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Prologue

It all started, when the Sun began to die and drastically changed our World. 

I was barely 4 years old, but I will never forget those flashing green eyes glaring at me from the darkness. The growing moonlight scarcely shone in, and I saw the shadowy, waving shape as dancing curtain in a tempestuous breeze. I knew it didn't intend to hurt me, but the sound the darkness emitted was horrifying. I closed my eyes and cried out in fright for my mother. The door to my room opened, and the beast vanished in the flashlight's white beam. Then...

Now... I smile... And...

I warn you: In the Kingdom of Darkness, you'd never imagine the number of beasts.
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I.

The Beauty
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The train's constant swaying movement wrapped black silk around her, childlike arm, a black silken thread, and her small fingers tightened on the shimmering fabric. She wanted to grip the deep darkness itself, squeezed it so tight that her fingertips whitened. She could sense the material tightening along her arms, growing more and more heated. Lifted her little body forcefully, and relaxed her hold again. A red trail blazed across the frilly patterned arms of the silk, it twisted around its own spindle, drawing upon her legs with just one hand, clinging and stretching out fully, tightening her spine along the way, she swayed with the silk towards the middle of her room. 

The train moved again, forced her to wake up. She smiled. Opening dark brown eyes groaned. The memory... 

"Would I feel the cutting silk now?" The black fabric dangling from the joists in the attic of her Aunt Margrethe's house. She was nine years old, a child, and wanted to be an acrobat, like the ones she saw at a Circus.  Back then, amidst the mournful silence, her childish ears barely picked up the faint weeping of black streamers taut to the point of tearing, stretching, and coiling, suspended from the sky, the couple on them danced for their pleasure. Only their whiteness was sure in the darkness, silk around them. But before Belle's eyes the white glow of the stretching fabric blinked, flickered, its windswept bottoms descended in front of her, reminding her of the beast. That luminous green-eyed creature. She felt her whole body burning. Like her wounds had not disappeared, instead they had been absorbed into her bones and chest through the years. Three types of burn injuries enhanced her body. Some completely numb, others partly, and there are some scars so sensitive that a sigh felt like an ache on her skin. Her nerve endings were so sensitive to her heart and her neck. This is why the doctors kept postponing the operations on her. 

She glanced at the man sitting across her. Hmm...

They approached DC, and the advertising signs emerged from the dim. After all those years, the Circus was in town again. After all those years... She searched her cell phone from her backpack’s bottom – logically.

„I have to text Marge...” she started to compose.... „I’m on train. I will check out the c...”  her smartphone’s screen suddenly turned white and dimming towards the center of the screen. She caught sight of the summer fields of wheat across the window. The Flash, others had called it, appeared again, like a faint, but dangerous wave of light spreading over the land. Belle's fists clenched she was certain, that Margrethe had already prepared some candles for the night.

From the sharp sound of the rails, caused by the long-unused locomotive she knew that she finally arrived. Belle picked up her backpack and leaped from the doorway. She was in good shape due her cycling and running hobby, like most people who grew up after the first outbreak. No tv, internet, radio... Only back to reality. Hobbies: jogging, or reading – books. But she didn’t fancy that, resulting her the best shape ever. She bent at her untied shoelaces, placing her backpack next to her, in an instant she was snapped from behind, and almost fell ahead if not for her good reflexes.

"Excuse me!" a trifle angrily, but the boy grinned at her and walked on.

"Nice bottom young lady."

„Ha-ha” Belle muttered when she dusted off her palms, she felt the small tag in the back pocket of her jeans. The ornately made card, albeit black and white, was an official invitation to the evening's performance. "The presentation," Belle turned to look at the teen again, but it disappeared into the greyish distance between the walls. She sighed and headed for the park where the huge white awning loomed in the distance, emerged from the station building. The curiosity of a child flared up in her 23-year-old soul. Here the life changed far less so than in New York due to the money flow. Little souvenir shops lined up one after another. Schools, institutions, shops, it was like everything was the same. The shopkeepers were old. Washington's population was nearly three-quarters senior citizens. Young people were leaving in hopes of a different, better life. Children were almost non-existent. Belle chuckled at a couple of brothers and sisters walking down. An old woman called out at them in a frightened voice from one of the shops.

"Come home asap!" A message Belle didn't get. She had lived far from Washington for the last eight years, by then an extensive power failure caused byba solar flare wasn't such a problem. But now...  as the Sun began to sink  behind the tall buildings, the streets went deserted and only a handful of people showed up, with their torches, setting off their usually prepped flares every few feet. She glanced at her watch in vain. It stopped while she was on the train. Though she knew that Margrethe was surely worried for her, she headed towards the illuminated path.
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The silence surrounding the tent was broken, when she entered the lowered door. Everybody on the platform was practicing. Lion trainers, monkeys and elephants, camels, and ponies. A handful of artists murmuring in the roar of a white tiger that jerked her, a young boy waved and the tiger jumped to his feet. It was that boy slapped her behind. Yes, the circus was here again. She turned back to leave, when she caught the sound of the old man's voice.

"SHOW CANCELLED!"

"Cancelled?" Belle asked, a dwarf approached, like the green-striped elf in a little elf voice.

"You'd better go home, little girl!"

"Little Girl?" Belle curved her lips.

"Didn't you hear me?" snapped the dwarf, "You'll end up like the other kids!"

"Like the others?"

The dwarf man marveled and rubbed his head.

"You are not from around here?"- silent sigh. "Haven't you heard of the ghouls?" Belle raised an eyebrow. It felt like they were trying to tell her a childish story so she'd be a good girl and go to sleep. Ghouls? She asked herself, smiling. "What the hell are you grinning at?" the dwarf huffed and walked quickly towards the stage. "The Wraiths have killed twenty children in the past eight years. Some people say, the years have gone by, older and older kids have been eaten." Belle was astonished. This did sound like a horror story. No wonder she hadn't heard about it before. After all, she had just moved into her deceased uncle's New York apartment.

"Did it happen eight years ago?" Belle glanced at the artists, packing up. 

„Exactly. So go home”. Slowly, the elephant stepped out and, the stage was lit only by a dim flare. And the tent became silent. Standing alone she caught sight of the swinging bridges suspended from the sky. That's why the tent was so high, of course. 

"At the age of fifteen, I would have paid anything to be near one of those swings." She moved in silence towards the stage between the empty benches. Set down her backpack and crossed the barrier. Belle glanced up at the tall pole and grabbed the ladder. "I just want to see..." Slowly, she took the rungs of the ladder. The wild rhythm and the heat washed over her. She loved the rush of the suffocating, heart-rending shudder, her muscles tightened, again and again, becoming pleasure into her brain. Her hands began to sweat, and finally reached the top of the resting place on the 100-meter-high column. Her hazel eyes became watery looking from the height, she could feel her head spinning, but still, her arms were reaching for the swing in front of her. White dust still covering it, making it a soft but in the same time steady rod. "I'm coming..." Belle's stomach tightened, gazed at the swings ten meters ahead, twenty and a third forty meters away. The second pillar didn't look far from down there. "Deep breath..." Her hands clenched, grabbed the swing tightly, and pushed away from the resting place aware that she would also need a strong swing, just, as she did with the ribbons. And of course, Belle had not reached the second swing. She began to swing back. After a little swinging, the swings stalled and Belle found herself helpless to move in the drag of her own weight. With some effort, she hoisted herself up onto it. Her biceps were far from the shape they were when she was a teenager. Holding onto the steel ropes, got on swinging back and forth.

"It' s too high, " she sighed and looked under herself again. The net was still spread. Never in her life did she expect to be swinging on a swing hanging 100 meters in the air, but the childish feeling made her smile. She glanced up, the swing's suspension was hidden in the darkness. As she swayed, like a child, the other standing swing came closer and closer, reigniting her whole spirit with the chance to cross over. She knew already. She just had to push harder. The swing swung out to its full length. Belle heaved a sigh. One more long swing. She heared the soft squeak from the top of the tent now, leaned forward. Jump!

Her sweaty hands gripped the dusty wooden pole of the second swing. She gripped it hard, cracking her fingers and both wrists, and she did so. Her hair clung to her sweaty face in a disturbing way, but the cool wind brought to mind the flight - continued to swing. Swinging backward in her full swing, she felt her heart momentarily stop. The cold wind whipped against her face, barely able to breathe, she was fast approaching the standing swing. When released the pole, she had a bad feeling. She braced for the fall and the crash into the net.

"Oh, Jesus!" Her sweaty hands slipped on the pole,  caught with a jagged, stinging pain. Her eyes clenched in fear, she felt a chill mist falling, in the lurch of her swing, and her heart paused again for a moment. There was something palpable pulling her hands up, counterbalanced her and swung back more rapidly as she had before. For a long moment, something was pushing her... She heard the sharp squeaking of steel fastenings. Louder. Like the weight swinging it was heavier than it should be swinging much higher. Her hands cramped, freezing. Her heart stopped again. Catching a breath, she lunged forward into the dark. When she opened her eyes, her vision blurred. The pole was approaching at incredible speed. She raised her legs up to come to rest, but swinging sideways she was thrown back.

"No!" she cried aloud, feeling her chilled hands slipping. She braced herself for hitting the column, but her crashing was so much gentler, she felt a cold breath brush against her hair when her feet touched the edge of the rest. Though her posture propelled her body on and back, something  dragged her by the hips and pull her back to the pillar. 

"HEY! ARE YOU OK?" shouted the young voice, Belle glanced down. Heart still racing in her chest, she leaned her back against the pillar.

"Wow." A sigh of relief accompanied her. For a moment, she felt covered by a mist. A chill swept down her neck, she could have sworn someone brushed her hair to one side.

"COME DOWN AT ONCE!" the boy shouted again from downstairs, spreading his arms wide "You're out of your mind! It's a double court!" He kept on when Belle finally got to her feet and made her way towards the ladder. "Do you hear me?! It' s always two people. You might have hit the pole." Belle was in the middle of the pillar when she heard the boy's voice, angry and concerned, he shouted with a French accent. "You wanna kill yourself?"

"Well, well..."

"What?!" snapped the boy, Belle got to her feet, grabbed her arm, and turned her towards him. "Are you crazy?", sighed. "By the way, just exactly how on earth did you get on the thrith pole?"

"Is it not possible?" Belle removed her arm from his grip and wiped her sweat-slicked forehead. He peered at her for a long moment, taking in her wounds.

"I guess... You better go home." Belle did not reply. She went for her backpack. As she continued to walk without a word to the exit, she turned to look back and smiled.

***
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In the darkened street, Belle stopped moving. She saw only blackness for a moment, the silvery light of the Moon, peeping out from the clouds, lighted the way before her. There was a flashlight in her bag, but it was no use flicking it on, it wouldn't turn on. Most likely, would not have set off by herself, if she had caught sight of the shapeless darkness stalking behind her.

Somehow, her fierce beating heart excited so that an uncontrollable smirk settled on her satisfied face. 

"How could it be impossible..." she muttered under her breath, the pleasant cool summer night, enveloped in darkness again, paused. She turned at the cloudy sky. She hoped the wind up above was strong for the clouds to move away quickly. She wasn't so afraid of the Dark anymore. In New York, her nightmares seemed to have been avoided, didn't see any dancing darkness at the foot of her bed. There, she did not wake to soft whispering. There, finally, she could hold her flip-flops beside her bed. Belle breathed a sigh. It was a long time ago...

But somehow the dream-like memory had flashed back again. A dream for her, nothing more. A nightmare for all children, who fear the dark. After her first major power outage, she saw the dancing silhouette in her room many times. Her mother told her to close her eyes tightly and hide under the duvet so that when she woke up in the morning, the shadows would be gone. She was right. By the morning, the shadows were gone. For little Belle, there were many times she could sense the beast, with glowing eyes approaching. She felt its frozen legs drifting over the plush bedspread, though it was sitting something on the edge of her bed. Pulling her little legs up and trembled to hide under the duvet.

"Please don't hurt me. I promise I'll be good." Her quivering voice rang for a long time, till she slept like that every night. So Annabelle was a good child indeed. Always obeying, packing her toys away in her room, always made her bed with her little hands and she grew up a quiet child. However, that was not normal. For some reason, one day her mother brought her to see her school therapist. The woman wondered at the terrified mother. Other parents would have paid to keep their children from being naughty, backbiting, and tantrums, but Marian was worried.

"A five-year-old child is not like that!" The older woman let out a sigh, she ran a general test. Little Belle sat silently in the big armchair and she waited.

"What do you see?" the woman showed pictures of her one after another. The girl answered in silence.

"A Christmas Tree." It was all such childish answers. She had seen elephants, tabby cats, butterflies, and all the toys in her little room The woman switched. 

"How do you and your friends get along?" Belle pondered. 

"Tolerably, " the answer left her lips, and she smiled. She tried to give, serious, amusingly adult an explanation, she could.

The woman was taking notes when the power came back on and the air conditioner in silent turned on. Belle instantly sobered and tightened her grip. 

"I'm a good girl. I haven't done anything wrong." She wishpered.

Belle stood still. This memory was a vague one for her. In contrast to the ones that burst two months later. When the light of the Moon began to light the distant silhouettes of the clouds, she moved on. She was not far from her aunt's house, but, as she neared it, she could see their old courtyard. She used to play there a lot until she was taken in by a priest. A tall, wiry monk, appeared only at her mother's desperate request. After seeing a child psychologist for two
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