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            Chapter One

          

          London, England

        

      

    

    
      Olivia Baker held very still as the sun threatened to peek over the tall buildings of the quiet street. She liked to sneak out of her apartment early in the morning while her parents slept to play in the sunrise. Very few people were out at this hour, which is why she preferred it. During the day the city was so busy and loud. In the evenings it was full of drunks staggering home from the bars. The abandoned streets of pre-dawn were peaceful, making her feet and breath the only sound. Well, except of the occasional blare of a horn or the echo of distant police sirens. It was during this brief moment that she could pretend she was anywhere but here. She was the only survivor of the apocalypse and must find shelter. She was queen of all she surveyed and her subjects were so frightened of her they refused to come out of the house. She was a ninja-spy sneaking into enemy territory for the good of the kingdom.

      She was a dreamer. That’s what her daddy said.

      She was a dilly-dallier. That’s what her mum said.

      Today she was a fool. Her parents told her not to leave the house without their knowing, but she never listened. She should have listened.

      No longer was her playground abandoned. This morning it played host to many—a large pile of lifeless, pale bodies stacked neatly in the middle of the brick road. She wasn’t an idiot. She’d been to her granddad’s funeral. She remembered the look on his face while they paid their respects. The dead had a plastic appearance to them, their undertone of their skin so white. These corpses’ cheeks lacked any color in their eerie silence. They were dressed like some of the drunks she’d see in the streets at night—tight skirts and skintight pants, tank tops and unnaturally colored hair.

      “Club kids,” her daddy had called them.

      “Stay away from those soulless types,” her mum had added. “There’s something wrong with them. Close your window.”

      Olivia kept within the shadowed stoop, too scared to move, as one hooded figure walked amongst the dead. He carried another body only to throw it down on top of the others, working as if he hauled stacks of wood. The green of his cloak fluttered in the light breeze and illuminated only by the pale street lamp and the last traces of moonlight.

      Olivia knew of evil things, had heard about them in school. She knew of body dumps and genocide. She knew monsters were lurking in the world. Her parents had warned her about going out alone, and she never listened. She was ten after all, old enough to be out on her own. All great artists needed to experience life. Life was fuel. That’s what her art teacher told her, and Olivia was going to be a great artist.

      Her heart pounded violently, and she tried to swallow back her panting breath. Every part of her brain told her she should run when the man’s back was turned, but her legs wouldn’t move. Despite trying to be quiet in the shadows, the man somehow found her. His hooded face turned toward her as if narrowing in on her hiding spot pressed against the locked entryway.

      Time made no sense as the man was suddenly standing in front of her. She had not seen him move, but there he was, his pale hand with long fingernails extending toward her face. An emerald ring glinted on his finger, catching the threatening dawn. The sunlight was close, but not quite there. Long, black hair hung out of the hood, down his chest, over the antiquated green cloak.

      Slowly, the emerald hand lifted, and he pulled the hood from his head. Wrought iron street lamps held on to their last flutters of light. The flickering revealed just enough of him to cement her fear, as shadows parted to reveal marble skin—pale and white and flawless, yet hard as if made of stone. He looked like a piece of art that had escaped the museum, perfectly formed but not quite human. Brown eyes flashed with an inner light as he gazed at her, making it impossible for her to run away.

      “Do not look at me in fear, child.” The man’s accent felt familiar, but she was unable to place it. His voice cracked as if he’d not used it for a very long time.

      Olivia nodded her head in agreement, too enthralled to protest.

      “If anyone asks, you did not see me this night,” he insisted.

      Olivia nodded again.

      “Look at you, pressed against the wall like a little piece of fruit clinging to its branch.” His hand extended to touch her face, and he stroked her cheek. His fingers were colder than an icicle against her flesh.

      “Who are you?” she asked, her voice soft and trembling as not to startle the creature.

      “Who does not matter, little one.”

      “What are you?”

      “A wiser question.” He gave a faint nod as if he approved.

      The green swirl in his eyes drew her in, and she felt him inside her mind. He silently told her to lift her hand, and she lifted it. He told her close her eyes and she let her lids fall. If he had told her to jump off a building, she would have run for the tallest one.

      “I am death. I am a monster,” he whispered. “And I am infinitely more powerful than the will of one tiny girl. Do you want to see my power?”

      She tried to shake her head in denial, but he made her nod. A flash of fire lit up her body, and she tried to scream. It was over in a second, but the memory of the brief flash remained tingling against her skin. The monster let her open her eyes as he reached for her arm. She had no will to pull away.

      “I am the nightmare you will carry with you from this life into the next.” The man sliced her with his finger, and she gasped but was too mesmerized to protest as he brought her arm to his lips. His mouth was as cold as his fingers when he kissed the wound. A strange vibration made its way up her arm to her shoulder. “Now I know you, curious little one, more than you know yourself. And you will mean something to me.”

      “Are you going to put me on the pile?” she asked. “Please don’t make it burn again.”

      “No. You will be my missed chance. You will be a memory I can carry for a few hundred years until you fade.”

      “No one can live that long,” she countered.

      “No human can.”

      “You’re not human?”

      He again touched her cheek, like a grandparent looking to see how much a child had grown since his last visit. “I told you. I am death. I will watch you and then I will mourn you.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean. What do you mean you’ll mourn me? Why would I be mourned?” She trembled at the cold fingers, feeling the truth of his words in their grave-like touch.

      “Even death becomes tired, little one. Things cannot stay as they are.” He touched the bridge of her nose, swooping his finger down to the tip. The light gesture was oddly playful.

      “I don’t understand? Does that mean you are going to kill me?”

      “I am sorry you glimpsed into my realm. In that way, I did kill you.” He sighed, and it was at that moment she realized he hadn’t really been breathing—not like regular people did. “I gave you a taste of my power so you would know what it means to be powerless against death. Stay and watch the bonfire so that you may know what happens, but do not tell, or others like me will come for you, and those monsters will not let you go. They will probably come anyway. Once you mortals see us, there is something in you that searches to see us again.”

      “I won’t tell.” She trembled as he finally let her go. As quickly as he’d come to her, he was gone. The first ray of sunlight made its way over the building to the street. She felt the blood trail down her wrist and hand as her arm dropped to her side.
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