly eager for a front row seat but unwilling to get any dirt on those polished shoes.

“Bury him,” the old man said in Italian. 

From his peripheral vision, Travis saw one of the men snatch a shovel. The other two goons dragged Travis to his feet. He protested and pulled away, so they pistol-whipped him again for good measure. The world swam in and out of focus as it had the night before at the bar. That moment seemed so far away now, part of another reality. For a split second, he entertained the hope that it might all just be some nightmare. A warehouse full of coffins, the prospect of being buried alive, mummified corpses—this shit was text-book Freudian. But the sensation of his body being roughly lifted and dropped into the casket, the cracking of bones as his weight landed on the skeleton, the foul stench of the remains next to him... The tangible patina of reality felt too raw, too vivid to be a construct of his subconscious even if helped along by some potent Italian liqueur the night before. Not even a full bottle of absinthe could conjure such a fucked-up mindtrip.

This shit was happening for real. And there was nothing he could do to stop it. He wanted to scream, but his lips didn’t work. The casket’s lid slammed shut, drenching him in renewed darkness. 

The next sensation was of one of movement as the goons heaved the casket toward the waiting hole. Moments later, Travis’ whole body shook as the coffin landed at the bottom of the freshly dug grave. The corpse’s bones poked into him, and his head bounced against the sealed lid. He weakly pounded the walls of the coffin, blood bubbling down his lips. 

The oppressive darkness sapped his will to live, to fight. 

A slight vibration of something hitting the casket. Dirt, Travis realized. 

They were beginning to fill up the grave. Bury him alive. A last vestige of survival instinct surged through his body. He pressed against the lid with all his strength, but it wouldn’t budge despite his efforts. Tears stung his eyes. His pitiful sobs filled the yawning darkness. More dirt kept landing on the coffin, but the sounds quickly became muffled. 

Distant. 

A strange feeling of peace and tranquility replaced his terror. Finally, the noise died down completely, the goons having completed their task. The stuffy air made him wonder how much oxygen was left in the casket. How long would he have? An hour? Thirty minutes?

He remembered stories of people being buried alive, horrific tales of bodies being exhumed, revealing broken, bloodied nails—even bitten-off fingers or swallowed tongues. Travis didn’t want to go that way. Would he just pass out, or would each breath begin to slowly strangle him as the precious oxygen turned into poisonous carbon dioxide? He thought of his mother back in Florida, of his younger sister about to start college in the fall at NYU. He thought of the last girl he’d slept with, the beautiful and spirited Maria. He’d hoped to run into her again at the bar where they first met. God dammit, he was leaving so much behind.

No, this couldn’t be happening, he wanted to live… 

Another sensation broke into his thoughts. Something stirred in the coffin. His hairs stood up as an icy hand closed around his throat. Maddened shrieks shattered the peaceful silence, and Travis realized he was hearing his own screams of terror.

The hand tightened, crushing his throat, and his desperate cries abruptly silenced.

	























CHAPTER TWO




NINETY-ONE YEAR old Marco Giallo observed in silence as his men dragged the American toward the waiting coffin. The art student was young and strong, a perfect specimen and well-suited for the ritual. For the coffin he would soon be buried in was no ordinary coffin. This was the casket of the famed German stage magician Bruno Zamora.

Anticipation built inside of Giallo as the coffin descended into the grave. The boy would have at most an hour’s worth of oxygen. They would dig him up long before he would run out of air, though. Unlike Giallo’s previous victims, who now wiled eternity away in his collection, the plan wasn’t to kill the American. Ten minutes below ground should be enough to determine if all the stories about Zamora’s legendary coffin held any truth.	

As far back as Marco Giallo could remember, coffins had been part of his life. Giallo Cofani was one of the largest coffin manufacturers in Europe. His family had controlled the death industry for four generations and was still going strong. The colorful details of the business might change with time, but the grim bottom line remained the same: bodies needed to be put in the ground. Generally this required a coffin or a casket. The company’s motto was to produce beautiful coffins that you would love to die in. 

While the world succumbed to mediocrity, Giallo prized beauty. Unfortunately, the latest trend was to build less expensive models while expanding cremation offerings. Eco-friendly biodegradable bamboo caskets were one of the newest fads that threatened the artistic integrity and craftsmanship that went into the creation of real coffins. Considering how poorly some people lived their lives, it shouldn’t surprise him they’d be willing to rot in a wicker box. It saddened him, but Giallo Cofani had learned to adapt.

And even if his company was forced to churn out cheap boxes, undeserving of being called coffins, he would always have his precious collection. The warehouse, which was located in the wooded and secluded outskirts of Florence, housed a collection of the most unique coffins in the world. Only Giallo and a few of his closest, most trustworthy associates knew of the existence and location of his little museum. Some pieces were originals produced by Giallo Cofani, and others heralded from all across the globe. His collection included deluxe stainless steel caskets, marvelous bronze and copper creations, carved mahogany coffins decorated with crystals and hand-painted accents, and even a 24k gold-plated casket.	

As much as Giallo appreciated creativity, he frowned upon novelty coffins like the ones popular in Ghana, where people opted to be laid to rest in wooden lobsters or coffins designed to resemble boats or cars. His collection had no place for such vulgar displays of bad taste. Who in their right mind would want to be buried in a giant Coke bottle or next to a Karaoke machine? He considered himself a staunch traditionalist, and no KISS coffin would ever grace his treasured warehouse. 

Considering how much Giallo loved coffins, it was ironic that he’d once feared them as a boy. His dad would bring him to his factories in Brescia, north of Florence, where carpenters and craftsmen built the caskets that would soon welcome the recently deceased. His father was a cold, austere man with a sadistic streak. If he felt his son had disrespected him—and almost any behavior could trigger this perception; one day he might be too loud, another too quiet—the punishment was swift and horrific. He’d seal Giallo in a coffin and threaten to bury him alive.

The first few times, Giallo had been overcome with terror. Gradually, in the darkness—each successive breath becoming thinner, not knowing if this would be the last time he’d disappoint the old man—he changed. He began to look forward to his confinement, finding an inner tranquility in the dark that he couldn’t duplicate in the bright world outside the coffin. Locked inside the box, he imagined being below the ground, the responsibilities and challenges of the living giving way to the peace of the dead. Punishment had become reward, a secret he never shared with his father lest his disciplinary tactics might change. As he grew to adulthood, his initial fascination with his family business turned into a bona fide obsession. It wasn’t enough to make and sell coffins; he started collecting them, too. He’d track down the most unique caskets and coffins from around the world so he could lay in them, thereby recreating the feeling of peace he’d come to appreciate in his youth.

Eventually, lying inside of them failed to achieve a sense of blissful transcendence. A more powerful outlet was needed, and that’s when he turned to murder. The act came easy to Giallo—not surprising, considering that death had been part of his life since the beginning. His victims were selected at random and buried alive. Experiencing their fear allowed him to relive his own delicious terror of being locked inside a coffin. As his collection expanded, so did the number of his victims. Their haunting faces remained burned in his memory: some terrified and pleading, others furious and defiant, but all of them full of life. By the time he dug them up, their expressions would be quite different. Even though their features might be distorted and grotesque, their eyes wide and the skin discolored, there would also be a sense of peace in their lifeless stares. 

Giallo had lost count of how many lives he’d taken in this manner over the years. He’d allowed himself to indulge his darker impulses when he told his men to place the American in one of his coffins. He had derived a sick rush from seeing his men hunt the boy through the mazelike collection, his terror providing Giallo with a visceral physical thrill better than any drug. But the time for fun and games was over. A different fate awaited the American. He wasn’t just another victim to be added to the collection; he represented the key to Giallo’s own future, a stepping-stone to his impending transformation.

He checked the time on his gold watch. Only five minutes had gone by since the burial of the American student, and he was already giddy with anticipation… 

A sharp whistling sound distracted Giallo. Ten feet away, his bodyguard DeLuca’s head snapped back in a spray of red, and the giant man crumpled next to the burial site. 	

Instinctively, Giallo lurched behind a steel casket as more bullets chopped his coffins. Who would have the insolence to desecrate his collection in such a manner? 	His remaining men returned fire, and he saw two wooden caskets shatter. 

“Stop shooting, you idiots!” Didn’t they realize the irreparable damage their careless action was causing his treasures?

More shots stitched the wall behind him. Giallo couldn’t wrap his mind around what was happening. No one knew about the warehouse and his collection. It made no sense. 

The gunfire ceased. Silence descended. 

Giallo cursed inwardly. How could he be experiencing such a setback when all the answers were within his grasp? They had to stop this shooter, whoever he might be. 

	





























CHAPTER THREE




A FURIOUS BARRAGE of bullets ripped the mahogany coffin apart that Talon was using as cover. When the onslaught eased for a second, he popped up and returned fire, the bullets of his Glock lashing Giallo’s unholy coffin collection. The stench of cordite hung in the air as more bullets erupted next to him. Giallo’s men were trained professionals and clearly didn’t plan to make this easy on him. 

Talon dipped below the coffin and crawled along the floor, now covered in wooden splinters, swiftly navigating the maze of caskets. He’d checked two of the coffins when he first broke into the warehouse and was well aware of their grisly contents. How many people had Giallo murdered and preserved during his ninety years on this planet? 

Too many too count. 

The man was as much of a monster as some of the nightmare creatures Talon had faced over the last six months. He’d seen some sick shit in his time as a Delta Operator, but Giallo’s warehouse of horror might just qualify for a spot at the top of the list. 

Now that the shooting had stopped, Talon was able to focus his still ringing ears on other sounds. He detected a faint hint of incoming footsteps. Giallo’s two assassins were closing in on him. His lips curled into a cruel smile as he eyed a titanium casket in front of him, his mind having formulated the beginning of a plan.	

Five minutes later, one of Giallo’s guards appeared inside the alley of caskets. He immediately made out the figure slumped in between the row of coffins. Three bullets holes were visible in the downed man’s back. 

He approached the body cautiously, never taking his eyes from his target. He didn’t see the casket behind him pop open. He crouched before the corpse, and his cold eyes widened as he saw the mummified visage of a long-dead man. When blood splattered the creepy mummy’s face, he recoiled, too shocked to realize the red spray had come from his own perforated chest. An instant later, Giallo’s guard collapsed next to the mummy.

Talon slipped out of the casket from which he’d removed the decoy corpse. His eyes roamed the dark warehouse, his Glock leading the way.

One guard remained. 

And then Giallo. 

Even though the sick mastermind behind this insanity was old enough to be his grand-father, he could still pose a threat. Even an old man could get lucky, and a bullet was lethal no matter what level of training the shooter might possess. One moment of inattention could change the tide of the battle. He had to keep his guard up. 

Eying the blood-flecked mummified corpse, Talon wondered what sick demons drove Giallo. The question made Talon’s mind return to three days earlier, when Simon Casca had first told him about the cursed coffin …























CHAPTER FOUR




“HAVE YOU EVER heard of the German stage magician Bruno Zamora, better known as Der Hexer?” Casca asked and took a sip of his Cabernet. “That’s German for ‘the sorcerer,’ by the way. Ring any bells?”

Talon finished the last bite of his surf and turf and took a long pull from his Pilsner. Casca had invited him for lunch at a Silicon Valley seafood restaurant and the food had lived up to its reputation. Judging from the serious tone in Casca’s voice, it was time for business now. Talon scanned his memory and said, “Didn’t Zamora give Harry Houdini a run for his money at one point?” 

“You’re quite right, Zamora and Houdini were bitter competitors, each of them trying to outdo the other. Certain sources claim Zamora took their rivalry one step further and sold his soul to the devil in exchange for the ability to practice real magic during his stage shows. Some of the tricks he preformed still baffle magicians to this day. And according to the stories, he saved his best trick for last.”

Casca slid his smart phone over to Talon. It showed a photograph of an ancient-looking coffin. The design was simple, almost austere. Just a crude wooden casket. 

Talon zoomed in on the image, and more disturbing details became visible. Strange glyphs and sigils adorned the coffin’s surface. Occult symbols Casca might know how to interpret but were beyond Talon’s knowledge, at least at this point in the game. There was something sickening about the cumulative effect of the cryptic patterns.

 “What am I looking at?” Talon asked.

“This is the casket that Bruno Zamora was buried in. Zamora vanished in 1905, suffering from ill health. Some believed he’d committed suicide and drowned in the North Sea near his hometown of Kampen. In reality, Zamora’s assistants had buried him on his property instead, the coffin remaining undiscovered until a recent construction project unearthed them.”

Talon chewed this over and said, “Alright, so why is this of interest to us? Don’t tell me this was Dracula’s coffin, or I’ll walk right out of here.”

Casca arched an eyebrow and said, “The coffin was stolen a few weeks after its discovery. The German Kriminalpolizei even has a suspect. This man.”

Casca swiped his phone and revealed the ancient features of Giallo. The picture perfectly captured the cold fire smoldering behind the man’s eyes.

“Marco Giallo, heir to the Giallo Cofani dynasty, a fourth generation coffin maker and rumored to be an obsessive collector of coffins.”

“I guess everybody needs a hobby.”

This time a grin stole over Casca’s face.

“So you have contacts in the German police force?”

Casca’s eyes narrowed. “I have contacts wherever underpaid government employees need to make ends meet.”

“Point taken. So Giallo might have the coffin. And you want me to head to Florence to find out if he does?”

Casca nodded.

Talon frowned as he inspected the image of the coffin again. “What makes the coffin so special?”

“Are you familiar with the concept of soul transference?”

In the old days Talon would’ve rolled his eyes at a question like this. Much had changed. “The occult practice of transferring one’s soul into another body,” he answered without hesitation.	

Casca sipped his wine and said, “Zamora believed he could cheat death and be reborn in another, younger body. Tapping into Babylonian occult concepts of rebirth and reincarnation, he constructed a coffin capable of trapping his soul upon the moment of his death. It would prevent his spirit from passing into the next world.”

For a second, Talon was reminded of the Reaper and fought back an involuntary shudder. He hoped Casa didn’t expect him to go after another ghost so soon after the events in Ohio. He’d be better off calling the Spirit Breakers.

“Zamora’s plan was simple,” Casca continued. “He let his assistants bury his ailing body while still alive.”

“Thereby allowing his soul to remain in the coffin,” Talon said.

“Precisely.”

Talon furrowed his brows. “So this was preferable to the afterlife? Being trapped inside a moldy box at the bottom of an unmarked grave?”

“Not quite. This was only the first phase of the plan.”

He swiped his phone again. A faded black-and-white photograph taken at the turn of the 20th century picture showed an older Zamora with a young man in his twenties. “Maximillian Geiger, a young protégée of Zamora and the man he’d handpicked to be the vessel of his rebirth. Once Zamora was dead, his assistants were supposed to dig up his body and place Geiger in the coffin with Zamora’s remains. This second burial would allow Zamora’s spirit to transfer from the coffin into the younger man.”

Talon’s jaw tightened with revulsion. Was there no limitation to human madness? “How do you know all this?” he asked.

“Magic has always been a passion of mine. I was able to piece together much from Zamora’s journal.”

Talon studied Casca, and once again he mused that the man’s dark interests clashed with his pretty-boy good looks and stylish attire. “So what went wrong?” he asked. 

“They got cold feet. Never dug up their master, fearing they would hang for two murders.”

Talon chewed it over. “So we have this Giallo freak who’s obsessed with coffins. He hears about the discovery of Zamora’s casket and uses his money and pull to steal it. So what do you think he wants with the box? Bring Zamora back?”

Casca mulled it over for a beat before he spoke. “Good question. Having studied the man, I think he is trying to see if the stories are true. We’re talking about a man in the twilight of his life. He may not be ready to meet his maker.”

“You think Giallo wants to use the coffin on himself?”

“It’s the best theory I can come up with.”

“What happens with the soul of the replacement body?”	

The grim expression on Casca’s face spoke louder than words. “Murder is a small price for the chance at another lifetime. In theory, Zamora’s coffin possesses the power to extend one’s lifespan indefinitely. It’s powered by black magic, however, so anyone who returns from the dead this way will become an agent of the darkness here on Earth. Giallo must be stopped before he gets a chance to use the coffin. I need you to go to Italy immediately.”

Talon nodded grimly and flashed the billionaire a grin. “I always wanted to visit the country of my ancestors.”























CHAPTER FIVE




TALON ARRIVED IN Florence thirty-six hours after his dinner with Casca. He checked in at his hotel, found his case of kit waiting for him, and began to do some surveillance on Giallo. The coffin collector was known for frequenting certain restaurants and bars in the area, so establishing the millionaire’s routine became easy. Studying his new enemy proved informative. The men guarding the old coffin tycoon were seasoned pros. Not ex-military; most likely former mafia enforcers whose skills had been honed in the Italian underworld. 

After shadowing Giallo for over a week, he got a lucky break when his quarry visited one of his regular hangouts. Talon was nursing a glass of tonic water at the bar when a fellow American took a tumble after one drink too many. The young girl he’d been chatting up wrapped her arm around him and, displaying more strength than one would expect from her tiny frame, dragged him to the back of the bar. The beauty, which Talon now recognized as one of Giallo’s employees, must’ve slipped something in his drink. 

Talon followed both of them through the rear exit into an alley. He pressed himself against the wall, merging with the shadows as he witnessed the woman pulling the unconscious American into the trunk of Giallo’s Maserati with the assistance of the coffin collector’s security team. 

As much as Talon wanted to stop the kidnapping in progress and rescue the hapless American, he had to find out what Giallo wanted with the boy. He tailed the black Maserati as it fought its way through the city’s narrow stone streets and a fleet of crazy taxi drivers. They left the city behind them and made their way through densely-wooded outskirts. 

The Maserati turned onto a narrow trail and Talon passed them, staying on the main road. Once the Maserati was out of sight, he performed a sharp U-turn and pulled onto the side of the road to wait. He wasn’t worried. On these deserted forest streets, Giallo’s security team would know they were being tailed. Fortunately he’d planted a transmitter on the Maserati earlier in the week and would able to resume his pursuit on foot within a few minutes.

A half an hour later, he caught his first glimpses of Giallo’s secluded warehouse. The fence barely slowed Talon down. After he cut his way through the chain-link mesh, he sprinted toward the Maserati parked next to the open main entrance.

He slipped a black balaclava mask over his head and entered the warehouse, Glock in hand. Even though Talon tried to steel himself for whatever might be waiting within the walls of the structure, nothing could have prepared him for Giallo’s coffin collection. The disturbing, surreal sight took Talon’s breath away. 

There was a hushed, almost reverent silence to the place that made him feel like he’d set foot inside a vast cathedral. The dead commanded respect. 

It reminded him in a weird way of the time when he’d traveled aboard a C-130 Hercules military aircraft filled with the flag-draped caskets of soldiers who’d fallen in the Iraq war. He remembered thinking how clean all the flags looked in that country of dust. There were no flags inside Giallo’s warehouse, but each coffin gleamed in the sunlight, pristine and meticulously maintained. The freak certainly loved his collection. 

Talon steeled his nerves and carefully opened the nearest casket. Inside, the pale, mummified corpse of a young woman lay on the pristine satin. A quick survey of half a dozen more caskets confirmed Talon’s suspicions. Giallo was not only a madman but a mass murderer.

He made a silent vow to himself: Soon, he’d add one more body to the collection—Marco Giallo. Maybe he’d even let the old man choose his own coffin.























CHAPTER SIX




GIALLO STOLE NERVOUS glances at his prized collection. Normally, gazing upon his coffins had a calming effect. Now, he felt only dread. He was so close to finding out if the stories surrounding Zamora’s famed coffin were true. This stranger shooting up the warehouse was liable to ruin everything. 

He cracked his knuckles, mentally reassuring himself that his men were some of the best killers money could buy. They would take care of this problem. A minor setback only, and then…

Gunfire echoed once more, and there was a distinct thump of a body tumbling against one of his coffins. It broke his heart to see his collection being damaged like this and rage welled up, overpowering even his fear. He would make this intruder pay.

All thoughts of retribution left his mind as the cold, hard barrel of a pistol dug into the back of his skull. 

Giallo saw Rolfo emerge from the maze of coffins, pistol leveled at the assassin who was holding him hostage, but his bodyguard was too far away to save him.	

“Drop the gun,” the intruder with the gun commanded. He spoke Italian with a strong American accent. “I won’t ask again.”

This was the voice of a man who didn’t make idle threats. A voice much like Giallo’s own. 	

Rolfo still hesitated, and Giallo barked, “Do as he says! NOW!”

The pistol hit the floor.

“Now start digging up the man you buried,” the American intruder ordered.

“You don’t understand…” Giallo protested.

“I understand. Your sick experiment is over.”

The intruder had said experiment. Did the assassin know what he was trying to accomplish. But how? The theft of Zamora’s coffin was well documented. Maybe it had drawn the attention of another occultist who might be after the prize of immortality?

Rolfo began to dig. A pile of earth grew around him.

Growing excitement replaced Giallo’s fear. Would Bruno Zamora be reborn inside the body of the American, or would a blubbering, terrified child emerge from the coffin?

Giallo tried to turn his head to catch a glimpse of the man with the gun. All he saw was a black balaclava and a tight combat suit. A man molded from darkness. “Who are you? What do you want?”

He addressed the assassin in English, communicating that he was well aware of his national origins. 

“Shut the fuck up, freak!’

The disgust in the assassin’s voice brought a smile to his face. A true killer, like Giallo, wouldn’t be disturbed by his collection. The masked intruder might be a skilled assassin, but deep down he was weak. His lethal skill paled in comparison with the fire raging inside Giallo. 

The assassin nudged him with his Glock, indicating he should head for the open grave. Zamora’s coffin sat at the bottom of the shallow wound in the earth. The wooden box held the answers to life’s mysteries. Giallo licked his thin lips in anticipation.	

“If you know the origins of this coffin, then you know what it does. A chance to conquer death itself. To live forever.”

The assassin’s mouth twisted into a cold smile. “For a man who worships the art of death you sure seem squeamish about dying.” The assassin eyed Rolfo and said, “Open the coffin.”

A low, insistent scratching noise emanated from within the casket, and an excited shudder shot up Giallo’s bent, age-worn spine. The American student was alive. But whose soul resided in his body? Was it the American or Zamora reborn?

Even Rolfo failed to mask his fear as he hunched over the coffin. Putting people into the ground was easier than digging them up. Motivated by the assassin’s gun pointing at him, Rolfo jumped into the hole and using a crowbar, he pried open Zamora’s coffin. The lid flipped open and the American student glared back at them, his eyes wild and mad, his fingers bloody from trying to claw his way out of the wooden box. 

“Warum hast mich nicht schneller zurueck gebracht? Warum? WARUM?”

The shrill intensity behind the guttural words reflected the speaker’s insanity. They were spoken in German, and Giallo knew enough of the language to grasp the gist of the message: Why didn’t you bring me back sooner?

Elation filled Giallo’s black heart.

It had worked.

The stories about the coffin were true. 

The body that now held Zamora’s soul jumped out of the casket and launched into the nearest target, which in this case was poor Rolfo. Without hesitation, the American student sunk his teeth into the bodyguard’s exposed throat with animal savagery. Blood gushed, and Rolfo cried out in pain and shock as he shoved the madman aside.

Giallo sensed what might happen next. He wanted to cry out, but it was too late. Rolfo whipped out a knife from his belt and rammed it into the American student’s heart. More German words reverberated through the warehouse, but as far as Giallo could tell, they were nonsense. The stage magician had obviously gone mad. Who wouldn’t after all this time? His soul had been trapped for a hundred years inside the coffin, neither dead nor alive. A disembodied entity with nothing to occupy its mind but the memories of a life once lived and glories long faded.

The student collapsed, spurting red, and by the time his body landed in the soil, his eyes had already glazed over. 

Fool! 

Rolfo followed suit and dropped into the dirt. Blood colored the ground scarlet as he twitched and clutched his throat. And then he too stopped moving.

The black-masked assassin circled Giallo until they faced each other.

The coffin collector was about to say something, but the steel in the assassin’s eyes silenced him.

“I want you to know what is going to happen next.” The assassin paused and his iron gaze swept the warehouse. “I’m going to burn down this cursed place.”

“You can’t! My life’s work…” 

“Every coffin you collected will go up in flames. “

Giallo swallowed hard. Experience told him the assassin was the type of man who kept his promises. So his next words caught Giallo by surprise.

“And when this place is nothing but ashes, I’m going give you what you want.” 


























CHAPTER SEVEN




THE WAREHOUSE BURNED, painting the air red. The fire’s merciless heat singed Giallo’s features as his prized collection went up in thick, oily clouds of black smoke. Tears streamed down his face, fury boiling inside of him as he bore witness to the inferno. If he were younger, he would’ve made a go at the black-clad assassin. The man had destroyed everything.

They both stood outside the warehouse, and the assassin’s gloved hand kept the Glock fixed on his head in case he should get any foolish ideas. The bastard wanted him to witness the destruction of his collection. What did he think he was doing? Punishing him for past crimes? What sort of mercenary was he dealing with here?

Nevertheless, one piece had survived Giallo’s collection: Zamora’s coffin. 

The assassin had made sure to remove the casket from the warehouse before setting the charges that triggered the raging blaze. The fact that the coffin had been spared gave him hope. There was still a chance he might be able to start over again. If reborn through the coffin’s magic, he could enjoy all his wealth inside a fresh, young body. He could begin building a new collection. The assassin’s words cycled through his mind. 

“And when this place is nothing but ashes, I’m going give you what you want the most.”

 Was he implying he could be bought for a price? That Zamora’s coffin could be his for a price? 

Controlling his anger, Giallo said, “Whatever you employer is paying you, I can offer you more. Much more. Name your price.”

The assassin’s swift answer left little room for negotiation. Giallo felt the handle of the pistol bite into his head…and the world turned black.

When he woke up, stars sparkled overhead, and for a moment he felt disoriented. 

He tried to move but found himself confined, his hands cuffed. Craning his neck, he saw piles of dirt on either side of him. Instant realization hit him. He was looking up at the brilliant night sky from inside a wooden box. Not any box. Zamora’s coffin, which now rested in a shallow grave.

Above him, a shape stepped up to the grave. The assassin loomed like an angel of death. He removed his balaclava, revealing rugged, handsome features. Giallo choked back a wave of terror. The assassin didn’t seem worried he’d ever get to pick him out of a police line-up. This was the end of the road.

“What are you doing?’ Giallo croaked, his heart hammering away.

“You wanted to be buried in Zamora’s coffin. I’m making your wish come true.” 

The assassin picked up the lid of the coffin.

Giallo’s bit his lips with terror, grasping the fiend’s plan. The American was going to bury him alive. He would indeed escape death, but he would remain trapped in the box in the same way Zamora’s spirit had. Even if he should be lucky enough to have someone stumble upon his makeshift grave someday in the future, they would have no idea how to release him and bring him back from the dead.	

“Please… you can’t do this,” Giallo said.

“How many of the people in your collection begged for their lives? How many did you spare?”

The question hung accusingly in the air.

Giallo’s mind went blank as the heavy lid closed over the coffin, entombing him in blackness. He was suddenly six years old again and at the mercy of his father’s madness. But this time there would no reprieve. Light would not make way for the darkness. His interment would be permanent.

The sound of dirt piling up on top of the coffin wasn’t loud enough to drown out the coffin collector’s horrified screams. 

	







THE END
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FEAR THE LIGHT: WHO MURDERED DRACULA?




Over the centuries, many had tried to kill the Count. All had failed. Until now...  



Eight vampires gather at Dracula's castle to solve his murder. But as the sun rises outside the chateau, a voice cries out and another creature of the night is slain. Trapped, the sun burning bright outside, the vampires realize they have met their match — a killer who plans on picking them off one by one! 



As the daylight reigns and their numbers dwindle, a dark suspicion grows — could Dracula's murderer be hiding in plain sight?




A THRILLER WHERE THE MONSTERS ARE THE VICTIMS!




"All in all this was an easy read that flew by. The pacing was tight and kept the story interesting up until the last page. A satisfying ending made this a worthy read." - Nikki Howard, Ravenous Reads



"...it is fun to see vampires switch from being predator to prey. The story is essentially ten little Indians" - Taliesin meets the Vampires



"...If you loved and read Agatha Christie's - And Then There Were None/Ten Little Indians then you will love this novel..." - Gadget Girl Reviews



"It is nothing like the other vampire books I have read..." - Jenny, Fabulous and Fun Blog
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GARGOYLE KNIGHT




When his kingdom is threatened by an ancient evil, a king is forced to make the ultimate sacrifice. If he is to defeat an army of monsters, he must become one himself! His victory carries a terrible price… An eternity frozen in stone.



Fifteen centuries later, the Celtic warrior is awakened when the world needs him most. A stranger in a strange land with his only guide a beautiful archeology student, he must battle his old adversary once again, all while struggling with his own darkness. For he is by day a man, by night cursed to become… The GARGOYLE!




“An Urban Fantasy Novel That Feels Fun and Alive.There's a cinematic feel in Gargoyle Knight...the experience is sweeping with entertaining action that builds to a satisfying climax"
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Match: A Supernatural Thriller







Dating apps. A great way to connect in a wired, increasingly busy world, but do you really know who hides behind the smiling pictures? The flirtatious text messages? What if the person on the other end of the dating profile isn't quite what they appear to be...

 

Mark found her photo on a popular mobile dating site. Her name was Akasha, and she was beautiful. Seductive. Irresistible. She wrote that she was looking for friendship. Love. A real connection.

 

But Akasha is concealing a horrible secret...

Not everyone you meet online is who they claim to be.

Sometimes they may not even be alive...
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