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  Serafina opened her eyes and saw nothing but black. It was as if she hadnt opened her eyes at all.


  She had been deep in the darkened void of a swirling, half-dreaming world when she awoke to the sound of a muffled voice, but now there was no voice, no sound, no movement of any kind.


  With her feline eyes she had always been able to see, even in the dimmest, most shadowed places, but here she was blind. She searched for the faintest glint of light in the gloom, but there was
  no moonlight coming in through a window, no flicker of a distant lantern down a corridor.


  Just black.


  She closed her eyes and reopened them. But it made no difference. It was still pitch-dark.


  Have I actually gone blind? she wondered.


  Confused, she tried to listen out into the darkness as she had done when she hunted rats deep in the corridors of Biltmores sprawling basement. But there was no creak of the house, no
  servants working in distant rooms, no father snoring in a nearby cot, no machinery whirring, no clocks ticking or footsteps. It was cold, still and quiet in a way she had never known. She was no
  longer at Biltmore.


  Remembering the voice that had woken her, she listened for it again, but whether it had been real or part of a dream, it was gone now.


  Where am I? she thought in bewilderment. How did I get here?


  Then a sound finally came, as if in answer to her question.


  Thump-thump.


  For a moment that was all there was.


  Thump-thump, thump-thump.


  The beat of her heart and the pulse of her blood.


  Thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump.


  As she slowly moved her tongue to moisten her cracked, dry lips, she sensed the faint taste of metal in her mouth.


  But it wasnt metal.


  It was blood  her own blood flowing through her veins into her tongue and her lips.


  She tried to clear her throat, but then all at once she took in a sudden, violent, jerking breath and sucked in a great gasp of air, as if it were the very first breath she had ever taken. As
  her blood flowed, a tingling feeling flooded into her arms and legs and all through her body.


  What is going on? she thought. What happened to me? Why am I waking up like this?


  Thinking back through her life, she remembered living with her pa in the workshop, and battling the Black Cloak and the Twisted Staff with her best friend, Braeden. Shed finally come out
  into the grand rooms and daylight world of the fancy folk. But when she tried to remember what happened next, it was like trying to recall the fleeting details of a powerful dream that drifts away
  the moment you wake. It left her disoriented and confused, as if she were grasping for the tattered remnants of a previous life.


  She had not yet moved her body, but she felt herself lying on her back on a long, flat surface. Her legs were straight, her hands neatly lying one over the other on her chest, like someone had
  laid her there with respect and care.


  She slowly separated her hands and moved them down on either side of her body to feel the surface beneath her.


  It felt hard, like rough wooden boards, but the boards were strangely cold. The boards shouldnt be cold, she thought. Not like this. Not cold.


  Her heart began to pound in her chest. A wild panic rose inside her.


  She tried to sit up, but immediately slammed her forehead into a hard surface a few inches above her, and she crashed down again, wincing in pain.


  She pressed her hands against the boards above her. Her probing fingers were her only eyes. There were no breaks or openings in the boards. Her palms began to sweat. Her breaths got shorter. A
  desperate surge of fear poured through her as she craned her body and pushed to the side, but there were boards there, too, just inches away. She kicked her feet. She pounded her fists. But the
  boards surrounded her, closing her in on all sides.


  Serafina growled in frustration, fear, and anger. She scratched and she scurried, she twisted and she pried, but she could not escape. She had been enclosed in a long, flat wooden box.


  She pressed her face frantically into the corner of the box and sniffed, like a trapped little animal, hoping to catch a scent from the outside world through the thin cracks between the boards.
  She tried one corner, and then the next, but the smell was the same all around her.


  Dirt, she thought. Im surrounded by damp, rotting dirt.


  Ive been buried alive!
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  Serafina lay in the cold black space of the coffin buried underground. Her mind flooded with terror.


  I need to get out of here, she kept thinking. I need to breathe. Im not dead!


  But she could not see. She could not move. She could not hear anything other than the sound of her own ragged breathing. How much air would she have down here? She felt a tight constriction in
  her lungs. Her chest gripped her. She wanted her pa! She wanted her mother to come and dig her out. Someone had to save her! She frantically pressed her hands against the coffin lid above her head
  and pushed with all her strength, but she couldnt lift it. The sound of her screeching voice hurt her ears in this terrible, closed-in, black place.


  Then she thought about what her pa would say if he was here. Get your wits about ya, girl. Figure out what ya need to do and get on with doin it.


  She sucked in another long breath, and then steadied herself and tried to think it through. She couldnt see with her eyes, but she traced her fingers along the skirt and sleeves of her
  dress. They were badly torn. It seemed like if she had died and there had been a funeral, then they would have put her in a nice dress. Whoever had buried her had been in a hurry. Had they thought
  she was dead? Or did they want her to suffer the most horrible of deaths?


  At that moment, she heard the faint, muffled sound of movement above her. Her heart filled with hope. Footsteps!


  Help! she screamed as loud as she possibly could. Help me! Please help me!


  She screamed and screamed. She pounded the wood above her head. She flailed her legs. But the sound of the footsteps drifted away, then disappeared and left a silence so complete that she
  wasnt sure shed heard the sound at all.


  Had it been the person who buried her? Had he heaved the last shovel of dirt onto her grave and left her here? Or was it a passerby who had no idea she was here? She slammed her fists against
  the boards and screamed, Please! I need your help! Im down here!


  But it was no use.


  She was alone.


  She felt a dark wave of hopelessness pour through her soul.


  She could not escape.


  She could not survive this . . .


  No, she thought, gritting her teeth. Im not gonna let myself die down here. Im not gonna give up. Im going to stay bold! Im going to find a way out . .
  .


  She slid herself down towards the end of the coffin and kicked. The coffins rough boards felt thin and crudely made, not like a proper solid casket, but like a ramshackle box nailed
  together from discarded apple crates. But the earth behind the rickety wood braced the boards so firmly that it was impossible for her to break them.


  Then she had an idea.


  Six feet under. That was what her had pa told her years ago when she asked him what they did with dead people.  Round here they bury folk six feet under,
  hed said.


  She squirmed inside the dark, cramped space, bending her body up like a little kitten in a ladys shoe box, and positioned herself so that she could put her hands on the top centre of the
  coffins lid. She figured that six feet of dirt must weigh an awful lot. And her pa had taught her that the centre of a board was its weakest point.


  Remembering something else hed taught her, she knocked on the board above her and listened. Tap-tap-tap. Then she moved down a few inches and knocked again. Tap-tap-tap. She
  kept knocking until she found a place with a slightly deeper, more hollow sound where the dirt was packed a little less firmly behind it. Thats the spot.


  But now what? Even if she managed to crack the board, the dirt above would come crashing down on her. Her mouth and nose would fill with dirt and shed suffocate. Thats not
  gonna work . . .


  Suddenly an idea sprang into her mind. She buttoned her dress tight up to her neck and then pulled the lower part of the dress up over her head, inside out, so that the fabric covered her face,
  especially her mouth and nose. It was cramped in the coffin and difficult to move, but she managed to get the dress bundled around her head and then wriggled her arms out of the sleeves so that her
  hands were free. If she was lucky, the fabric over her face would give her the seconds she needed.


  Knowing that her hands alone werent strong enough to break the boards, she rolled onto her stomach and positioned her shoulder at the top centre of the coffin.


  Bracing herself, she pushed upward with her arms and legs and the strength of her whole body. There wasnt enough space inside the coffin to get herself all the way up onto her hands and
  knees. But she bent herself into a coil and pushed the best she could, slamming her shoulder against the coffins lid over and over again. She knew that one strong blow wasnt going to
  do it. And slow pressure wasnt, either. She needed to get a good, hard, forceful rhythm going. Bang, bang, bang. She could feel the long boards of the coffins lid flexing.
  Thats it, thats what we need, she said. Bang, bang, bang she slammed. Come on! she growled. Then she heard the centre board cracking beneath the
  weight of the earth above. Come on! She kept pushing. Bang, bang, bang. The board began to split. Then she felt something cold hit her bare shoulders. She should have been
  filled with joy that her plan was actually working, but her mind filled with fear. The lid had cracked! The coffin was caving in! Cold, clammy, heavy dirt dumped all over her, pushing her down to
  the coffin floor. If she hadnt tied her dress over her head, her mouth and nose would have filled with dirt at that very moment and she would have been dead.


  Working blind, with nothing but her grasping hands to guide her, she grabbed great handfuls of the incoming dirt and chucked them into the corners of the coffin, packing the dirt away as fast as
  it poured down through the hole, but it just kept coming, coming, coming. The terrible weight of the dirt surrounded her legs and shoulders and head. It was getting more and more difficult to move.
  She sucked in breaths through the fabric of her dress as fast and hard as she could. Her chest heaved in panic. She couldnt get enough air!


  Finally, when there was no more space in the coffin to push the dirt, she tried to make her escape. She jammed her head straight up through the hole, pushed with her legs, and started digging
  towards the surface. But the dirt came down so fast, and pushed in so hard, she never had a chance. Even as she dug, the dirt began to suffocate her. Its crushing weight pushed against her chest,
  driving one last scream from her lungs.
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  Loose earth poured down around her head and shoulders, collapsing onto her faster than she could dig it away. She felt the pressing weight of it
  all around her, closing in on her, trapping her legs, but she kept clawing, kicking, squirming her way blindly up through the darkness, desperately trying to pull gasps of air through the fabric
  covering her face. She felt the material pushing deeper and deeper into her mouth as the dirt pressed in, gagging her, shutting off the flow of air to her aching lungs.


  Then she heard a fast scratching sound above her, like the frenzied digging of an animal. She hoped that Gidean, Braedens dog, was trying to rescue her, but a terrible, low growling sound
  told her it wasnt her canine friend. Whatever kind of creature it was, the beasts claws tore at the earth, ripping it away with terrific power. Was it a bear digging up its supper? It
  didnt matter. She had to keep climbing. She had to breathe!


  Sharp claws raked across her upstretched hands. Serafina shrieked in pain, but she grabbed hold of the beasts paw. Gotcha! She held on for dear life. The force of the paw yanked
  her body up through the ground.


  The snarling beast jerked its paw again, trying to free itself of her, yanking and pulling, but Serafina held on tight.


  When her head finally broke the surface of the ground, she sucked in a mighty gasp of air, flooding her lungs with new life. Air! She finally had air!


  She lost her grip on the beasts paw and it pulled away, but she clambered out of the dirt until her shoulders and arms were free.


  Hope filled her heart. Shed made it! Shed escaped! But as she reached up and pulled the fabric from her head, she heard a loud roaring snarl, and the claws came down at her again,
  raking across her scalp just as she tried to duck away. Clutching wildly at the earth with her hands, she quickly scrambled out of the grave and got up onto her hands and knees to defend
  herself.


  She had crawled out of the ground into a moonlit graveyard, overgrown by a dense forest of trees and vines. A large stone angel, with her wings raised up around her, stood on a pedestal in the
  centre of the small clearing. Serafina had no idea how shed got here, but she knew this place. It was the angels glade. But before she could take it all in, she heard something behind
  her and spun around.


  A black panther was coming straight towards her, crouched low for the lunge, its ears pinned back, its face quivering with fierceness as it opened its mouth and hissed with its long fangs bared
  and gleaming, ready to bite.
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  Serafina stared into the face of the angry panther. Its bright yellow eyes were as savage as shed ever seen in a wild animal, filled with a
  looming and ferocious power. She crouched down low, ready to defend herself. When the panther showed its long white fangs and snarled at her again, Serafina bared her teeth and hissed right back,
  fierce and fiery, challenging it with everything she had. But to her astonishment, the black panther turned its head away, then slunk into the forest and disappeared.


  Overwhelmed with exhaustion, Serafina collapsed to the ground. She sucked in long and heavy breaths, just relieved to be alive. That big cat had me as good as dead, she thought. Why in
  the world did it slink off like a socked possum?


  As she lay there recovering, she tried to comprehend what had happened. Someone had buried her. But they hadnt just buried her, they had buried her in the old, abandoned graveyard that
  had been overgrown by the forest decades before.


  And the more she thought about it, the more she couldnt believe what she had just seen. How could there be a black panther?


  Her mother was a catamount, a shape-shifter with the ability to turn into a mountain lion at will, but when Serafina finally learned to shift, she was a black panther like her father had been, a
  rare variant of the race. According to mountain lore, there was only one black panther at a time.


  She kept thinking that the panther must have been her father, but her father had died in battle twelve years before, the night she was born. Her pa, the man who had found her in the forest that
  night and taken care of her ever since, was the only father she had ever known. And the more she thought about it, the more she was convinced that the panther shed just seen hadnt
  been a full-grown male, but a young cat, lean and uncertain. It might have been her half sister or half brother, but they were just spotted little cubs. When her catamount friend Waysa was in lion
  form, his fur was dark brown. Maybe the light had been playing tricks on her eyes, but if it had been Waysa, why would he run away from her?


  Questions reeled through her mind, but the sensations of her body began to overwhelm her. Her head hurt from the swipe of the panthers claws, which had left a bleeding wound, but it
  wasnt too bad. After what shed experienced in the coffin, it felt so good to just have air moving in and out of her lungs. She could feel the warm breeze on her bare skin, and smell
  the clover and ferns growing nearby, and see the glorious stars above. Her senses seemed more acute than ever before.


  As her strength returned to her arms and legs, she brushed the remaining dirt from her body and straightened out the plain beige dress she was wearing. That was when she noticed the large, dark
  stains around the rips in the material. Frightened, she quickly looked herself over and found dried blood all over her bare torso, shoulders, and arms. But there were no recent wounds. Just
  scars.


  At that moment, memories of her life began to flow slowly through her like a quiet river. She saw herself eating supper with her pa in the workshop, and lying on Biltmores highest rooftop
  with Braeden as they counted stars in the midnight sky, and running happily through the forest in panther form with her mother and Waysa. She saw herself sitting in front of the fireplace in Mr
  Vanderbilts library as he told her stories from his books and travels, and sitting quietly at morning tea with Mrs Vanderbilt, who had recently announced that she was with child.


  Then she remembered her friend Essie, one of Biltmores maids, helping her lace up the beautiful golden-cream gown that Braeden had given her for the Christmas party. She remembered
  looking at herself in Essies mirror, seeing a twelve-year-old girl with sharp, feline angles to her cheekbones, amber-yellow eyes, and long, shiny black hair, and thinking, for the first
  time, she was going to fit in just fine.


  The memory of the Christmas party swirled around in her mind. She could so vividly remember the softness of the candlelight, the scent of the wood on the fire, the smile on her pas face,
  and the warmth of Braedens hand on her back as they entered the room together. It was a moment of peace and triumph, not just because she and Braeden had defeated their enemies, but because
  she felt like she truly belonged.


  The last night she remembered at Biltmore, she had been making her rounds through the house on a winter evening. The memory came to her in snatches. She was the Guardian, the protector against
  intruding spirits and other dangers. Everyone else had gone to bed, and she had the darkened corridors of the house to herself, just like she liked it. She stepped out onto the formal back patio,
  which the Vanderbilts called the loggia. The sheer white curtains in the doorway glowed in the moonlight as they fluttered in the cold winter breeze. She looked out across the grounds of the estate
  towards the forest and the mountains in the distance. The full moon was rising over the peaks.


  All was still in the house, but then she felt an unusual movement of air around her and a disturbing chill ran up her spine. The hairs on the back of her neck went up. Suddenly she sensed
  something behind her. She spun around, ready to fight, but all she could see was a black and roiling darkness where the walls and windows of the house should have been.


  Something struck her chest with piercing pain. A storm of wind swept around her. Her mind filled with confusion. She fought with tooth and claw, growling and hissing and biting. Blood was
  everywhere.


  But then it all went black, and the memory faded.


  She stood now beside her own grave in the pale light of the moon in the centre of the angels glade and looked around her. She was miles from home. What a strange and haunted place to find
  herself crawling from the ground! The loose dirt was tracked with human footprints and what looked like shovel marks. There was no gravestone, just a mound of dirt. She reckoned that whoever had
  buried her didnt want her found. Had someone attempted to murder her and then hide the body?


  She looked up at the stone angel. What did you see that night?


  But the angel didnt answer. She stood on her pedestal of stone as mute and immutable as she always did. The angel was old and weathered, mottled with dark moss and green patina. She had
  long, curling hair and a beautiful face, with tears of dark sap streaming down her cheeks. To Serafina her face seemed to be filled with the silent wisdom of knowingness, as if the angel held
  inside her the fate and fortune of those she loved, and it was all too much to bear. The angel held her mighty, finely feathered wings above her, and she gripped a long, sharp steel sword in her
  hand. It was the very sword that Serafina had used to cut and destroy the Black Cloak.


  The angel stood in the centre of a small clearing of bright green grass. The leaves on the trees and bushes around the angels glade stayed green all year round, never drying in the
  summers sun, or changing colour in autumn, or falling to the ground in winter. The angels glade was a place of eternal spring.


  The north side of the glade led deep into the rest of the old graveyard, which had been taken back by the encroaching forest long ago, with vines covering many of the headstones and stringy moss
  hanging down from the black limbs of crooked trees. The graveyard stretched on for as far as Serafina could see, endless rows of tilting, toppled, half-buried monuments marking the graves of
  hundreds of dead, rotting bodies and lost souls. A grey whispery mist floated listlessly through the graveyard, as if searching for a place to linger. As Serafina peered across the graveyard
  looking for signs of movement, she hoped that she was the only body that had crawled forth from the grave tonight.


  Finally, she said to her buried companions, Sorry to be gettin on my way so soon, but it turns out that I was just a-visiting for a while.


  She walked to the other side of the angels glade, which led into the natural part of the forest that she knew so well. Looking into the trees made her think about her catamount mother.
  She had learned so much from her mother. Theyd run through the forest together and hunted together. Shed learned the sounds of the night birds and the movement of the woodland
  creatures. She wondered why her mother hadnt sensed her and come to her like she had so many times before.


  It began to sink in that her pa hadnt come for her, either, and neither had Braeden.


  No one had come.


  She was alone.


  Fear began to well up in her mind. As she thought about what might have happened to the people she loved, her heart felt heavy in her chest. She didnt know what had attacked her or how
  long shed been gone. She wondered what the people of Biltmore would think when she walked into the mansion covered in graveyard dirt, but her true fear, deep down, was that they
  wouldnt be there at all, that shed find the house empty, full of nothing but shadows.


  Anxious to get moving, she headed into the forest, following the path that would take her to Biltmore. She had to get home.
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  Serafina followed the path through the darkened forest at a quick pace, down into a ravine dense with ancient maple and hemlock trees. Her legs
  felt strong and steady beneath her as she weaved between the great trunks of the forests oldest inhabitants.


  A chorus of tree frogs, peepers and insects filled her ears, and the scents of primrose and moonflower wafted past her nose. The evening flowers stayed closed during the day, but opened with
  their sweet smells at night.


  Everything seemed unusually vibrant to her tonight, like her body and her senses were alive with new sensations.


  The forest grew thick with rosebay rhododendron bushes glimmering in the silver moonlight. Hummingbird moths hovered over the white and pinkish blooms, dipping into the recesses of the flowers
  and sipping out the nectar within. It almost felt as if she could hear the beat of the moths wings against the night air.


  Fireflies floated in the darkness above the shiny green leaves of the laurel. Soft flashes of lightning danced on the silver-clouded sky behind them, and a gentle thunder rolled through the
  darkness, moving on the rising heat of what felt like a summer breeze.


  This is all so strange . . . she said to herself, looking around her in confusion as she travelled. The last night she remembered, it had been winter, but the air felt strangely
  warm now. And these plants and insects didnt come out in winter. Had the magic of the angels glade somehow extended out into the rest of the forest?


  When she glanced up at the moon, what she saw stopped her dead in her tracks. The moon was not all the way full, but large and bright, with the light on the right and the shadow on the left.


  Thats not right, she said, frowning. That night she was on the loggia the moon had been full, which meant what she was seeing now was impossible.


  She knew that the moon was only full one night a month, then it would wane for fourteen nights, with the light on the left side, getting smaller and smaller until it was dark for a single
  evening. Then it would wax for fourteen nights, with the light on the right, until it was full once more. Then it would start all over again.


  The moon was the great calendar in the sky by which she had marked the nights of her life, wandering through the grounds of Biltmore Estate by herself. The steady phases of her pale companion,
  the slow sweep of the glistening stars, and the curving transit of the five brightest planets had been her silent but loyal confidants for as long as she could remember. They were her midnight
  brothers and her dark-morning sisters. She had spoken to them, learned from them, watched them as a girl sees the members of her family moving around her.


  But tonight she looked at her sister the moon in confusion, a thumping urgency in her temples as she tried to figure out the meaning of what she was seeing. The moon was lit on the right
  side. That meant it was waxing, getting larger each night. But if the moon had been full the last time she saw it, how could it be waxing now?


  It was as if shed fallen backwards a night in time. Either that or something equally unimaginable: shed been underground for more than an entire cycle of the moon.


  That means twenty-eight nights have passed, maybe more . . . she said to herself in astonishment.


  The breeze whispered through the tops of the trees as if the hidden spirits of the forest were nervously discussing that she had discovered the universes ruse. Time flew forward. Time
  flew back. Nothing was as it seemed. People were buried underground and people came back. She was in a world of many in-betweens.


  Another set of flashes lit up the sky and danced silently among the clouds, then the thunder rolled on, echoing across the mountainsides.


  She had always been able to see things other people could not, especially in the dark of night, but tonight there seemed to be a special magic in the forest. It felt as if she could actually see
  the evening flowers slowly opening their petals to the moon and the glint of starlight on the iridescent wings of the insects. She felt the caress of the air as it slipped through the branches of
  the trees, around her body, and against her skin. She sensed the stony firmness of the earth and rock on which she stood. The tiny droplets of dew on the clover leaves around her suddenly
  glistened, and a moment later, the white light of the distant lightning shone in her eyes. Water and earth and light and sky . . . It was as if she had become intermingled with the faintest
  elements of the world, as if she were in tune with the slip and sway of the nocturnal realm in a way that she had never been before.


  She continued walking, but as she gazed through the trees she spotted what appeared to be a crease of blackness in the distance. She tilted her head in confusion. Was it a shadow? She
  couldnt make it out. But as she narrowed her eyes to look at it, she realized that whatever it was, it was moving, not towards her or away, but hovering in the air, like a rippling
  black wave.


  The skin on her arms rose up with goosebumps. She couldnt help but wonder if what she was seeing was related to the black shape that had attacked her at Biltmore.


  She knew she should leave it alone, but she was too curious to turn away. She slowly moved closer until she was maybe a dozen steps from it, then she stopped and studied the black shape. It
  appeared to be about five feet long, floating of its own accord a few feet off the ground, like a long banner held in the breeze. And it was utterly black, blacker than anything she had ever
  seen.


  Suddenly, a wind swept through the trees. A gust kicked up from the forest floor, swirling small tornados of leaves around her. The branches hanging above her began to creak and bend, like the
  swaying limbs of old, twisted men, their long, twiggy hands dangling down onto her head and shoulders. When the cold mist of a coming rain touched her face, she realised that a storm was near. And
  then she spotted a dark figure making its way towards her through the trees.


  Serafina sucked in a breath in surprise and dropped to the ground to hide. She scrambled beneath the base of a half-toppled tree where the spidering roots had pulled up from the earth and
  created a small cave. Pressing herself in as deep as she could go, she peered out through the small holes between the roots.


  The man, or creature, or whatever it was, moved towards her through the forest with a slow and deliberate pace, like a predator hunting for prey. It stalked on two long, gangly legs, its back
  hunched over and its head hanging down, its shoulders swaying one way and then the other as it gazed from side to side. Even as hunched as it was, the creature was very tall, with long, crooked
  arms dangling in front of it like a praying mantis, and the elongated fingers of its spindling hands like white, scaly talons, tipped with sharp, curving, clawlike fingernails. It moved with steady
  purpose, scraping its feet through the leaves of the forest floor, the movement of its bones sounding like cracking branches.


  What kind of godforsaken thing is that? she thought, cowering in her hole. Is it some kind of vile creech that crawled from the grave the same way I did?


  The creature came closer and closer. As it stepped within a few feet of her, Serafina couldnt keep her body from trembling. Her only hope was that the creature wouldnt see her
  hiding beneath the roots at its feet.


  She could hear its breathing now, the slow wheezing, ragged, hissing breath, like a wounded animal, and she could see it more closely than she had before. A white haze lingered about its body
  like the smoke around a dying campfire, and straggly grey strands hung around its head like the stringy hair of a rotting corpse. When the creature turned and she saw its face, she gasped. It had
  been slashed with a savage wound that oozed with the blackish, festering blood of an injury that never healed. She couldnt tell whether the creature was a mortal man or a hellish fiend, or
  some combination of the two, but its sharp, pointy teeth chattered with anticipation as it scanned the forest, swaying its head back and forth as it crept forward with its dangling claws.


  At first it seemed as if the creature was going to pass her by, but then the thing stopped, standing right over her.


  Its talon-like hand grasped one of the roots of the toppled tree beneath which she was hiding. Serafina sucked in a startled breath and held it, too frightened to exhale. The creature looked one
  way into the forest and then the other. It seemed like it knew she was there, that it sensed her presence, maybe smelled her, but it had not yet detected exactly where she was. She held her breath
  like a trembling rabbit in her little den.


  The creature opened its mouth and a low, vibrating, guttural sound emerged. Then Serafina began to actually see the white air rushing from its lungs. It wasnt just an exhalation or a long
  scream, but a storm. The air around her began to twist and turn, the leaves swirling up, the branches on the trees bending and cracking. The air exploded with blowing rain. The terrible
  noise coming from the creatures mouth was getting louder and louder as the storm rose up all around.


  The storm-creech peered down into the mound of roots where she was hiding. Its silver-glowing eyes looked straight at her, shocking her with a blast of fear. The creatures talons closed
  into a fist, crushing the roots that it had been holding. Then it began tearing the roots away with both hands, its teeth chattering as it ripped its way towards her.


  



  [image: ]


  As the creature attacked, Serafina reflexively tried to shift into panther form to defend herself, but it didnt work. For some clumsy
  reason, she couldnt change. She tried again, concentrating on envisioning herself as a panther, but she couldnt do it. She remained in her human form.


  Not knowing what else to do, she cowered down. She tried to stay out of the creatures reach as it ripped the roots away. She thought about leaping up at the thing and fighting it with her
  bare hands, but it seemed far too powerful. At the last second, just as its claws touched her, she scrambled out of the roots on her belly and darted out the other side.


  A storm raged through the forest. The pelting rain roared around her. The wind blew so hard that her hair and clothes pressed against her face and body. It felt like it wasnt going to
  just blow her away, but tear her into little pieces.


  But she couldnt let the storm slow her down. The creature was right behind her. She had to get out of there. She ran headlong into the swirling rain and just kept running.


  When she looked over her shoulder, she expected to see the creature charging up behind her, grabbing for her, but it wasnt. It was in the distance, still ripping at the roots where
  shed been hiding.


  Confused, but relieved that shed managed to escape the wretched thing, she quickly turned to keep moving, but she nearly ran straight into an eerie black shape similar to what shed
  seen before. She stopped abruptly, recoiling from it like it was a venomous snake.


  It floated right in front of her now, so sharply black that it seemed like an impossibility. The light of the moon and stars disappeared into it, and she could see nothing on the other side of
  it. Rain fell in, but did not come out. It was like a tear in the fabric of the world.


  The sight of it tightened her chest. Her skin buzzed. She backed away and ducked into a thicket of bushes to hide.


  When the black shape drifted in her direction, she caught her breath in surprise. She couldnt tell if it was drifting on the winds of the storm or was actually drawn to her in some
  way.


  The roiling black shape floated slowly closer. She thought that the thick foliage would protect her, but the leaves and branches snapped and hissed as the black shape touched them, bursting them
  one by one, as it moved towards her.


  She frantically squirmed away, but the edge of the black shape touched her shoulder. The searing pain felt like she was being slashed with a burning, white-hot blade. She screamed in agony and
  wrenched herself away.


  Driven by blind fear, she clambered out of the thicket and ran. She spotted a rocky area and sprinted for it. When she saw the drop-off of a steep mountain slope, she jumped.


  She hit the ground hard and rolled down the earthen slope, her shoulders and legs thudding against the rocks and trees as she fell, then sprang to her feet and fled.


  She tore through the forest, gasping for breath, but pushed herself on, looking over her shoulder for signs of the storm-creech and the black shapes.


  As the rain and wind slowly died down, and the storm faded behind her, she kept going at a hurried pace.


  Finally, she was relieved to see the glow of the moon peeking through the clouds. Day folk knew that the sun rose in the east and set in the west, but many didnt realize that the moon did
  as well. Its black shadows among the trees were like arrows pointing the way home. As soon as she got her wits about her, she figured out what direction she needed to go, and went as fast as she
  could. She had to warn the people of Biltmore about what she had seen.


  But just as she began to make progress, she came to the edge of a river blocking her path. She scanned the surrounding area in confusion.


  Dont tell me youve gone and gotten yourself lost, she scolded herself.


  She had thought she was close to home. She remembered a creek near here, small and shallow, just a quick leap across. But what blocked her path now was a powerful river, turbulent and strong,
  ripping through the trees. Its shores werent the rocky edge of a normal river, but the flooded forest.


  It was strange how so much had changed. If the little creek she remembered was now this churning river, then there must have been many other storms like the one shed just fought her way
  through. A knot of worry bunched in her stomach. There were few things in the mountains more powerful and damaging than the rushing waters that had formed them.


  Knowing she had to get home, she stepped into the dark water of the river to cross it. The current felt like tiny shards tearing at her bare skin. Shed waded across plenty of rivers, but
  this was a strange and alarming sensation that shed never felt before. When she took another step, it became very clear that the river was far too deep and turbulent for her to cross. It
  seemed like it wanted to suck her in and pull her under.


  Looking out across the river, she was amazed to see an entire tree  branches, trunk, and roots and all  floating downstream, tumbling through the current, like a great, leafy
  leviathan. Many of the largest and oldest trees at the edge of the river had toppled into the current, the earth beneath their roots ripped away by the powerful pull of the rushing water.


  She stepped back out of the flooded river and away from the edge, convinced that the dark, malevolent water wanted to consume her. She couldnt cross here. But if she was anywhere near
  where she thought she was, there were no roads or bridges for quite a while.


  Were in a real pickle now, girl, she said, talking to herself the way her pa did. What we gonna do about it? Thats the question.


  Then she had an idea.


  She made her way upstream along the shore until she found one of the tallest trees hanging over the river, its great, spreading boughs almost reaching across and touching the trees on the other
  side. She knew the relentless current tearing at its roots would soon bring the tree crashing down into the river, but for now it was her path.


  She climbed up the trunk and then outward on the limbs, high up over the rivers tumbling flow, moving from branch to branch, her goal to cross over the river the way shed seen
  squirrels do it, using the canopy of the trees as her bridge.


  But as she crawled further out, the trees branches became slender green saplings bending and whipping in the wind. It felt like the wind was going to sweep her away. Every muscle in her
  body clenched as she bobbed and swayed in the upper branches. She could see the closest tree on the other side, a great pine with sturdy branches thick with needles, but she couldnt leap
  across such a great distance. It was just too far.


  Looking down, all she could see a hundred feet below her was the swirling black water of the river. If she lost her grip here, or tried to jump to the tree on the other side, then shed go
  plummeting down. Shed either die when she hit the water or get swept away in the current and drown. One way or another the river would have her, just like it wanted.


  As she was trying to figure out what to do, she heard a stick break on the forest floor down below her, back in the direction from which she had come. She swivelled, scanning the forest for
  danger. Had the storm-creech followed her scent and tracked her here? But then she spotted a robed figure moving slowly through the trees.


  What kind of devil-spawn is comin now? she thought in exasperation. I just want to get on home!


  She squinted her eyes and peered down through the branches of the trees, trying to make out who or what was down there.


  It was a man wearing long robes, and a hood of some sort covered his head, like one of the old Celtic druids from ancient Britain that shed seen depicted in Mr Vanderbilts
  books.


  As he made his way through the forest, the robed man opened a pale and delicate hand in front of him. Suddenly, a glowing, hissing torch of blue light, like a tiny ball of lightning, rose up
  from his palm and hovered over his shoulder, lighting his way through the darkness.


  Some kind of sorcerer, Serafina thought as she crouched lower. Her heart began to pound in her chest. The storm-creech, the floating black shapes, the storms . . . They were all his
  doing. Everything she had seen must have been the sorcerers conjurations. Had it been the sorcerer who attacked her on the loggia? Had he already taken over Biltmore? She had to get
  home.


  But how? She was stuck up in a tree a hundred feet above a raging river.


  When the dark-robed sorcerer stopped walking, the hair on the back of Serafinas neck stood on end. Her whole body began to shake. Every sense inside her was telling her to fight or flee.
  Flee, her mind kept telling her. Flee before its too late!


  The sorcerer slowly lifted his head and looked up into the trees in her direction.
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