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This is the story of a brave and unusual girl who lives secretly in the basement of the
grand Biltmore Estate amidst the splendor of the Gilded Age and the rugged beauty of the Blue
Ridge Mountains. Serafina and her friend Braeden Vanderbilt must work together to solve a dark
and dangerous mystery. This page-turning thriller from Disney-Hyperion is a #1 New York
Times Bestseller and has appeared on the bestsellers list for more than 60 weeks. It also won
the prestigious 2016 Pat Conroy Southern Book Prize for "representing the best in Southern
literature." A blend of history, mystery, and magic, this new series has become a favorite for kids,
teachers, parents, and readers of all ages (8+). Be sure to watch the book trailer in the media
section below. "Never go into the forest, for there are many dangers there, and they will ensnare
your soul."Serafina has never had a reason to disobey her pa and venture beyond the grounds
of Biltmore Estate. There's plenty to explore in Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt's vast and opulent home,
but she must take care to never be seen. None of the rich folk upstairs know that Serafina exists;
she and her pa, the estate's maintenance man, have lived in the basement for as long as
Serafina can remember. She has learned to prowl through the darkened corridors at night, to
sneak and hide, using the mansion's hidden doors and secret passageways.But when children
at the estate start disappearing, only Serafina knows the clues to follow. A terrifying man in a
black cloak stalks Biltmore's corridors at night. Following her own harrowing escape, Serafina
risks everything by joining forces with Braeden Vanderbilt, the young nephew of Biltmore's
owners. Braeden and Serafina must uncover the Man in the Black Cloak's true identity before all
of the children vanish one by one.Serafina's hunt leads her into the very forest that she has been
taught to fear, where she discovers a forgotten legacy of magic. In order to save the children of
Biltmore, Serafina must not only face her darkest enemy, but delve into the strange mystery of
her own identity.

Praise for Robert B. Parker’s Debt to Pay “His best to date.”—Kirkus Reviews“Coleman isn’t
afraid to alter the status quo in his taut third continuation of Parker’s series featuring small-town
police chief Jesse Stone...a complex cat and mouse game that will keep readers turning
pages.”—Publishers Weekly“Coleman, a three-time Shamus winner, crafts a suspenseful, clever
thriller that moves at breakneck speed.”—Booklist“Coleman, a multiple award-winning author,
admirably succeeds in capturing Parker’s creative style, using crisp dialogue and short chapters
to maintain the reader’s attention...the talented author never falters.”—Lansing State
JournalAbout the AuthorRobert B. Parker was the author of seventy books, including the
legendary Spenser detective series, the Jesse Stone series, and the Virgil Cole/Everett Hitch
Westerns. Winner of the Mystery Writers of America Grand Master Award and long considered
the undisputed dean of American crime fiction, he died in January 2010. Reed Farrel Coleman



has been called a “hard-boiled poet” by NPR's Maureen Corrigan and the “noir poet laureate” in
The Huffington Post. He has published twenty-three novels, including nine books in the critically
acclaimed Moe Prager series, and most recently, Where It Hurts. He is a three-time recipient of
the Shamus Award for Best Detective Novel of the Year, a winner of the Barry and Anthony
Awards, and is a two-time Edgar Award nominee. Coleman lives with his family on Long
Island.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.ONEHe didn't like exposing
himself to video cameras when there were no crowds affording him his usual anonymity. His
talent wasn't just for killing, but for blending in as well. He was like a khaki-colored pixel in a
camouflage pattern. Stare at the pattern long enough and the individual pixels disappear. Today
he meant to put the world on notice that he was back and the time had come to repay his
creditors. He very much wanted to do both, and had waited more than a year for this opportunity.
Still, he couldn't afford carelessness. He was seldom careless. He had taken precautions and
the soaking rain was doing its part to cooperate. The gray was so heavy in the air that it seemed
like its own weather condition separate from the rain and mist.He parked the stolen Yaris out
behind the building, because not even he could haul his intended cargo out the front door and
hope to get very far. He went through his mental checklist, patted his pockets, and exited the car.
He walked through the alleyway, turned right, and then right again. There were people on the
street, many people, their heads down against the weather, too busy fussing with umbrellas to
take notice of the little bearded man with the long gray hair and porkpie hat shuffling by them.
Nor did they notice his large belly beneath the ill-fitting green mackintosh he'd bought at a
church thrift shop outside Paradise. While he was unrecognizable, he made certain not to look
directly into the security cameras as he entered the building.He knocked at the office door,
turned the handle, and let himself in. The young man sitting at the reception desk was really
quite beautiful to look at. Dressed in an impeccably tailored designer suit of summer-weight
wool, he had fine features, long lashes, eyes that matched the deep blue of his suit fabric, and
perfectly coiffed dark blond hair. The light stubble on his face was shaved and shaped in such a
way as to enhance the power of his angular jawline. He had an ingratiating smile full of straight
white teeth. He stood up from behind his desk outside Gino Fish's office to greet the odd-looking
little man standing before him, water dripping off the hem of his coat and the brim of his silly hat.
Takes all sorts, he thought, and Gino did do business with a lot of unsavory types. The little man
took two steps toward the receptionist."How may I help-"The beautiful young man never finished
his sentence or took another breath. He had been so focused on the odd man's bad gray wig
and fake beard that he hadn't seen the blade in the man's small hand. He'd felt it, though, if only
very briefly, as the assassin thrust the knife forward. Using his legs like a boxer to supply the
necessary power, the little man plunged the razor-sharp blade through the receptionist's tailored
suit jacket, his shirt, his perfectly tanned skin, and his breastbone. The blade cut a fatal gash in
the young man's heart. With incredible speed and surprising dexterity, the killer removed the
blade and thrust it deeply into the receptionist's throat, making sure the mortally wounded man
could not cry out. Careful to avoid getting bloody, the killer caught the body by the sleeve and



eased it gently to the floor as if placing a sleeping baby in its cradle. There was blood, but not
nearly as much as there would have been had the killer reversed the order of the wounds.He
knelt down beside the results of his handiwork, wiping the blade off on the wool suit before
replacing the assault knife back in his pocket. He lingered, admiring the fine features and lovely
blue eyes of his victim. He stroked the body's still warm cheeks with the back of his hand. Ran
his fingers over his dark blond hair. Shook his head in regret. Just because he lived to destroy
didn't mean he had no appreciation of beauty. On the contrary, he had an abiding appreciation
for it, though he resented beauty far more deeply. To be human was to possess opposing
feelings. In this instance, it wasn't that he so much minded having to kill the man, but that
circumstance dictated that he kill him quickly. How much more pleasure could he have derived
from the experience had he been able to take his time? He took enormous delight in tearing
beautiful things apart by the inch. Quelle dommage, he thought. What a pity.He stood; removed
the beard, wig, and hat; and placed them all in a plastic bag, then tossed the bag in the trash.
Law enforcement already had epithelial and hair samples from any number of his crime scenes.
They had samples of his blood from the incidents with Stone's deputy and Joe Breen, but it was
of no consequence. They had no name, no face, no person to match them to, only a question
mark and a despicable nickname. Sometimes he had to remind himself of his given name and to
remember where he'd come from. Now was not the time to dwell on the past.He removed the
pillow from under his thrift-shop raincoat and, in a cruelly ironic gesture, placed the pillow
beneath the murdered receptionist's head. Amused, he checked his watch and smiled. He was
very good. Less than a minute had elapsed from the time he'd come into the office until he'd
placed the pillow beneath the dead man's head. He retrieved his .22, stepped up to Gino Fish's
office door, and knocked."Come on in, Drew," Gino said, his voice almost a purr.The killer
stepped into the office, closing the door behind him. The aging mobster's head was buried in the
Friday edition of The Globe."We should be okay for our weekend on the Cape," Fish said, still
not looking up. "Not supposed to rain again until late Sunday.""Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Fish,"
the killer said, gun hand raised. "I'm afraid Drew won't be accompanying you to the Cape this
weekend, but don't be sad. I have other more exciting plans for you for the weekend."Although
Gino Fish had never seen or spoken directly to the man standing before him, he knew
immediately who he was."Mr. Peepers. Fuck!"The killer was tempted to put a bullet in a very
painful but nonlethal area of Fish's body, but he fought the impulse to do so."If you refer to me by
that name again, Mr. Fish, I promise you your death will take even longer and be far more painful
than you could possibly imagine."The old mobster tried to remain calm, though his left hand was
trembling. "Then what should I call you?"He thought about it, smiled a smug, self-congratulatory
smile. "Call me Mr. Mantis."Gino didn't argue. "All right, Mr. Mantis. You killed the boy, huh? Did
you have to do that?"Mr. Mantis nodded. "A shame, I agree. Nice-looking man. My compliments
on your taste.""This about that thing with Stone that went south?""What else? I warned the
people who contacted me for you that if anything went wrong, you would pay the price for
interfering in my affairs.""I don't suppose there's any bargaining room here?" Fish bowed his



head at the gun in the killer's hand. "I can offer you a big sum of cash to put that thing down and
walk out of here. I'll see to Drew."Mr. Mantis shook his head, smiling all the while."And I don't
figure telling you that Vinnie Morris won't let this stand will intimidate you?"Mr. Mantis continued
shaking his head and smiling."Yeah, I didn't think so."The killer motioned with his .22 for Gino
Fish to stand."Slowly, Mr. Fish. You and I are going to take a walk down the hall and out the back
door of the building."Gino Fish didn't move. He was well aware of Mr. Mantis's reputation for
sadism. Fish had heard stories about how the man he knew as Mr. Peepers delighted in torturing
his victims. He understood that if he left the office with this man, he would suffer a long and
horrible death and that his body would probably never be found. For some reason that last part
bothered him. Gino Fish was well past his prime, having grown too soft, too comfortable, and too
careless, but he was no old fool. He hadn't made it to the top echelons of the Boston mob and
stayed there as long as he had by blind luck. He always had a backup plan. Always.Mr. Mantis
motioned again for Gino to stand, only this time Fish did as instructed. But as he rose, he
reached into the open top drawer of his desk, grabbing the old Colt snubnose .38 he'd kept there
for many years, just in case. Just in case was now, though he knew better than to try to engage
his captor in a shootout. Instead, in one swift motion, he pressed the revolver into the flesh
beneath his chin and, without hesitation, pulled the trigger. He hung upright for what seemed a
very long second, then collapsed into a lifeless pile of well-dressed skin and bones.Mr. Mantis
was impressed by the speed with which Fish had acted, but was furious at being robbed of his
vengeance. He was also unnerved. Twice recently, he had let victims slip through his fingers, but
he didn't have the luxury of time to dwell on it. He knew exactly what to do and how to do it. He
removed the assault knife from his coat pocket and moved toward the lifeless body of Gino Fish.
Afterward, he retrieved the plastic bag from the trash.Less than five minutes later, the odd-
looking little man with the long gray hair, ragged beard, and porkpie hat walked out the front door
of the building and back into the rain.TWOAfter last year's spasm of blood, life in Paradise,
Mass, had settled back into its predictable, small-town rhythms: steady as the tides, no waves
cresting over the seawalls. There hadn't been a single act of violence for months, the last one
being a bar fight among four drunk musicians at the Gray Gull. Oh, there had been some
snowfall, but nothing record-breaking, not even a hint of a nor'easter. The spring had passed as
if following the script of old rhymes and adages. March had started out blustery and cold and
ended on a week of sunny sixty-degree days. It had rained every two or three days in April, and
by mid-May the gardens in town were so lush and colorful with early-spring blooms the place
looked like . . . well, a paradise. What passed for a crime wave in Paradise these days was a
spate of car vandalism. Somebody had lately taken to shooting out the rear tires of cars parked
all over town."Anything?" Jesse asked Molly, coming through the station house door on
Saturday morning."Nothing worth mentioning.""Mention it anyway.""No, really, Jesse,
there's-""Crane, can't you ever make it easy?""Where's the fun in that?""Fun for who,
exactly?""Whom," Molly corrected.Jesse shook his head and laughed. "Are you sure it's
'whom'?""I'm not, but it's fun to think you're wrong. Did Diana come down from Boston last night



in that rain?""Uh-huh. But don't change subjects. What's not worth mentioning?""Some water got
into our basement and we had to turn on the pump.""For crissakes, Molly, is that-""I told you it
wasn't worth mentioning, didn't I?"Jesse raised his hands above his head. "I surrender."Molly
frowned. "No fun in that, either.""No new flat tires?""No."Jesse turned and went into his office. He
picked up his old baseball glove off the desk even before sitting down. He removed the hardball
from the pocket of the glove where it resided, slid the glove over his left hand, and marveled that
the glove was still in one piece after all this time. The glove had been his when he was a minor-
league shortstop for the Dodgers, and he didn't like thinking about how many years ago that
was. Nor did he like thinking about why it was sitting on his desk in Paradise instead of in a
display case at Cooperstown. For the moment he wasn't worrying about his absence from the
Hall of Fame, but rather about the big softball game tomorrow night against the fire department
team.He had other things on his mind, too. One, a fancy envelope inside the top drawer of his
desk, and the recent rash of vandalism. For the moment, he was focused on the latter. Although
Mayor Walker and her merry band of selectmen were all over him to do something about it, it
was Jesse's experience that the perp was some stupid kid or a cranky old man with a grudge
against the town or against Goodyear. He knew that this sort of thing would end soon enough,
that the guy doing it would get bored or get sloppy and be caught. Of course there was always
potential for things to turn bad. No good ever came of bullets in a populated area. So as Jesse
pounded the ball into his glove-it helped him concentrate-he considered ways of catching the
shooter in the act.He heard the phone ring and Molly answer it. A few seconds later, she was
sticking her head through the doorway."It's Robbie Wilson. You want me to tell him you're not
here?""No," he said, putting his glove and ball back down on his desk. "I'll take it."Jesse
generally didn't have much use for Wilson, the chief of the Paradise Fire Department, but he was
happy for the distraction."Morning, Robbie.""Morning, Chief Stone.""So?""Fifty bucks on
tomorrow's game?""Gambling's illegal, Robbie.""Dinner, then?""Field might be too sloppy to play
on," Jesse said."Don't you worry about that. My guys are over there now taking care of it. So, are
we on? Dinner to the winner?""How can I turn down an offer from a man who can rhyme dinner
and winner? We're on."Jesse put down the phone and stared at the top drawer of his
desk.THREEHe sat very low in the front seat of the Yaris, not because he was worried he would
be recognized, but because caution and invisibility were words he lived by. The stolen car . . . no
problem. As was his style, he had removed the nondescript subcompact late at night, from the
garage of an elderly person away on a long cruise. He laughed his gloating, superior laugh,
thinking about the stupidity of the masses. At how key codes made them feel safe and secure.
How typical and how foolish. All he ever needed to do was find his mark, sit on her house for a
few days before her trip, and use a long lens to watch her punch in the garage code. He always
chose elderly widows because they lived alone, put very low mileage on their cars, and kept
their cars well maintained. If he didn't possess such a cautious nature, he believed he could
simply trick most people into volunteering their key codes. Morons!Read more
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Text copyright © 2015 by Robert BeattyCover illustration © 2015 by Alexander JanssonCover
design by Maria EliasDesigned by Maria EliasAll rights reserved. Published by Disney •
Hyperion, an imprint of Disney Book Group. No part of this book may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from
the publisher. For information address Disney • Hyperion, 125 West End Avenue, New York,
New York 10023.VisitContentsTitle PageCopyrightDedicationBiltmore Estate, Asheville, North
Carolina, 1899123To my wife, Jennifer, who helped shapethis story from the beginning,and to
our girls—Camille, Genevieve, and Elizabeth—who will always be our first andmost important
audienceBiltmore EstateAsheville, North Carolina1899Serafina opened her eyes and scanned
the darkened workshop, looking for any rats stupid enough to come into her territory while she
slept. She knew they were out there, just beyond her nightly range, crawling in the cracks and
shadows of the great house’s sprawling basement, keen to steal whatever they could from the
kitchens and storerooms. She had spent most of the day napping in her favorite out-of-the-way
places, but it was here, curled up on the old mattress behind the rusty boiler in the protection of
the workshop, that she felt most at home. Hammers, wrenches, and gears hung down from the
rough-hewn beams, and the familiar smell of machinery oil filled the air. Her first thought as she
looked around her and listened out into the reaching darkness was that it felt like a good night for
hunting.Her pa, who had worked on the construction of Biltmore Estate years before and had
lived in the basement without permission ever since, lay sleeping on the cot he’d secretly built
behind the supply racks. Embers glowed in the old metal barrel over which he had cooked their
dinner of chicken and grits a few hours before. They had huddled around the cook fire for
warmth as they ate. As usual, she had eaten the chicken but left the grits.“Eat your supper,” her
pa had grumbled.“Did,” she had answered, setting down her half-empty tin plate.“Your whole
supper,” he said, pushing the plate toward her, “or you’re never gonna get any bigger than a little
shoat.”Her pa likened her to a skinny baby pig when he wanted to get a rise out of her, figuring
she’d get so furious with him that she’d wolf those nasty grits down her throat despite herself.“I’m
not gonna eat the grits, Pa,” she said, smiling a little, “no matter how many times you put ’em in
front of me.”“They ain’t nothin’ but ground-up corn, girl,” he said, poking at the fire with a stick to
arrange the other sticks the way he wanted them. “Everybody and his uncle likes corn ’cept
you.”“You know I can’t stomach anything green or yellow or disgusting like that, Pa, so quit
hollering at me.”“If I was a-hollerin’, you’d know it,” he said, shoving his poker stick into the fire.By
and by, they soon forgot about the grits and went on to talk about something else.It made
Serafina smile to think about her dinner with her father. She couldn’t imagine much else in the
world—except maybe sleeping in the warmth of one of the basement’s small sunlit windows—
that was finer than a bit of banter with her pa.Careful not to wake him, she slinked off her
mattress, padded across the workshop’s gritty stone floor, and snuck out into the winding



passageway. While still rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and stretching out her arms and legs,
she couldn’t help but feel a trace of excitement. The tantalizing sensation of starting a brand-new
night tingled through her body. She felt her muscles and her senses coming alive, as if she were
an owl stirring its wings and flexing its talons before it flies off for its ghostly hunt.She moved
quietly through the darkness, past the laundry rooms, pantries, and kitchens. The basement had
been bustling with servants all day, but the rooms were empty now, and dark, just the way she
liked them. She knew that the Vanderbilts and their many guests were sleeping on the second
and third floors above her, but here it was quiet. She loved to prowl through the endless corridors
and shadowed storage rooms. She knew the touch and feel, the glint and gloom, of every nook
and cranny. This was her domain at night, and hers alone.She heard a faint slithering just ahead.
The night was beginning quickly.She stopped. She listened.Two doors down, the scrabbling of
tiny feet on bare floor.She crept forward along the wall.When the sound stopped, she stopped as
well. When the sound resumed, she crept forward once more. It was a technique she’d taught
herself by the age of seven: move when they’re moving, stay still when they’re still.Now she
could hear the creatures breathing, the scratching of their toenails on the stone, and the
dragging of their tails. She felt the familiar trembling in her fingers and the tightness in her
legs.She slipped through the half-open door into the storeroom and saw them in the darkness:
two huge rats covered in greasy brown fur had slithered one by one up through the drainpipe in
the floor. The intruders were obviously newcomers, foolishly scrounging for cockroaches when
they could’ve been slurping custard off the fresh-baked pastries just down the hall.Without
making a sound or even disturbing the air, she stalked slowly toward the rats. Her eyes focused
on them. Her ears picked up every sound they made. She could even smell their foul sewer
stench. All the while, they went about their rotten, ratty business and had no idea she was
there.She stopped just a few feet behind them, hidden in the blackness of a shadow, poised for
the leap. This was the moment she loved, the moment just before she lunged. Her body swayed
slightly back and forth, tuning her angle of attack. Then she pounced. In one quick, explosive
movement, she grabbed the squealing, writhing rats with her bare hands.“Gotcha, ya nasty
varmints!” she hissed.The smaller rat squirmed in terror, desperate to get away, but the larger
one twisted around and bit her hand.“There’ll be none of that!” she snarled, clamping the rat’s
neck firmly between her finger and thumb.The rats wriggled wildly, but she kept a good, hard
hold on them and wouldn’t let them go. It had taken her a while to learn that lesson when she
was younger, that once you had them, you had to squeeze hard and hold on, no matter what,
even if their little claws scratched you and their scaly tails curled around your hand like some
sort of nasty gray snake.Finally, after several seconds of vicious struggling, the exhausted rats
realized they couldn’t escape her. They went still and stared suspiciously at her with their beady
black eyes. Their sniveling little noses and wickedly long whiskers vibrated with fear. The rat
who’d bit her slowly slithered his long, scaly tail around her wrist, wrapping it two times,
searching for new advantage to pry himself free.“Don’t even try it,” she warned him. Still bleeding
from his bite, she was in no mood for his ratty schemes. She’d been bitten before, but she never



did like it much.Carrying the grisly beasts in her clenched fists, she took them down the
passageway. It felt good to get two rats before midnight, and they were particularly ugly
characters, the kind that would chew straight through a burlap sack to get at the grain inside, or
knock eggs off the shelf so they could lick the mess from the floor.She climbed the old stone
stairs that led outside, then walked across the moonlit grounds of the estate all the way to the
edge of the forest. There she hurled the rats into the leaves. “Now get on outta here, and don’t
come back!” she shouted at them. “I won’t be so nice next time!”The rats tumbled across the
forest floor with the force of her fierce throw, then came to a trembling stop, expecting a killing
blow. When it didn’t come, they turned and looked up at her in astonishment.“Get goin’ before I
change my mind,” she said.Hesitating no longer, the rats scurried into the underbrush.There had
been a time when the rats she caught weren’t so lucky, when she’d leave their bodies next to her
pa’s bed to show him her night’s work, but she hadn’t done that in a coon’s age.Ever since she
was a youngin, she’d studied the men and women who worked in the basement, so she knew
that each one had a particular job. It was her father’s responsibility to fix the elevators,
dumbwaiters, window gears, steam heating systems, and all of the other mechanical
contraptions on which the two-hundred-and-fifty-room mansion depended. He even made sure
the pipe organ in the Grand Banquet Hall worked properly for Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt’s fancy
balls. Besides her pa, there were cooks, kitchen maids, coal shovelers, chimney sweeps,
laundry women, pastry makers, housemaids, footmen, and countless others.When she was ten
years old, she had asked, “Do I have a job like everyone else, Pa?”“Of course ya do,” he said, but
she suspected that it wasn’t true. He just didn’t want to hurt her feelings.“What is it? What’s my
job?” she pressed him.“It’s actually an extremely important position around here, and there ain’t
no one who does it better than you, Sera.”“Tell me, Pa. What is it?”“I reckon you’re Biltmore
Estate’s C.R.C.”“What’s that mean?” she asked in excitement.“You’re the Chief Rat Catcher,” he
said.However the words were intended, they emblazoned themselves in her mind. She
remembered even now, two years later, how her little chest had swelled and how she had smiled
with pride when he’d said those words: Chief Rat Catcher. She had liked the sound of that.
Everyone knew that rodents were a big problem in a place like Biltmore, with all its sheds and
shelves and barns and whatnot. And it was true that she had shown a natural-born talent for
snatching the cunning, food-stealing, dropping-leaving, disease-infected four-legged vermin that
so eluded the adult folk with their crude traps and poisons. Mice, which were timid and prone to
panic-induced mistakes at key moments, were no trouble at all for her to catch. It was the rats
that gave her the scamper each night, and it was on the rats that she had honed her skills. She
was twelve years old now. And that was who she was: Serafina, C.R.C.But as she watched the
two rats run into the forest, a strange and powerful feeling took hold of her. She wanted to follow
them. She wanted to see what they saw beneath leaf and twig, to explore the rocks and dells,
the streams and wonders. But her pa had forbidden her.“Never go into the forest,” he had told
her many times. “There are dark forces there that no one understands, things that ain’t natural
and can do ya wicked harm.”She stood at the edge of the forest and looked as far as she could



into the trees. For years, she’d heard stories of people who got lost in the forest and never
returned. She wondered what dangers lurked there. Was it black magic, demons, or some sort of
heinous beasts? What was her pa so afraid of?She might bandy back and forth with her pa
about all sorts of things just for the jump of it—like refusing her grits, sleeping all day and hunting
all night, and spying on the Vanderbilts and their guests—but she never argued about this. She
knew when he said those words he was as serious as her dead momma. For all the spiny talk
and all the sneak-about, sometimes you just stayed quiet and did what you were told because
you sensed it was a good way to keep breathing.Feeling strangely lonesome, she turned away
from the forest and gazed back at the estate. The moon rose above the steeply pitched slate
roofs of the house and reflected in the panes of glass that domed the Winter Garden. The stars
sparkled above the mountains. The grass and trees and flowers of the beautiful manicured
grounds glowed in the midnight light. She could see every detail, every toad and snail and all the
other creatures of the night. A lone mockingbird sang its evening song from a magnolia tree, and
the baby hummingbirds, tucked into their tiny nest among the climbing wisteria, rustled in their
sleep.It lifted her chin a bit to think that her pa had helped build all this. He’d been one of the
hundreds of stonemasons, woodcarvers, and other craftsmen who had come to Asheville from
the surrounding mountains to construct Biltmore Estate years before. He had stayed on to
maintain the machinery. But when all the other basement workers went home to their families
each night, he and Serafina hid among the steaming pipes and metal tools in the workshop like
stowaways in the engine room of a great ship. The truth was they had no place else to go, no kin
to go home to. Whenever she asked about her momma, her father refused to talk about her. So,
there wasn’t anyone else besides her and her pa, and they’d made the basement their home for
as long as she could remember.“How come we don’t live in the servants’ quarters or in town like
the other workers, Pa?” she had asked many times.“Never ya mind about that,” he would
grumble in reply.Over the years, her pa had taught her how to read and write pretty well, and told
her plenty of stories about the world, but he was never too keen on talking about what she
wanted to talk about, which was what was going on deep down in his heart, and what happened
to her momma, and why she didn’t have any brothers and sisters, and why she and her pa didn’t
have any friends who came ’round to call. Sometimes, she wanted to reach down inside him and
shake him up to see what would happen, but most of the time her pa just slept all night and
worked all day, and cooked their dinner in the evening, and told her stories, and they had a pretty
good life, the two of them, and she didn’t shake him because she knew he didn’t want to be
shook, so she just let him be.At night, when everyone else in the house went to sleep, she crept
upstairs and snatched books to read in the moonlight. She’d overheard the butler boast to a
visiting writer that Mr. Vanderbilt had collected twenty-two thousand books, only half of which fit
in the Library Room. The others were stored on tables and shelves throughout the house, and to
Serafina, these were like Juneberries ripe for the picking, too tempting to resist. No one seemed
to notice when a book went missing and was back in its place a few days later.She had read
about the great battles between the states with tattered flags flying and she had read of the



steaming iron beasts that hurtled people hither and yon. She wanted to sneak into the graveyard
at night with Tom and Huck and be shipwrecked with the Swiss Family Robinson. Some nights,
she longed to be one of the four sisters with their loving mother in Little Women. Other nights,
she imagined meeting the ghosts of Sleepy Hollow or tapping, tapping, tapping with Poe’s black
raven. She liked to tell her pa about the books she read, and she often made up stories of her
own, filled with imaginary friends and strange families and ghosts in the night, but he was never
interested in her tales of fancy and fright. He was far too sensible a man for all that and didn’t like
to believe in anything but bricks and bolts and solid things.More and more she wondered what it
would be like to have some sort of secret friend who her pa didn’t know about, someone she
could talk to about things, but she didn’t tend to meet too many children her age skulking
through the basement in the dead of night.A few of the low-level kitchen scullions and boiler
tenders who worked in the basement and went home each night had seen her darting here or
there and knew vaguely who she was, but the maids and manservants who worked on the main
floors did not. And certainly the master and mistress of the house didn’t know she existed.“The
Vanderbilts are a good kind of folk, Sera,” her pa had told her, “but they ain’t our kind of folk. You
keep yourself scarce when they come about. Don’t let anyone get a good look at you. And
whatever you do, don’t tell anyone your name or who you are. You hear?”Serafina did hear. She
heard very well. She could hear a mouse change his mind. Yet she didn’t know exactly why she
and her pa lived the way they did. She didn’t know why her father hid her away from the world,
why he was ashamed of her, but she knew one thing for sure: that she loved him with all her
heart, and the last thing she ever wanted to do was to cause him trouble.So she had become an
expert at moving undetected, not just to catch the rats, but to avoid the people, too. When she
was feeling particularly brave or lonely, she darted upstairs into the comings and goings of the
sparkling folk. She snuck and crept and hid. She was small for her age and light of foot. The
shadows were her friends. She spied on the fancy-dressed guests as they arrived in their
splendid horse-drawn carriages. No one upstairs ever saw her hiding beneath the bed or behind
the door. No one noticed her in the back of the closet when they put their coats inside. When the
ladies and gentlemen went on their walks around the grounds, she slinked up right next to them
without them knowing and listened to everything they were saying. She loved seeing the young
girls in their blue and yellow dresses with ribbons fluttering in their hair, and she ran along with
them when they frolicked through the garden. When the children played hide-and-seek, they
never realized there was another player. Sometimes she’d even see Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt
walking arm in arm, or she’d see their twelve-year-old nephew riding his horse across the
grounds, with his sleek black dog running alongside.She had watched them all, but none of
them ever saw her—not even the dog. Lately she’d been wondering just what would happen if
they did. What if the boy glimpsed her? What would she do? What if his dog chased her? Could
she get up a tree in time? Sometimes she liked to imagine what she would say if she met Mrs.
Vanderbilt face-to-face. Hello, Mrs. V. I catch your rats for you. Would you like them killed or just
chucked out? Sometimes she dreamed of wearing fancy dresses and ribbons in her hair and



shiny shoes on her feet. And sometimes, just sometimes, she longed not just to listen secretly to
the people around her, but to talk to them. Not just to see them, but to be seen.As she walked
through the moonlight across the open grass and back to the main house, she wondered what
would happen if one of the guests, or perhaps the young master in his bedroom on the second
floor, happened to wake and look out the window and see a mysterious girl walking alone in the
night.Her pa never spoke of it, but she knew she wasn’t exactly normal looking. She had a skinny
little body, nothing but muscle, bone, and sinew.She didn’t own a dress, so she wore one of her
pa’s old work shirts, which she cinched around her narrow waist with a length of fibrous twine
she’d scavenged from the workshop. He didn’t buy her any clothes because he didn’t want
people in town to ask questions and start meddling; meddling was something he could never
brook.Her long hair wasn’t a single color like normal people had, but varying shades of gold and
light brown. Her face had a peculiar angularity in the cheeks. And she had large, steady amber
eyes. She could see at night as well as she could during the day. Even her soundless hunting
skills weren’t exactly normal. Every person she’d ever encountered, especially her pa, made so
much noise when they walked that it was like they were one of the big Belgian draft horses that
pulled the farm equipment in Mr. Vanderbilt’s fields.And it all made her wonder, looking up at the
windows of the great house. What did the people sleeping in those rooms dream of, with their
one-colored hair, and their long, pointy noses, and their big bodies lying in their soft beds all
through the glorious darkness of the night? What did they long for? What made them laugh or
jump? What did they feel inside? When they had dinner at night, did the children eat the grits or
just the chicken?As she glided down the stairs and back into the basement, she heard
something in a distant corridor. She stopped and listened, but she couldn’t quite make it out. It
wasn’t a rat. That much was certain. Something much larger. But what was it?Curious, she
moved toward the sound.She went past her pa’s workshop, the kitchens, and the other rooms
she knew well, and into the deeper areas where she hunted less often. She heard doors closing,
then the fall of footsteps and muffled noises. Her heart began to thump lightly in her chest.
Someone was walking through the corridors of the basement. Her basement.She moved
closer.It wasn’t the servant who collected the garbage each night, or one of the footmen fetching
a late-night snack for a guest—she knew the sound of their footsteps well. Sometimes the
butler’s assistant, who was eleven, would stop in the corridor and gobble down a few of the
cookies from the silver tray that the butler had sent him to retrieve. She’d stand just around the
corner from him in the darkness and pretend that they were friends just talking and enjoying
each other’s company for a while. Then the boy would wipe the powdered sugar off his lips, and
off he’d go, hurrying up the stairs to catch up on the time he’d lost. But this wasn’t him.Whoever it
was, he wore what sounded like hard-soled shoes—expensive shoes. But a gentleman proper
had no business coming down into this area of the house. Why was he wandering through the
dark passages in the middle of the night?Increasingly curious, she followed the stranger, careful
to avoid being seen. Whenever she snuck up close enough to almost see him, all she could
make out was the shadow of a tall black shape carrying a dimly lit lantern. And there was



another shadow there, too, someone or something with him, but she didn’t dare creep close
enough to see who or what it was.It was a vast basement with many different rooms, corridors,
and levels, which had been built into the slope of the earth beneath the house. Some areas, like
the kitchens and the laundry, had smooth plaster walls and windows. The rooms there were
plainly finished, but clean and dry, and well-suited to the daily work of the servants. The more
distant reaches of the understructure delved deep into the damp and earthen burrows of the
house’s massive foundation. Here the dark, hardened mortar oozed out from between the
roughly hewn stone blocks that formed the walls and ceiling, and she seldom went there
because it was cold, dirty, and dank.Suddenly, the footsteps changed direction. They came
toward her. Five screeching rats came running down the corridor ahead of the footfalls, more
terrified than any rodents she had ever seen. Spiders crawled out of the cracks in the walls.
Cockroaches and centipedes erupted from the earthen floor. Astounded by what she was
seeing, she caught her breath and pressed herself to the wall, frozen in fear like a little rabbit kit
trembling beneath the shadow of a passing hawk.As the man walked toward her, she heard
another sound, too. It was a shuffling agitation like a small person—slippered feet, perhaps a
child—but there was something wrong. The child’s feet were scraping on the stone, sometimes
sliding…the child was crippled…no…the child was being dragged.“No, sir! Please! No!” the girl
whimpered, her voice trembling with despair. “We’re not supposed to be down here.” The girl
spoke like someone who had been raised in a well-heeled family and attended a fancy
school.“Don’t worry. We’re going right in here…” the man said, stopping at the door just around
the corner from Serafina. Now she could hear his breathing, the movement of his hands, and the
rustle of his clothing. Flashes of heat scorched through her. She wanted to run, to flee, but she
couldn’t get her legs to move.“There’s nothing to be frightened of, child,” he said to the girl. “I’m
not going to hurt you…”The way he said these words caused the hairs on the back of Serafina’s
neck to rise. Don’t go with him, she thought. Don’t go!The girl sounded like she was just a little
younger than her, and Serafina wanted to help her, but she couldn’t find the courage. She
pressed herself against the wall, certain that she would be heard or seen. Her legs trembled,
feeling as if they would crumble beneath her. She couldn’t see what happened next, but
suddenly the girl let out a bloodcurdling scream. The piercing sound caused Serafina to jump,
and she had to stifle her own scream. Then she heard a struggle as the girl tore away from the
man and fled down the corridor. Run, girl! Run! Serafina thought.The man’s steps faded into the
distance as he went after her. Serafina could tell that he wasn’t running full-out but moving
steadily, relentlessly, like he knew the girl couldn’t escape him. Serafina’s pa had told her that’s
how the red wolves chase down and kill deer in the mountains—with dogged stamina rather
than bursts of speed.Serafina didn’t know what to do. Should she hide in a dark corner and hope
he didn’t find her? Should she flee with the terror-stricken rats and spiders while she had the
chance? She wanted to run back to her father, but what about the child? The girl was so
helpless, so slow and weak and frightened, and more than anything, she needed a friend to help
her fight. Serafina wanted to be that friend; she wanted to help her, but she couldn’t bring herself



to move in that direction.Then she heard the girl scream again. That dirty, rotten rat’s gonna kill
her, Serafina thought. He’s gonna kill her.With a burst of anger and courage, she raced toward
the sound. Her legs felt like explosions of speed. Her mind blazed with fear and exhilaration. She
turned corner after corner. But when she came to the mossy stone stairway that led down into
the deepest bowels of the subbasement, she stopped, gasping for breath, and shook her head.
It was a cold, wet, slimy, horrible place that she had always done her best to avoid—especially in
the winter. She’d heard stories that they stored dead bodies in the subbasement in the winter,
when the ground was too frozen to dig a grave. Why in the world had the girl gone down there?
Serafina made her way haltingly down the wet, sticky stairs, lifting and shaking off her foot after
each slimy step she took. When at last she reached the bottom, she followed a long, slanting
corridor where the ceiling dripped with brown sludge. The whole dank, disgusting place gave her
the jitters something fierce, but she kept going. You’ve got to help her, she told herself again. You
can’t turn back. She wound her way through a labyrinth of twisting tunnels. She turned right, then
left, then left, then right until she lost track of how far she’d gone. Then she heard the sound of
fighting and shouting just around the corner ahead of her. She was very close.She hesitated,
frightened, her heart pounding so hard it felt like it was going to burst. Her body shook all over.
She didn’t want to go another step, but friends had to help friends. She didn’t know much about
life, but she did know that, knew that for sure, and she wasn’t going to run away like a scared-out-
of-her-wits squirrel just when somebody needed her most. Trembling all over, she steadied
herself the best she could, sucked in a deep breath, and pushed herself around the corner.A
broken lantern lay tipped on the stone floor, its glass shattered but the flame still burning. In its
halo of faltering light, a girl in a yellow dress struggled for her life. A tall man in a black cloak and
hood, his hands stained with blood, grabbed the girl by the wrists. The girl tried to pull away. “No!
Let me go!” she screamed.“Quiet down,” the man told her, his voice seething in a dark, unworldly
tone. “I’m not going to hurt you, child…” he said for the second time.The girl had curly blond hair
and pale white skin. She fought to escape, but the man in the black cloak pulled her toward him.
He tangled her in his arms. She flailed and struck him in the face with her tiny fists.“Just stay still,
and it will all be over,” he said, pulling her toward him.Serafina suddenly realized that she’d made
a dreadful mistake. This was far more than she could handle. She knew that she should help the
girl, but she was so scared that her feet stuck to the floor. She couldn’t even breathe, let alone
fight.Help her! Serafina’s mind screamed at her. Help her! Attack the rat! Attack the rat!She
finally plucked up her courage and charged forward, but just at that moment, the man’s black
satin cloak floated upward as if possessed by a smoky spirit. The girl screamed. The folds of the
cloak slithered around her like the tentacles of a hungry serpent. The cloak seemed to move of
its own accord, wrapping, twisting, accompanied by a disturbing rattling noise, like the hissing
threats of a hundred rattlesnakes. Serafina saw the girl’s horrified face looking at her from within
the folds of the enveloping cloak, the girl’s pleading blue eyes wide with fear. Help me! Help me!
Then the folds closed over her, the scream went silent, and the girl disappeared, leaving nothing
but the blackness of the cloak.Serafina gasped in shock. One moment the girl was struggling to



get free, and the next she vanished into thin air. The cloak had consumed her. Overwhelmed
with confusion, grief, and fear, Serafina just stood there in stunned bewilderment.For several
seconds, the man seemed to vibrate violently, and a ghoulish aura glowed around him in a dark,
shimmering haze. A horribly foul smell of rotting guts invaded Serafina’s nostrils, forcing her
head to jerk back. She wrinkled her nose and squinched her mouth and tried not to breathe it
in.She must have made some sort of involuntary gagging noise, for the man in the black cloak
suddenly turned and looked at her, seeing her for the first time. It felt like a giant claw gripped her
around her chest. The folds of the man’s hood shrouded his face, but she could see that his eyes
blazed with an unnatural light.She stood frozen, utterly terrified.The man whispered in a raspy
voice. “I’m not going to hurt you, child…”Hearing those eerie words jolted Serafina into action.
She had just seen what those words led to. Not this time, rat! With a burst of new energy, she
turned and ran.She tore through the labyrinth of crisscrossing tunnels, running and running,
certain that she was leaving him far in the distance. But when she glanced over her shoulder, the
hooded man was flying through the air right behind her, levitated by the power of the billowing
black cloak, his bloody hands reaching toward her.Serafina tried to run faster, but just as she
came to the bottom of the stairs that led up to the main level of the basement, the man in the
black cloak grabbed her. One hand clamped her shoulder. The other locked on to her neck. She
turned and hissed like a snared animal. She whirled and clawed in a wild circle and broke herself
free.She bounded up the stairs three at a time, but he followed right behind her. He reached out
and yanked her head back by her hair. She screamed in pain.“Time to give up now, little child,”
he said calmly, even as the tightening of his fist slowly tore strands of her hair from her head.“I
ain’t never!” she snarled, and bit his arm. She fought as hard as she could, scratching and
clawing with her fingernails, but it didn’t matter. The man in the black cloak was far too strong. He
pulled her into his chest, entangling her in his arms.The folds of the black cloak rose up around
her, pulsing with gray smoke. The awful rotting odor made her gag. All she could hear was that
loathsome rattling noise as the cloak slithered and twisted its way around her body. She felt like
she was being crushed in the coil of a boa constrictor.“I’m not going to hurt you, child…” came
the hideous rasping voice again, as if the man wasn’t of his own mind but possessed by a
demented, ravenous demon.The folds of the cloak cast a wretched pall over her, drenching her
in a dripping, suffocating sickness. She felt her soul slipping away from her—not just slipping,
but being yanked, being extracted. Death was so near that she could see its blackness with her
own eyes and she could hear the screams of the children who had gone before her.“No! No!
No!” she screamed in defiance. She didn’t want to go. Hissing wildly, she reached up and
clutched his face, clawing at his eyes. She kicked his chest with her feet. She bit him repeatedly,
snapping like a snarling, rabid beast, and she tasted his blood in her mouth. The girl in the
yellow dress had fought, but nothing like this. Finally, Serafina twisted out of his grip and spun to
the ground. She landed on her feet and leapt away.She wanted to get back to her pa, but she
couldn’t make it that far. She fled down the corridor and dashed into the main kitchen. There
were a dozen places to hide. Should she slip behind the black cast-iron ovens? Or crawl up



among the copper pots hanging from the ceiling rack? No. She knew she had to find a better
place.She was back in her territory now, and she knew it well. She knew the darkness and she
knew the light. She knew the left and the right. She had killed rats in every corner of this place,
and there was no way she was going to let herself become one of those rats. She was the C.R.C.
No trap or weapon or evil man was going to catch her. Like a wild creature, she ran and jumped
and crawled.When she reached the linen storage room, with all its wooden shelves and stacks
of folded white sheets and blankets, she scampered into a crumbling break in the wall, in the
back corner beneath the lowest shelf. Even if the man did notice the hole, it would seem
impossibly small for anyone to fit through. But she knew it provided a shortcut into the back of
the laundry.She came out in the room where they hung and dried the fancy folks’ bedsheets. The
moon had risen outside, and its light shone through the basement windows. Hundreds of flowing
white sheets hung from the ceiling like ghosts, the silver moonlight casting them into an eerie
glow. She slipped slowly between the hanging sheets, wondering if they would provide her the
concealment she needed. But she thought better of it and kept going.For good or ill, she had an
idea. She knew that Mr. Vanderbilt prided himself on installing the most advanced equipment at
Biltmore. Her pa had constructed special drying racks that rolled on metal ceiling tracks that
tucked into narrow chambers where the sheets and clothes were dried with the radiant heat of
well-sealed steam pipes. Determined to find the best possible hiding place, she made herself
small and pressed herself through the narrow slot of one of the machines.When Serafina was
born, there had been a number of things physically different about her. She had four toes on
each foot rather than five, and although it was not noticeable just by looking at her, her
collarbones were malformed such that they didn’t connect properly to her other bones. This
allowed her to fit into some pretty tight spots. The opening in the machine was no more than a
few inches wide, but as long as she could fit her head into something, she could push her whole
body through. She wedged herself inside, into a dark little spot where she hoped the man in the
black cloak wouldn’t find her.She tried to be quiet, she tried to be still, but she panted like a little
animal. She was exhausted, breathless, and frightened beyond her wits. She’d seen the girl in
the yellow dress consumed by the shadow-filled folds and knew the man in the black cloak was
coming for her next. Her only hope was that he couldn’t hear the deafening pound of her
heartbeat.She heard him walking slowly down the hallway outside the kitchen. He’d lost her in
the darkness, but he moved methodically from room to room, looking for her.She heard him in
the main kitchen, opening the doors of the cast-iron ovens. If I’d hidden there, she thought, I’d be
dead now.Then she heard him clanging through the copper pots, looking for her in the ceiling
rack. If I’d hidden there, she thought, I’d be dead again.“There’s nothing to be frightened of,” he
whispered, trying to coax her out.She listened and waited, trembling like a field mouse.Finally,
the man in the black cloak made his way into the laundry room.Mice are timid and prone to
panic-induced mistakes at key moments.She heard the man moving from place to place,
rummaging beneath the sinks, opening and closing the cabinets.Just stay still, little mouse. Just
stay still, she told herself. She wanted to break cover and flee so bad, but she knew that the



dead mice were the dumb mice that panicked and ran. She told herself over and over again,
Don’t be a dumb mouse. Don’t be a dumb mouse.Then he came into the drying area where she
was and moved slowly through the room, running his hands over the ghostly sheets.If I’d hidden
there…He was just a few feet away from her now, looking around the room. Even though he
couldn’t see her, he seemed to sense that she was there.Serafina held her breath and stayed
perfectly, perfectly, perfectly still.Serafina slowly opened her eyes.She didn’t know how long
she’d been asleep or even where she was. She found herself crammed into a tight, dark space,
her face pressed up against metal.She heard the sound of footsteps approaching. She stayed
quiet and listened.It was a man in work boots, tools jangling. Feeling a burst of happiness, she
wriggled her way out of the machine and into the morning sunlight pouring through the laundry
windows.“Here I am, Pa!” she cried, her voice parched and weak.“I’ve been gnawin’ on leather
lookin’ for you,” her pa scolded. “You weren’t in your bed this mornin’.”She ran forward and
hugged him, pressing herself into his chest. He was a large and hardened man with thick arms
and rough, calloused hands. His tools hung from his leather apron, and he smelled faintly of
metal, oil, and the leather straps that drove the workshop’s machines.In the distance, she heard
the sounds of the staff arriving for the morning, the clanking of pots in the kitchen, and the
conversations of the workers. It was a glorious sound to her ears. The danger of the night was
gone. She had survived!Wrapped in her father’s arms, she felt safe and at home. He was more
accustomed to mallets and rivets than a kind word, but he’d always taken care of her, always
loved and protected her. She couldn’t hold back the tears of relief stinging her eyes.“Where’ve ya
been, Sera?” her father asked.“He tried to get me, Pa! He tried to kill me!”“What are you goin’ on
about, girl?” her pa said suspiciously, holding her by the shoulders with his huge hands. He
looked intently into her face. “Is this another one of your wild stories?”“No, Pa,” she said, shaking
her head.“I ain’t in any kinda mood for stories.”“A man in a black cloak took a little girl, and then
he came after me. I fought him, Pa! I bit him a good one! I spun ’round and clawed him, and I ran
and ran and I got away and I hid. I crawled into your machine, Pa. That’s how I got away. It saved
me!”“Whatcha mean, he took a girl?” her pa said, narrowing his eyes. “What girl?”“He…he made
her…She was right in front of me, and then she vanished before my eyes!”“Come on now, Sera,”
he said doubtfully. “You sound like you don’t know whether you’re washin’ the clothes or hangin’
’em out.”“I swear, Pa,” she said. “Just listen to me.” She took a good, hard swallow and started at
the beginning. As the story poured out of her, she realized how brave she’d actually been.But
her pa just shook his head. “You’ve had a bad dream is all. Been readin’ too many of them ghost
stories. I told ya to stay away from Mr. Poe. Now look at ya. You’re all scruffed up like a cornered
possum.”Her heart sank. She was telling him the God’s honest truth, and he didn’t believe a
word of it. She tried to keep from crying, but it was hard. She was going on thirteen and he was
still treating her like a child.“I wasn’t dreamin’, Pa,” she said, wiping a sniffle from her nose.“Just
calm yourself down,” he grumbled. He hated it when she cried. She’d known since she was little
that he’d rather wrangle with a good piece of sheet metal than deal with a weepy girl.“I’ve gotta
go to work,” he said gruffly as he separated from her. “The dynamo busted somethin’ bad last



night. Now get on back to the workshop, and get some proper sleep in ya.”Hot frustration flashed
through her and she clenched her fists in anger, but she could hear the seriousness in his voice
and knew there was no point in arguing with him. The Edison dynamo was an iron machine with
copper coils and spinning wheels that generated a new thing called “electricity.” She knew from
the books she’d read that most homes in America didn’t have running water, indoor toilets,
refrigeration, or even heating. But Biltmore had all of these things. It was one of the few homes in
America that had electric lighting in some of the rooms. But if her pa couldn’t get the dynamo
working by nightfall, the Vanderbilts and their guests would be plunged into darkness. She knew
he had a lot of things on his mind, and she wasn’t one of them.A wave of resentment swept
through her. She’d tried to save a girl from an evil black-cloaked demon-thing and almost got
herself killed in the process, but her pa didn’t care. All he cared about was his stupid machines.
He never believed her about anything. To him, she was just a little girl, nothing important, nothing
worth listening to, nothing anyone could count on for anything.As she walked glumly back to the
workshop, she fully intended to follow her pa’s instructions, but when she passed the stairway
that led up to Biltmore Estate’s main floor, she stopped and looked up the stairs.She knew she
shouldn’t do it.She shouldn’t even think about doing it.But she couldn’t help it.Her pa had been
telling her for years that she shouldn’t go upstairs, and lately she’d been trying to follow his rules
at least some of the time, but today she was furious that he hadn’t believed her. It’d serve him
right if I didn’t listen to him.She thought about the girl in the yellow dress. She tried to make
sense of what she’d seen: the horrible black cloak and the wide-eyed fear in the girl’s face as
she disappeared. Where had the girl gone? Was she dead or somehow still alive? Was there still
a chance she could be saved?Snippets of conversation drifted down the stairs. There was some
sort of commotion. Had they found a body? Were they all crying in despair? Were they searching
for a murderer?She didn’t know if she was brave or stupid, but she had to tell someone what
she’d seen. She had to figure out what happened. Most of all, she had to help the girl in the
yellow dress.She began to climb the stairs.Staying as small and quiet as she could, she crept up
the steps one by one. A cacophony of sounds floated down to her: the echo of people talking,
the rustling of clothing, dozens of different footsteps—it was a crowd of many people. Something
was definitely happening up there. We’ve got to keep to ourselves, you and I. Her pa’s warning
played in her mind as she climbed. There ain’t no sense in people seein’ you and askin’
questions.She slinked to the top of the stairway, then ducked into an alcove on the main floor
that looked onto a huge room full of fancy-dressed people who seemed to be gathering for some
type of grand social event.Massive, ornately crafted wrought-iron-and-glass doors led into the
Entrance Hall, with its polished marble floor and vaulted ceiling of hand-carved oak beams.
Soaring limestone arches led from this central room to the various wings of the mansion. The
ceiling was so high she had the urge to climb up there and peer down. She’d been here before,
but she had always loved the room and couldn’t help marveling at it again, especially in the
daylight. She’d never seen so many glistening, beautiful things, so many soft surfaces to sit on,
and so many interesting places to hide. Spotting an upholstered chair, she felt an overwhelming



desire to run her fingernails over the plush fabric. All of the room’s colors were so bright, and the
surfaces were so clean and shiny. She didn’t see any mud or grease or dirt anywhere. There
were brightly colored vases filled with flowers—to think! Flowers, actually inside the house.
Sunlight flooded in from the sparkling, leaded-glass windows of the spiraling, four-story-high
Grand Staircase and the glass-domed Winter Garden, with its spraying fountain and tropical
plants. She squinted her eyes against the brightness.The Entrance Hall teemed with dozens of
beautifully attired ladies and gentlemen along with manservants in black-and-white uniforms
helping them to prepare for a morning of horseback riding. Serafina stared at a lady who wore a
riding dress made of white-piped green velvet and cranberry-red damask. Another woman wore
a lovely mauve habit with dark purple accents and a matching hat. There were even a few
children there, clothed as finely as their parents. Her eyes darted around the room as she tried to
take it all in.Serafina looked at the face of the lady in the green dress, and then she looked at the
face of the lady in the mauve hat. She knew her momma was long dead, or at very least long
gone, but all her life, whenever she saw a woman, she checked to see if the woman looked like
her. She studied the faces of the children, too, wondering if there was a chance that any of them
could be her brothers and sisters. When she was little, she used to tell herself a story that maybe
she had come home one day to the house, muddy from her hunting, and her mother had taken
her downstairs and stuck her in the belt-driven washing machine, and then went back upstairs
and accidentally forgot about her, just spinning and spinning away down there. But when
Serafina looked around at the women and the children in the Entrance Hall and saw their blond
hair and their blue eyes, their black hair and their brown eyes, she knew that none of them were
her kin. Her pa never talked about what her momma looked like, but Serafina searched for her in
every face she saw.Serafina had come upstairs with a purpose, but now that she was here, the
thought of actually trying to talk to any of these fancy people put a rock in her stomach. She
swallowed and inched forward a little, but the lump in her throat was so huge, she wasn’t even
sure she could get a word out. She wanted to tell them what she saw, but it suddenly seemed so
foolish. They were all happy and carefree, like so many larks on a sunny day. She didn’t
understand. The girl was obviously one of these people, so why weren’t they looking for her? It
was like it never happened, like she had imagined the whole thing. What was she going to say to
them? Excuse me, everyone…I’m pretty sure I saw a horrible black-cloaked man make a little girl
vanish into thin air. Has anyone seen her? They’d lock her up like a cuckoo bird.As a tall
gentleman in a black suit coat walked by, she realized that one of these men might actually be
the Man in the Black Cloak. With his shadowed face and glowing eyes, there was no doubt that
the attacker had been some sort of specter, but she had sunk her teeth into him and tasted real
blood, and he needed a lantern to see just like all the other people she’d followed over the years,
which meant he was of this world too. She scanned the men in the crowd, keeping her breathing
as steady as she could. Was it possible that he was here at this very moment?Mrs. Edith
Vanderbilt, the mistress of the house, walked into the room wearing a striking velvet dress and a
wide-brimmed hat. Serafina couldn’t take her eyes off the mesmerizing movement of the hat’s



feathers. A refined and attractive woman, Mrs. Vanderbilt had a pale complexion and a full head
of dark hair, and she seemed at ease in her role as hostess as she moved through the
room.“While we wait for the servants to bring up our horses,” she said happily to her guests, “I
would like to invite everyone to join me in the Tapestry Gallery for a little bit of musical
entertainment.”A pleasant murmur passed through the crowd. Delighted by the idea of a
diversion, the ladies and gentlemen streamed into the gallery, an elegantly decorated room with
its exquisitely hand-painted ceiling, intricate musical instruments, and delicate antique wall
tapestries. Serafina loved to climb the tapestries at night and run her fingernails down through
the soft fabric.“I’m sure that most of you already know Mr. Montgomery Thorne,” Mrs. Vanderbilt
said with a gentle sweep of her arm toward a gentleman. “He has graciously offered to play for
us today.”“Thank you, Mrs. Vanderbilt,” Mr. Thorne said as he stepped forward with a smile. “This
whole outing is such a wonderful idea, and I must say you’re a most radiant hostess on this
lovely morning.”“You’re too kind, sir,” Mrs. Vanderbilt said with a smile.To Serafina, who’d been
listening to Biltmore’s visitors her entire life, he didn’t sound like he came from the mountains of
North Carolina, or from New York like the Vanderbilts. He spoke with the accent of a Southern
gentleman, maybe from Georgia or South Carolina. She crept forward to get a better look at him.
He wore a white satin cravat around his neck, a brocade waistcoat, and pale gray gloves, all of
which she thought went nicely with his silvery-black hair and perfectly trimmed sideburns.He
picked up a finely made violin and its bow from the table where it had been lying.“Since when do
you play the violin, Thorne?” called one of the gentlemen from New York in a friendly tone.“Oh,
I’ve been practicing here and there, Mr. Bendel,” said Mr. Thorne as he lifted the instrument to his
chin.“When? On the carriage ride here?” Mr. Bendel retorted, and everyone laughed.Serafina
almost felt sorry for Mr. Thorne. It was clear from their playful banter that Mr. Bendel and Mr.
Thorne were companions, but it was equally clear that Mr. Bendel had serious doubts as to
whether his friend could actually play.Serafina watched in nervous silence as Mr. Thorne
prepared himself. Perhaps it was a new instrument to him and this was his first performance. She
couldn’t even imagine playing such a thing herself. At long last, he set the bow gently across the
strings, paused for a moment to collect himself, and then began to play.Suddenly, the vaulted
rooms of the great house filled with the loveliest music she had ever heard, elegant and flowing,
like a river of sound. He was wonderful. Spellbound by the beauty of his playing, the ladies and
gentlemen and even the servants stood quietly and listened with rapt attention, and they let their
hearts soak in every measure of the music he made.Serafina enjoyed the sound of his playing,
but she also watched his dexterous fingers. They moved so fast over the strings that they
reminded her of little running mice, and she wanted to pounce on them.When Mr. Thorne was
done, everyone applauded and congratulated him, especially Mr. Bendel, who laughed in
disbelief. “You never cease to amaze me, Thorne. You shoot like a marksman, you speak fluent
Russian, and now you play the violin like Vivaldi! Tell us, man, is there anything you’re not good
at?”“Well, I’m certainly not as skilled a horseback rider as you are, Mr. Bendel,” Mr. Thorne said
as he set his violin aside. “And I must say it has always been most vexing to me.”“Well, stop the



presses!” Mr. Bendel called. “The man has a chink in his armor after all!” Then he looked at Mrs.
Vanderbilt with a smile. “So, when exactly are we going horseback riding?”The other guests
laughed at the two gentlemen as they quipped back and forth, and Serafina smiled. She enjoyed
watching the camaraderie of these people. She envied the way they spoke to one another and
touched each other and shared their lives. It was so different from her own world of shadow and
solitude. She watched a young woman tilt her head and smile as she reached out and put her
hand on the arm of a young gentleman. Serafina tried imitating the gesture herself.“Are you
lost?” someone said behind her.Startled, Serafina whirled around and started to hiss, but then
she stopped herself short. A young boy stood in front of her. A large black Doberman with
sharply pointed ears sat at his side, staring intently at her.The boy wore a fine tweed riding
jacket, a buttoned vest, woolen jodhpurs, and knee-high leather boots. He was a little sickly
looking, a little frail even, but he had watchful, sensitive brown eyes and a rather fetching tussle
of wavy brown hair. He stood quietly, staring at her.It took every ounce of her courage not to run.
She didn’t know what to do. Did he think she was a vagrant who had wandered in? Or perhaps
she looked like a dazed servant—maybe a chimney sweep or window-washing girl. Either way,
she knew she was stuck. He’d caught her dead to rights exactly where she wasn’t supposed to
be.“Are you lost?” the boy asked again, but this time she heard what sounded strangely like
kindness in his voice. “May I help you find your way?” He wasn’t timid or shy, but he wasn’t
overconfident or arrogant, either. And it surprised her that he didn’t seem angry at her for being
there. There was a trace of curiosity in his tone.“I-I-I’m not lost,” she stammered. “I was just—”“It’s
all right,” he said as he stepped toward her. “I still get lost sometimes, and I’ve lived here for two
years.”Serafina sucked in a breath. Suddenly, she realized that she was speaking face-to-face
with the young master, Mr. Vanderbilt’s nephew. She’d seen him many times before, standing at
his bedroom window looking out at the mountains, or galloping his horse across the grounds, or
walking alone on the footpaths with his dog—she’d watched him for years, but she’d never been
this close to him.Most of what she knew about him she’d overheard from the gossiping servants,
and when it came to the young master, they sure did prattle on. When he was ten years old, his
family died in a fire and he became an orphan. His uncle took him in. He became like a son to
the Vanderbilts.He was known as a loner. Some of the less charitable folks whispered that the
young master preferred the company of his dog and his horse to most people. She’d overheard
the men in the stables saying that he’d won many blue ribbons at equestrian events and was
considered one of the most talented horseback riders around. The cooks, who prided
themselves on preparing the most exquisite gourmet meals, complained that he always shared
the food on his plate with his dog.“I’ve explored pretty much every room on the first, second, and
third floors,” the young master said to her, “and the stables, of course, but the other parts of the
house are like foreign lands to me.”As the boy spoke, she could tell he was trying to be polite,
but his eyes kept studying her. It was nerve-racking. After all those years she’d been hiding, it felt
so strange to have someone actually looking at her. It made her stomach twist, but at the same
time, her skin tingled all over. She knew she must look completely ridiculous standing before him



in the remnants of her pa’s old work shirt, and he must have noticed her hands were dirty and
there were smudges all over her face. Her hair was as wild as a banshee’s, and there was no
hiding its streaked color. How could he help but stare?She reckoned he knew most of the guests
and servants, and she could see him trying to figure out who she was. How out of place she
must seem to him! She had two arms and legs like everyone else, but with her sharp
cheekbones and her golden eyes, she knew she didn’t look like a normal girl. No matter how
much she ate, she couldn’t put any weight on the feral leanness of her body. She wasn’t sure if
she looked more like a skinny little shoat to the Vanderbilt boy or like a savage little weasel, but
neither of those animals belonged in the house.There was a part of her—maybe the smart part—
that wanted to turn tail and run, but she thought that maybe the young master might be the
perfect person to tell about the girl in the yellow dress. The silky-laced adults with all their
highfalutin airs wouldn’t pay a smudge-faced girl any mind. But maybe he would.“I’m Braeden,”
he said.“I’m Serafina,” she blurted out before she could help herself. You fool! Why did you give
him your name? It was bad enough that she’d allowed herself to be seen, but now he had a
name to go with her face. Her father was going to kill her!“It’s good to meet you, Serafina,” he
said, bowing, as if she deserved the same respect as a proper lady. “This is my friend Gidean,”
he said, introducing her to his dog, who continued to sit and study her malevolently with steady
black eyes.“Hello,” she managed to say, but she didn’t appreciate the way the dog stared at her
like it was only his master’s command that kept him from chomping on her with his gleaming
white teeth.Gathering her courage, she looked at Braeden Vanderbilt nervously. “Master
Braeden, I came up here to tell you something that I saw…”“Really? What’d you see?” he asked,
full of curiosity.“There was a girl, a pretty blond girl in a yellow dress, down in the basement last
night, and I saw a man in a—”As the coterie of ladies and gentlemen began to flow out of the
Tapestry Gallery and move toward the main doors, the handsome Mr. Thorne broke away and
approached Braeden, interrupting her.“Are you coming, young master Vanderbilt?” he asked
encouragingly in his Southern accent. “Our horses are ready, and I’m anxious to see your latest
riding skills. Perhaps we can ride together.”Braden’s face lit up with a smile. “Yes, sir, Mr. Thorne,”
he called. “I’d like that very much.”As soon as Mr. Thorne rejoined the others, the young master’s
eyes immediately returned to Serafina. “Excuse me, you were telling me what you saw…”At that
moment, Mr. Boseman, the estate superintendent and her pa’s boss, came stomping up the
stairs. He’d always been a scowling-faced curmudgeon, and today was no exception. “You there,
who are you?” he demanded, clutching Serafina’s arm so hard that she winced. “What’s your
name, girl?”Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, a sudden commotion rose up in the
main hall. A disheveled, overweight middle-aged woman still wearing her nightclothes came
rushing down the Grand Staircase from the third floor. She crashed into the crowd in a flurry of
hysterical panic.“It’s Mrs. Brahms,” Mr. Boseman said, turning toward the disturbance.“Has
anyone seen my Clara?” Mrs. Brahms cried frantically, reaching out and grabbing the people
around her. “Please help me—she’s gone missing! I can’t find her anywhere!”Mrs. Vanderbilt
moved forward and took the woman’s hands in an attempt to calm her. “It’s a very large house,



Mrs. Brahms. I’m sure Clara is just off exploring.”Worried discussion spread through the crowd.
All the ladies and gentlemen of the riding party began talking to one another in confusion,
wondering what was happening.Miss Clara Brahms, Serafina thought. That’s the girl in the
yellow dress.The whole time, Mr. Boseman kept his hand clamped on her arm.She wanted to
leap forward and tell everyone what she’d seen, but then what would happen? Where did you
come from? they’d demand. What were you doing in the basement in the middle of the night?
There’d be all sorts of questions she couldn’t answer.All of a sudden, Mr. George Vanderbilt, the
master of the house, walked into the center of the crowd and raised his hands. “Everyone, may I
please have your attention,” he said. All of the guests and servants immediately stopped talking
and listened. “I’m sure you all agree that we need to delay our ride and search for Miss Brahms.
Once we find her, we’ll resume the activities of the day.”George Vanderbilt was a slender, dark-
haired, intelligent-looking gentleman in his thirties with a thick black mustache and keen, dark,
penetrating eyes. He was well known for his love of reading, but he was a fit and healthy-looking
man, too, who seemed far younger than his years. And Serafina wasn’t the only one who thought
so. She had heard the servants in the kitchen joke that their master must have secretly
discovered the Fountain of Youth. Mr. Vanderbilt was a meticulous dresser, and as she admired
his commanding presence, she couldn’t help but notice his clothes, too. In particular, his shoes.
Like the other gentlemen present, he wore a gentleman’s riding jacket, but instead of riding
boots, he wore expensive black patent-leather shoes. As he strode across the hard surface of
the marble floor, his shoes made a familiar clicking sound…the same sound that she’d heard in
the corridors of the basement the night before.She looked at the other men’s shoes. Braeden,
Mr. Thorne, and Mr. Bendel wore riding boots in preparation for their outing, but Mr. Vanderbilt
was wearing his dress shoes.He approached the lost girl’s mother and consoled her. “We’re
going to search this place from top to bottom, Mrs. Brahms, and we’ll keep looking until we find
her.” He turned to the ladies and gentlemen and waved over the footmen and maidservants as
well. “We’ll break up into five separate search parties,” he explained. “We’ll search the entire
house, all four floors and also the basement. If anyone finds anything suspicious, report it
immediately.”Mr. Vanderbilt’s words struck fear into Serafina’s heart. They were going to search
the basement! The basement! That meant the workshop! With a mighty twist of her body, she
yanked herself out of Mr. Boseman’s grip and darted away before he could stop her. She
bounded headlong down the stairs into the basement. She had to warn her pa. The leftovers
from last night’s dinner, the mattress she slept on…they had to hide it all.Text copyright © 2015
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EliasDesigned by Maria EliasAll rights reserved. Published by Disney • Hyperion, an imprint of
Disney Book Group. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information
storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher. For information
address Disney • Hyperion, 125 West End Avenue, New York, New York 10023.VisitText
copyright © 2015 by Robert BeattyCover illustration © 2015 by Alexander JanssonCover design



by Maria EliasDesigned by Maria EliasAll rights reserved. Published by Disney • Hyperion, an
imprint of Disney Book Group. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher. For
information address Disney • Hyperion, 125 West End Avenue, New York, New York
10023.ISBN 978-1-4847-1511-6VisitContentsTitle PageCopyrightDedicationBiltmore Estate,
Asheville, North Carolina, 1899123ContentsTitle PageCopyrightDedicationBiltmore Estate,
Asheville, North Carolina, 1899123ContentsTitle PageCopyrightDedicationBiltmore Estate,
Asheville, North Carolina, 1899123Title PageCopyrightDedicationBiltmore Estate, Asheville,
North Carolina, 1899123To my wife, Jennifer, who helped shapethis story from the
beginning,and to our girls—Camille, Genevieve, and Elizabeth—who will always be our first
andmost important audienceTo my wife, Jennifer, who helped shapethis story from the
beginning,and to our girls—Camille, Genevieve, and Elizabeth—who will always be our first
andmost important audienceBiltmore EstateAsheville, North Carolina1899Biltmore
EstateAsheville, North Carolina1899Serafina opened her eyes and scanned the darkened
workshop, looking for any rats stupid enough to come into her territory while she slept. She knew
they were out there, just beyond her nightly range, crawling in the cracks and shadows of the
great house’s sprawling basement, keen to steal whatever they could from the kitchens and
storerooms. She had spent most of the day napping in her favorite out-of-the-way places, but it
was here, curled up on the old mattress behind the rusty boiler in the protection of the workshop,
that she felt most at home. Hammers, wrenches, and gears hung down from the rough-hewn
beams, and the familiar smell of machinery oil filled the air. Her first thought as she looked
around her and listened out into the reaching darkness was that it felt like a good night for
hunting.Her pa, who had worked on the construction of Biltmore Estate years before and had
lived in the basement without permission ever since, lay sleeping on the cot he’d secretly built
behind the supply racks. Embers glowed in the old metal barrel over which he had cooked their
dinner of chicken and grits a few hours before. They had huddled around the cook fire for
warmth as they ate. As usual, she had eaten the chicken but left the grits.“Eat your supper,” her
pa had grumbled.“Did,” she had answered, setting down her half-empty tin plate.“Your whole
supper,” he said, pushing the plate toward her, “or you’re never gonna get any bigger than a little
shoat.”Her pa likened her to a skinny baby pig when he wanted to get a rise out of her, figuring
she’d get so furious with him that she’d wolf those nasty grits down her throat despite herself.“I’m
not gonna eat the grits, Pa,” she said, smiling a little, “no matter how many times you put ’em in
front of me.”“They ain’t nothin’ but ground-up corn, girl,” he said, poking at the fire with a stick to
arrange the other sticks the way he wanted them. “Everybody and his uncle likes corn ’cept
you.”“You know I can’t stomach anything green or yellow or disgusting like that, Pa, so quit
hollering at me.”“If I was a-hollerin’, you’d know it,” he said, shoving his poker stick into the fire.By
and by, they soon forgot about the grits and went on to talk about something else.It made
Serafina smile to think about her dinner with her father. She couldn’t imagine much else in the



world—except maybe sleeping in the warmth of one of the basement’s small sunlit windows—
that was finer than a bit of banter with her pa.Careful not to wake him, she slinked off her
mattress, padded across the workshop’s gritty stone floor, and snuck out into the winding
passageway. While still rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and stretching out her arms and legs,
she couldn’t help but feel a trace of excitement. The tantalizing sensation of starting a brand-new
night tingled through her body. She felt her muscles and her senses coming alive, as if she were
an owl stirring its wings and flexing its talons before it flies off for its ghostly hunt.She moved
quietly through the darkness, past the laundry rooms, pantries, and kitchens. The basement had
been bustling with servants all day, but the rooms were empty now, and dark, just the way she
liked them. She knew that the Vanderbilts and their many guests were sleeping on the second
and third floors above her, but here it was quiet. She loved to prowl through the endless corridors
and shadowed storage rooms. She knew the touch and feel, the glint and gloom, of every nook
and cranny. This was her domain at night, and hers alone.She heard a faint slithering just ahead.
The night was beginning quickly.She stopped. She listened.Two doors down, the scrabbling of
tiny feet on bare floor.She crept forward along the wall.When the sound stopped, she stopped as
well. When the sound resumed, she crept forward once more. It was a technique she’d taught
herself by the age of seven: move when they’re moving, stay still when they’re still.Now she
could hear the creatures breathing, the scratching of their toenails on the stone, and the
dragging of their tails. She felt the familiar trembling in her fingers and the tightness in her
legs.She slipped through the half-open door into the storeroom and saw them in the darkness:
two huge rats covered in greasy brown fur had slithered one by one up through the drainpipe in
the floor. The intruders were obviously newcomers, foolishly scrounging for cockroaches when
they could’ve been slurping custard off the fresh-baked pastries just down the hall.Without
making a sound or even disturbing the air, she stalked slowly toward the rats. Her eyes focused
on them. Her ears picked up every sound they made. She could even smell their foul sewer
stench. All the while, they went about their rotten, ratty business and had no idea she was
there.She stopped just a few feet behind them, hidden in the blackness of a shadow, poised for
the leap. This was the moment she loved, the moment just before she lunged. Her body swayed
slightly back and forth, tuning her angle of attack. Then she pounced. In one quick, explosive
movement, she grabbed the squealing, writhing rats with her bare hands.“Gotcha, ya nasty
varmints!” she hissed.The smaller rat squirmed in terror, desperate to get away, but the larger
one twisted around and bit her hand.“There’ll be none of that!” she snarled, clamping the rat’s
neck firmly between her finger and thumb.The rats wriggled wildly, but she kept a good, hard
hold on them and wouldn’t let them go. It had taken her a while to learn that lesson when she
was younger, that once you had them, you had to squeeze hard and hold on, no matter what,
even if their little claws scratched you and their scaly tails curled around your hand like some
sort of nasty gray snake.Finally, after several seconds of vicious struggling, the exhausted rats
realized they couldn’t escape her. They went still and stared suspiciously at her with their beady
black eyes. Their sniveling little noses and wickedly long whiskers vibrated with fear. The rat



who’d bit her slowly slithered his long, scaly tail around her wrist, wrapping it two times,
searching for new advantage to pry himself free.“Don’t even try it,” she warned him. Still bleeding
from his bite, she was in no mood for his ratty schemes. She’d been bitten before, but she never
did like it much.Carrying the grisly beasts in her clenched fists, she took them down the
passageway. It felt good to get two rats before midnight, and they were particularly ugly
characters, the kind that would chew straight through a burlap sack to get at the grain inside, or
knock eggs off the shelf so they could lick the mess from the floor.She climbed the old stone
stairs that led outside, then walked across the moonlit grounds of the estate all the way to the
edge of the forest. There she hurled the rats into the leaves. “Now get on outta here, and don’t
come back!” she shouted at them. “I won’t be so nice next time!”The rats tumbled across the
forest floor with the force of her fierce throw, then came to a trembling stop, expecting a killing
blow. When it didn’t come, they turned and looked up at her in astonishment.“Get goin’ before I
change my mind,” she said.Hesitating no longer, the rats scurried into the underbrush.There had
been a time when the rats she caught weren’t so lucky, when she’d leave their bodies next to her
pa’s bed to show him her night’s work, but she hadn’t done that in a coon’s age.Ever since she
was a youngin, she’d studied the men and women who worked in the basement, so she knew
that each one had a particular job. It was her father’s responsibility to fix the elevators,
dumbwaiters, window gears, steam heating systems, and all of the other mechanical
contraptions on which the two-hundred-and-fifty-room mansion depended. He even made sure
the pipe organ in the Grand Banquet Hall worked properly for Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt’s fancy
balls. Besides her pa, there were cooks, kitchen maids, coal shovelers, chimney sweeps,
laundry women, pastry makers, housemaids, footmen, and countless others.When she was ten
years old, she had asked, “Do I have a job like everyone else, Pa?”“Of course ya do,” he said, but
she suspected that it wasn’t true. He just didn’t want to hurt her feelings.“What is it? What’s my
job?” she pressed him.“It’s actually an extremely important position around here, and there ain’t
no one who does it better than you, Sera.”“Tell me, Pa. What is it?”“I reckon you’re Biltmore
Estate’s C.R.C.”“What’s that mean?” she asked in excitement.“You’re the Chief Rat Catcher,” he
said.However the words were intended, they emblazoned themselves in her mind. She
remembered even now, two years later, how her little chest had swelled and how she had smiled
with pride when he’d said those words: Chief Rat Catcher. She had liked the sound of that.
Everyone knew that rodents were a big problem in a place like Biltmore, with all its sheds and
shelves and barns and whatnot. And it was true that she had shown a natural-born talent for
snatching the cunning, food-stealing, dropping-leaving, disease-infected four-legged vermin that
so eluded the adult folk with their crude traps and poisons. Mice, which were timid and prone to
panic-induced mistakes at key moments, were no trouble at all for her to catch. It was the rats
that gave her the scamper each night, and it was on the rats that she had honed her skills. She
was twelve years old now. And that was who she was: Serafina, C.R.C.But as she watched the
two rats run into the forest, a strange and powerful feeling took hold of her. She wanted to follow
them. She wanted to see what they saw beneath leaf and twig, to explore the rocks and dells,



the streams and wonders. But her pa had forbidden her.“Never go into the forest,” he had told
her many times. “There are dark forces there that no one understands, things that ain’t natural
and can do ya wicked harm.”She stood at the edge of the forest and looked as far as she could
into the trees. For years, she’d heard stories of people who got lost in the forest and never
returned. She wondered what dangers lurked there. Was it black magic, demons, or some sort of
heinous beasts? What was her pa so afraid of?She might bandy back and forth with her pa
about all sorts of things just for the jump of it—like refusing her grits, sleeping all day and hunting
all night, and spying on the Vanderbilts and their guests—but she never argued about this. She
knew when he said those words he was as serious as her dead momma. For all the spiny talk
and all the sneak-about, sometimes you just stayed quiet and did what you were told because
you sensed it was a good way to keep breathing.Feeling strangely lonesome, she turned away
from the forest and gazed back at the estate. The moon rose above the steeply pitched slate
roofs of the house and reflected in the panes of glass that domed the Winter Garden. The stars
sparkled above the mountains. The grass and trees and flowers of the beautiful manicured
grounds glowed in the midnight light. She could see every detail, every toad and snail and all the
other creatures of the night. A lone mockingbird sang its evening song from a magnolia tree, and
the baby hummingbirds, tucked into their tiny nest among the climbing wisteria, rustled in their
sleep.It lifted her chin a bit to think that her pa had helped build all this. He’d been one of the
hundreds of stonemasons, woodcarvers, and other craftsmen who had come to Asheville from
the surrounding mountains to construct Biltmore Estate years before. He had stayed on to
maintain the machinery. But when all the other basement workers went home to their families
each night, he and Serafina hid among the steaming pipes and metal tools in the workshop like
stowaways in the engine room of a great ship. The truth was they had no place else to go, no kin
to go home to. Whenever she asked about her momma, her father refused to talk about her. So,
there wasn’t anyone else besides her and her pa, and they’d made the basement their home for
as long as she could remember.“How come we don’t live in the servants’ quarters or in town like
the other workers, Pa?” she had asked many times.“Never ya mind about that,” he would
grumble in reply.Over the years, her pa had taught her how to read and write pretty well, and told
her plenty of stories about the world, but he was never too keen on talking about what she
wanted to talk about, which was what was going on deep down in his heart, and what happened
to her momma, and why she didn’t have any brothers and sisters, and why she and her pa didn’t
have any friends who came ’round to call. Sometimes, she wanted to reach down inside him and
shake him up to see what would happen, but most of the time her pa just slept all night and
worked all day, and cooked their dinner in the evening, and told her stories, and they had a pretty
good life, the two of them, and she didn’t shake him because she knew he didn’t want to be
shook, so she just let him be.At night, when everyone else in the house went to sleep, she crept
upstairs and snatched books to read in the moonlight. She’d overheard the butler boast to a
visiting writer that Mr. Vanderbilt had collected twenty-two thousand books, only half of which fit
in the Library Room. The others were stored on tables and shelves throughout the house, and to



Serafina, these were like Juneberries ripe for the picking, too tempting to resist. No one seemed
to notice when a book went missing and was back in its place a few days later.She had read
about the great battles between the states with tattered flags flying and she had read of the
steaming iron beasts that hurtled people hither and yon. She wanted to sneak into the graveyard
at night with Tom and Huck and be shipwrecked with the Swiss Family Robinson. Some nights,
she longed to be one of the four sisters with their loving mother in Little Women. Other nights,
she imagined meeting the ghosts of Sleepy Hollow or tapping, tapping, tapping with Poe’s black
raven. She liked to tell her pa about the books she read, and she often made up stories of her
own, filled with imaginary friends and strange families and ghosts in the night, but he was never
interested in her tales of fancy and fright. He was far too sensible a man for all that and didn’t like
to believe in anything but bricks and bolts and solid things.More and more she wondered what it
would be like to have some sort of secret friend who her pa didn’t know about, someone she
could talk to about things, but she didn’t tend to meet too many children her age skulking
through the basement in the dead of night.A few of the low-level kitchen scullions and boiler
tenders who worked in the basement and went home each night had seen her darting here or
there and knew vaguely who she was, but the maids and manservants who worked on the main
floors did not. And certainly the master and mistress of the house didn’t know she existed.“The
Vanderbilts are a good kind of folk, Sera,” her pa had told her, “but they ain’t our kind of folk. You
keep yourself scarce when they come about. Don’t let anyone get a good look at you. And
whatever you do, don’t tell anyone your name or who you are. You hear?”Serafina did hear. She
heard very well. She could hear a mouse change his mind. Yet she didn’t know exactly why she
and her pa lived the way they did. She didn’t know why her father hid her away from the world,
why he was ashamed of her, but she knew one thing for sure: that she loved him with all her
heart, and the last thing she ever wanted to do was to cause him trouble.So she had become an
expert at moving undetected, not just to catch the rats, but to avoid the people, too. When she
was feeling particularly brave or lonely, she darted upstairs into the comings and goings of the
sparkling folk. She snuck and crept and hid. She was small for her age and light of foot. The
shadows were her friends. She spied on the fancy-dressed guests as they arrived in their
splendid horse-drawn carriages. No one upstairs ever saw her hiding beneath the bed or behind
the door. No one noticed her in the back of the closet when they put their coats inside. When the
ladies and gentlemen went on their walks around the grounds, she slinked up right next to them
without them knowing and listened to everything they were saying. She loved seeing the young
girls in their blue and yellow dresses with ribbons fluttering in their hair, and she ran along with
them when they frolicked through the garden. When the children played hide-and-seek, they
never realized there was another player. Sometimes she’d even see Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt
walking arm in arm, or she’d see their twelve-year-old nephew riding his horse across the
grounds, with his sleek black dog running alongside.She had watched them all, but none of
them ever saw her—not even the dog. Lately she’d been wondering just what would happen if
they did. What if the boy glimpsed her? What would she do? What if his dog chased her? Could



she get up a tree in time? Sometimes she liked to imagine what she would say if she met Mrs.
Vanderbilt face-to-face. Hello, Mrs. V. I catch your rats for you. Would you like them killed or just
chucked out? Sometimes she dreamed of wearing fancy dresses and ribbons in her hair and
shiny shoes on her feet. And sometimes, just sometimes, she longed not just to listen secretly to
the people around her, but to talk to them. Not just to see them, but to be seen.As she walked
through the moonlight across the open grass and back to the main house, she wondered what
would happen if one of the guests, or perhaps the young master in his bedroom on the second
floor, happened to wake and look out the window and see a mysterious girl walking alone in the
night.Her pa never spoke of it, but she knew she wasn’t exactly normal looking. She had a skinny
little body, nothing but muscle, bone, and sinew.She didn’t own a dress, so she wore one of her
pa’s old work shirts, which she cinched around her narrow waist with a length of fibrous twine
she’d scavenged from the workshop. He didn’t buy her any clothes because he didn’t want
people in town to ask questions and start meddling; meddling was something he could never
brook.Her long hair wasn’t a single color like normal people had, but varying shades of gold and
light brown. Her face had a peculiar angularity in the cheeks. And she had large, steady amber
eyes. She could see at night as well as she could during the day. Even her soundless hunting
skills weren’t exactly normal. Every person she’d ever encountered, especially her pa, made so
much noise when they walked that it was like they were one of the big Belgian draft horses that
pulled the farm equipment in Mr. Vanderbilt’s fields.And it all made her wonder, looking up at the
windows of the great house. What did the people sleeping in those rooms dream of, with their
one-colored hair, and their long, pointy noses, and their big bodies lying in their soft beds all
through the glorious darkness of the night? What did they long for? What made them laugh or
jump? What did they feel inside? When they had dinner at night, did the children eat the grits or
just the chicken?As she glided down the stairs and back into the basement, she heard
something in a distant corridor. She stopped and listened, but she couldn’t quite make it out. It
wasn’t a rat. That much was certain. Something much larger. But what was it?Curious, she
moved toward the sound.She went past her pa’s workshop, the kitchens, and the other rooms
she knew well, and into the deeper areas where she hunted less often. She heard doors closing,
then the fall of footsteps and muffled noises. Her heart began to thump lightly in her chest.
Someone was walking through the corridors of the basement. Her basement.She moved
closer.It wasn’t the servant who collected the garbage each night, or one of the footmen fetching
a late-night snack for a guest—she knew the sound of their footsteps well. Sometimes the
butler’s assistant, who was eleven, would stop in the corridor and gobble down a few of the
cookies from the silver tray that the butler had sent him to retrieve. She’d stand just around the
corner from him in the darkness and pretend that they were friends just talking and enjoying
each other’s company for a while. Then the boy would wipe the powdered sugar off his lips, and
off he’d go, hurrying up the stairs to catch up on the time he’d lost. But this wasn’t him.Whoever it
was, he wore what sounded like hard-soled shoes—expensive shoes. But a gentleman proper
had no business coming down into this area of the house. Why was he wandering through the



dark passages in the middle of the night?Increasingly curious, she followed the stranger, careful
to avoid being seen. Whenever she snuck up close enough to almost see him, all she could
make out was the shadow of a tall black shape carrying a dimly lit lantern. And there was
another shadow there, too, someone or something with him, but she didn’t dare creep close
enough to see who or what it was.It was a vast basement with many different rooms, corridors,
and levels, which had been built into the slope of the earth beneath the house. Some areas, like
the kitchens and the laundry, had smooth plaster walls and windows. The rooms there were
plainly finished, but clean and dry, and well-suited to the daily work of the servants. The more
distant reaches of the understructure delved deep into the damp and earthen burrows of the
house’s massive foundation. Here the dark, hardened mortar oozed out from between the
roughly hewn stone blocks that formed the walls and ceiling, and she seldom went there
because it was cold, dirty, and dank.Suddenly, the footsteps changed direction. They came
toward her. Five screeching rats came running down the corridor ahead of the footfalls, more
terrified than any rodents she had ever seen. Spiders crawled out of the cracks in the walls.
Cockroaches and centipedes erupted from the earthen floor. Astounded by what she was
seeing, she caught her breath and pressed herself to the wall, frozen in fear like a little rabbit kit
trembling beneath the shadow of a passing hawk.As the man walked toward her, she heard
another sound, too. It was a shuffling agitation like a small person—slippered feet, perhaps a
child—but there was something wrong. The child’s feet were scraping on the stone, sometimes
sliding…the child was crippled…no…the child was being dragged.“No, sir! Please! No!” the girl
whimpered, her voice trembling with despair. “We’re not supposed to be down here.” The girl
spoke like someone who had been raised in a well-heeled family and attended a fancy
school.“Don’t worry. We’re going right in here…” the man said, stopping at the door just around
the corner from Serafina. Now she could hear his breathing, the movement of his hands, and the
rustle of his clothing. Flashes of heat scorched through her. She wanted to run, to flee, but she
couldn’t get her legs to move.“There’s nothing to be frightened of, child,” he said to the girl. “I’m
not going to hurt you…”The way he said these words caused the hairs on the back of Serafina’s
neck to rise. Don’t go with him, she thought. Don’t go!The girl sounded like she was just a little
younger than her, and Serafina wanted to help her, but she couldn’t find the courage. She
pressed herself against the wall, certain that she would be heard or seen. Her legs trembled,
feeling as if they would crumble beneath her. She couldn’t see what happened next, but
suddenly the girl let out a bloodcurdling scream. The piercing sound caused Serafina to jump,
and she had to stifle her own scream. Then she heard a struggle as the girl tore away from the
man and fled down the corridor. Run, girl! Run! Serafina thought.The man’s steps faded into the
distance as he went after her. Serafina could tell that he wasn’t running full-out but moving
steadily, relentlessly, like he knew the girl couldn’t escape him. Serafina’s pa had told her that’s
how the red wolves chase down and kill deer in the mountains—with dogged stamina rather
than bursts of speed.Serafina didn’t know what to do. Should she hide in a dark corner and hope
he didn’t find her? Should she flee with the terror-stricken rats and spiders while she had the



chance? She wanted to run back to her father, but what about the child? The girl was so
helpless, so slow and weak and frightened, and more than anything, she needed a friend to help
her fight. Serafina wanted to be that friend; she wanted to help her, but she couldn’t bring herself
to move in that direction.Then she heard the girl scream again. That dirty, rotten rat’s gonna kill
her, Serafina thought. He’s gonna kill her.With a burst of anger and courage, she raced toward
the sound. Her legs felt like explosions of speed. Her mind blazed with fear and exhilaration. She
turned corner after corner. But when she came to the mossy stone stairway that led down into
the deepest bowels of the subbasement, she stopped, gasping for breath, and shook her head.
It was a cold, wet, slimy, horrible place that she had always done her best to avoid—especially in
the winter. She’d heard stories that they stored dead bodies in the subbasement in the winter,
when the ground was too frozen to dig a grave. Why in the world had the girl gone down there?
Serafina made her way haltingly down the wet, sticky stairs, lifting and shaking off her foot after
each slimy step she took. When at last she reached the bottom, she followed a long, slanting
corridor where the ceiling dripped with brown sludge. The whole dank, disgusting place gave her
the jitters something fierce, but she kept going. You’ve got to help her, she told herself again. You
can’t turn back. She wound her way through a labyrinth of twisting tunnels. She turned right, then
left, then left, then right until she lost track of how far she’d gone. Then she heard the sound of
fighting and shouting just around the corner ahead of her. She was very close.She hesitated,
frightened, her heart pounding so hard it felt like it was going to burst. Her body shook all over.
She didn’t want to go another step, but friends had to help friends. She didn’t know much about
life, but she did know that, knew that for sure, and she wasn’t going to run away like a scared-out-
of-her-wits squirrel just when somebody needed her most. Trembling all over, she steadied
herself the best she could, sucked in a deep breath, and pushed herself around the corner.A
broken lantern lay tipped on the stone floor, its glass shattered but the flame still burning. In its
halo of faltering light, a girl in a yellow dress struggled for her life. A tall man in a black cloak and
hood, his hands stained with blood, grabbed the girl by the wrists. The girl tried to pull away. “No!
Let me go!” she screamed.“Quiet down,” the man told her, his voice seething in a dark, unworldly
tone. “I’m not going to hurt you, child…” he said for the second time.The girl had curly blond hair
and pale white skin. She fought to escape, but the man in the black cloak pulled her toward him.
He tangled her in his arms. She flailed and struck him in the face with her tiny fists.“Just stay still,
and it will all be over,” he said, pulling her toward him.Serafina suddenly realized that she’d made
a dreadful mistake. This was far more than she could handle. She knew that she should help the
girl, but she was so scared that her feet stuck to the floor. She couldn’t even breathe, let alone
fight.Help her! Serafina’s mind screamed at her. Help her! Attack the rat! Attack the rat!She
finally plucked up her courage and charged forward, but just at that moment, the man’s black
satin cloak floated upward as if possessed by a smoky spirit. The girl screamed. The folds of the
cloak slithered around her like the tentacles of a hungry serpent. The cloak seemed to move of
its own accord, wrapping, twisting, accompanied by a disturbing rattling noise, like the hissing
threats of a hundred rattlesnakes. Serafina saw the girl’s horrified face looking at her from within



the folds of the enveloping cloak, the girl’s pleading blue eyes wide with fear. Help me! Help me!
Then the folds closed over her, the scream went silent, and the girl disappeared, leaving nothing
but the blackness of the cloak.Serafina gasped in shock. One moment the girl was struggling to
get free, and the next she vanished into thin air. The cloak had consumed her. Overwhelmed
with confusion, grief, and fear, Serafina just stood there in stunned bewilderment.For several
seconds, the man seemed to vibrate violently, and a ghoulish aura glowed around him in a dark,
shimmering haze. A horribly foul smell of rotting guts invaded Serafina’s nostrils, forcing her
head to jerk back. She wrinkled her nose and squinched her mouth and tried not to breathe it
in.She must have made some sort of involuntary gagging noise, for the man in the black cloak
suddenly turned and looked at her, seeing her for the first time. It felt like a giant claw gripped her
around her chest. The folds of the man’s hood shrouded his face, but she could see that his eyes
blazed with an unnatural light.She stood frozen, utterly terrified.The man whispered in a raspy
voice. “I’m not going to hurt you, child…”Serafina opened her eyes and scanned the darkened
workshop, looking for any rats stupid enough to come into her territory while she slept. She knew
they were out there, just beyond her nightly range, crawling in the cracks and shadows of the
great house’s sprawling basement, keen to steal whatever they could from the kitchens and
storerooms. She had spent most of the day napping in her favorite out-of-the-way places, but it
was here, curled up on the old mattress behind the rusty boiler in the protection of the workshop,
that she felt most at home. Hammers, wrenches, and gears hung down from the rough-hewn
beams, and the familiar smell of machinery oil filled the air. Her first thought as she looked
around her and listened out into the reaching darkness was that it felt like a good night for
hunting.Her pa, who had worked on the construction of Biltmore Estate years before and had
lived in the basement without permission ever since, lay sleeping on the cot he’d secretly built
behind the supply racks. Embers glowed in the old metal barrel over which he had cooked their
dinner of chicken and grits a few hours before. They had huddled around the cook fire for
warmth as they ate. As usual, she had eaten the chicken but left the grits.“Eat your supper,” her
pa had grumbled.“Did,” she had answered, setting down her half-empty tin plate.“Your whole
supper,” he said, pushing the plate toward her, “or you’re never gonna get any bigger than a little
shoat.”Her pa likened her to a skinny baby pig when he wanted to get a rise out of her, figuring
she’d get so furious with him that she’d wolf those nasty grits down her throat despite herself.“I’m
not gonna eat the grits, Pa,” she said, smiling a little, “no matter how many times you put ’em in
front of me.”“They ain’t nothin’ but ground-up corn, girl,” he said, poking at the fire with a stick to
arrange the other sticks the way he wanted them. “Everybody and his uncle likes corn ’cept
you.”“You know I can’t stomach anything green or yellow or disgusting like that, Pa, so quit
hollering at me.”“If I was a-hollerin’, you’d know it,” he said, shoving his poker stick into the fire.By
and by, they soon forgot about the grits and went on to talk about something else.It made
Serafina smile to think about her dinner with her father. She couldn’t imagine much else in the
world—except maybe sleeping in the warmth of one of the basement’s small sunlit windows—
that was finer than a bit of banter with her pa.Careful not to wake him, she slinked off her



mattress, padded across the workshop’s gritty stone floor, and snuck out into the winding
passageway. While still rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and stretching out her arms and legs,
she couldn’t help but feel a trace of excitement. The tantalizing sensation of starting a brand-new
night tingled through her body. She felt her muscles and her senses coming alive, as if she were
an owl stirring its wings and flexing its talons before it flies off for its ghostly hunt.She moved
quietly through the darkness, past the laundry rooms, pantries, and kitchens. The basement had
been bustling with servants all day, but the rooms were empty now, and dark, just the way she
liked them. She knew that the Vanderbilts and their many guests were sleeping on the second
and third floors above her, but here it was quiet. She loved to prowl through the endless corridors
and shadowed storage rooms. She knew the touch and feel, the glint and gloom, of every nook
and cranny. This was her domain at night, and hers alone.She heard a faint slithering just ahead.
The night was beginning quickly.She stopped. She listened.Two doors down, the scrabbling of
tiny feet on bare floor.She crept forward along the wall.When the sound stopped, she stopped as
well. When the sound resumed, she crept forward once more. It was a technique she’d taught
herself by the age of seven: move when they’re moving, stay still when they’re still.Now she
could hear the creatures breathing, the scratching of their toenails on the stone, and the
dragging of their tails. She felt the familiar trembling in her fingers and the tightness in her
legs.She slipped through the half-open door into the storeroom and saw them in the darkness:
two huge rats covered in greasy brown fur had slithered one by one up through the drainpipe in
the floor. The intruders were obviously newcomers, foolishly scrounging for cockroaches when
they could’ve been slurping custard off the fresh-baked pastries just down the hall.Without
making a sound or even disturbing the air, she stalked slowly toward the rats. Her eyes focused
on them. Her ears picked up every sound they made. She could even smell their foul sewer
stench. All the while, they went about their rotten, ratty business and had no idea she was
there.She stopped just a few feet behind them, hidden in the blackness of a shadow, poised for
the leap. This was the moment she loved, the moment just before she lunged. Her body swayed
slightly back and forth, tuning her angle of attack. Then she pounced. In one quick, explosive
movement, she grabbed the squealing, writhing rats with her bare hands.“Gotcha, ya nasty
varmints!” she hissed.The smaller rat squirmed in terror, desperate to get away, but the larger
one twisted around and bit her hand.“There’ll be none of that!” she snarled, clamping the rat’s
neck firmly between her finger and thumb.The rats wriggled wildly, but she kept a good, hard
hold on them and wouldn’t let them go. It had taken her a while to learn that lesson when she
was younger, that once you had them, you had to squeeze hard and hold on, no matter what,
even if their little claws scratched you and their scaly tails curled around your hand like some
sort of nasty gray snake.Finally, after several seconds of vicious struggling, the exhausted rats
realized they couldn’t escape her. They went still and stared suspiciously at her with their beady
black eyes. Their sniveling little noses and wickedly long whiskers vibrated with fear. The rat
who’d bit her slowly slithered his long, scaly tail around her wrist, wrapping it two times,
searching for new advantage to pry himself free.“Don’t even try it,” she warned him. Still bleeding



from his bite, she was in no mood for his ratty schemes. She’d been bitten before, but she never
did like it much.Carrying the grisly beasts in her clenched fists, she took them down the
passageway. It felt good to get two rats before midnight, and they were particularly ugly
characters, the kind that would chew straight through a burlap sack to get at the grain inside, or
knock eggs off the shelf so they could lick the mess from the floor.She climbed the old stone
stairs that led outside, then walked across the moonlit grounds of the estate all the way to the
edge of the forest. There she hurled the rats into the leaves. “Now get on outta here, and don’t
come back!” she shouted at them. “I won’t be so nice next time!”The rats tumbled across the
forest floor with the force of her fierce throw, then came to a trembling stop, expecting a killing
blow. When it didn’t come, they turned and looked up at her in astonishment.“Get goin’ before I
change my mind,” she said.Hesitating no longer, the rats scurried into the underbrush.There had
been a time when the rats she caught weren’t so lucky, when she’d leave their bodies next to her
pa’s bed to show him her night’s work, but she hadn’t done that in a coon’s age.Ever since she
was a youngin, she’d studied the men and women who worked in the basement, so she knew
that each one had a particular job. It was her father’s responsibility to fix the elevators,
dumbwaiters, window gears, steam heating systems, and all of the other mechanical
contraptions on which the two-hundred-and-fifty-room mansion depended. He even made sure
the pipe organ in the Grand Banquet Hall worked properly for Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt’s fancy
balls. Besides her pa, there were cooks, kitchen maids, coal shovelers, chimney sweeps,
laundry women, pastry makers, housemaids, footmen, and countless others.When she was ten
years old, she had asked, “Do I have a job like everyone else, Pa?”“Of course ya do,” he said, but
she suspected that it wasn’t true. He just didn’t want to hurt her feelings.“What is it? What’s my
job?” she pressed him.“It’s actually an extremely important position around here, and there ain’t
no one who does it better than you, Sera.”“Tell me, Pa. What is it?”“I reckon you’re Biltmore
Estate’s C.R.C.”“What’s that mean?” she asked in excitement.“You’re the Chief Rat Catcher,” he
said.However the words were intended, they emblazoned themselves in her mind. She
remembered even now, two years later, how her little chest had swelled and how she had smiled
with pride when he’d said those words: Chief Rat Catcher. She had liked the sound of that.
Everyone knew that rodents were a big problem in a place like Biltmore, with all its sheds and
shelves and barns and whatnot. And it was true that she had shown a natural-born talent for
snatching the cunning, food-stealing, dropping-leaving, disease-infected four-legged vermin that
so eluded the adult folk with their crude traps and poisons. Mice, which were timid and prone to
panic-induced mistakes at key moments, were no trouble at all for her to catch. It was the rats
that gave her the scamper each night, and it was on the rats that she had honed her skills. She
was twelve years old now. And that was who she was: Serafina, C.R.C.But as she watched the
two rats run into the forest, a strange and powerful feeling took hold of her. She wanted to follow
them. She wanted to see what they saw beneath leaf and twig, to explore the rocks and dells,
the streams and wonders. But her pa had forbidden her.“Never go into the forest,” he had told
her many times. “There are dark forces there that no one understands, things that ain’t natural



and can do ya wicked harm.”She stood at the edge of the forest and looked as far as she could
into the trees. For years, she’d heard stories of people who got lost in the forest and never
returned. She wondered what dangers lurked there. Was it black magic, demons, or some sort of
heinous beasts? What was her pa so afraid of?She might bandy back and forth with her pa
about all sorts of things just for the jump of it—like refusing her grits, sleeping all day and hunting
all night, and spying on the Vanderbilts and their guests—but she never argued about this. She
knew when he said those words he was as serious as her dead momma. For all the spiny talk
and all the sneak-about, sometimes you just stayed quiet and did what you were told because
you sensed it was a good way to keep breathing.Feeling strangely lonesome, she turned away
from the forest and gazed back at the estate. The moon rose above the steeply pitched slate
roofs of the house and reflected in the panes of glass that domed the Winter Garden. The stars
sparkled above the mountains. The grass and trees and flowers of the beautiful manicured
grounds glowed in the midnight light. She could see every detail, every toad and snail and all the
other creatures of the night. A lone mockingbird sang its evening song from a magnolia tree, and
the baby hummingbirds, tucked into their tiny nest among the climbing wisteria, rustled in their
sleep.It lifted her chin a bit to think that her pa had helped build all this. He’d been one of the
hundreds of stonemasons, woodcarvers, and other craftsmen who had come to Asheville from
the surrounding mountains to construct Biltmore Estate years before. He had stayed on to
maintain the machinery. But when all the other basement workers went home to their families
each night, he and Serafina hid among the steaming pipes and metal tools in the workshop like
stowaways in the engine room of a great ship. The truth was they had no place else to go, no kin
to go home to. Whenever she asked about her momma, her father refused to talk about her. So,
there wasn’t anyone else besides her and her pa, and they’d made the basement their home for
as long as she could remember.“How come we don’t live in the servants’ quarters or in town like
the other workers, Pa?” she had asked many times.“Never ya mind about that,” he would
grumble in reply.Over the years, her pa had taught her how to read and write pretty well, and told
her plenty of stories about the world, but he was never too keen on talking about what she
wanted to talk about, which was what was going on deep down in his heart, and what happened
to her momma, and why she didn’t have any brothers and sisters, and why she and her pa didn’t
have any friends who came ’round to call. Sometimes, she wanted to reach down inside him and
shake him up to see what would happen, but most of the time her pa just slept all night and
worked all day, and cooked their dinner in the evening, and told her stories, and they had a pretty
good life, the two of them, and she didn’t shake him because she knew he didn’t want to be
shook, so she just let him be.At night, when everyone else in the house went to sleep, she crept
upstairs and snatched books to read in the moonlight. She’d overheard the butler boast to a
visiting writer that Mr. Vanderbilt had collected twenty-two thousand books, only half of which fit
in the Library Room. The others were stored on tables and shelves throughout the house, and to
Serafina, these were like Juneberries ripe for the picking, too tempting to resist. No one seemed
to notice when a book went missing and was back in its place a few days later.She had read



about the great battles between the states with tattered flags flying and she had read of the
steaming iron beasts that hurtled people hither and yon. She wanted to sneak into the graveyard
at night with Tom and Huck and be shipwrecked with the Swiss Family Robinson. Some nights,
she longed to be one of the four sisters with their loving mother in Little Women. Other nights,
she imagined meeting the ghosts of Sleepy Hollow or tapping, tapping, tapping with Poe’s black
raven. She liked to tell her pa about the books she read, and she often made up stories of her
own, filled with imaginary friends and strange families and ghosts in the night, but he was never
interested in her tales of fancy and fright. He was far too sensible a man for all that and didn’t like
to believe in anything but bricks and bolts and solid things.More and more she wondered what it
would be like to have some sort of secret friend who her pa didn’t know about, someone she
could talk to about things, but she didn’t tend to meet too many children her age skulking
through the basement in the dead of night.A few of the low-level kitchen scullions and boiler
tenders who worked in the basement and went home each night had seen her darting here or
there and knew vaguely who she was, but the maids and manservants who worked on the main
floors did not. And certainly the master and mistress of the house didn’t know she existed.“The
Vanderbilts are a good kind of folk, Sera,” her pa had told her, “but they ain’t our kind of folk. You
keep yourself scarce when they come about. Don’t let anyone get a good look at you. And
whatever you do, don’t tell anyone your name or who you are. You hear?”Serafina did hear. She
heard very well. She could hear a mouse change his mind. Yet she didn’t know exactly why she
and her pa lived the way they did. She didn’t know why her father hid her away from the world,
why he was ashamed of her, but she knew one thing for sure: that she loved him with all her
heart, and the last thing she ever wanted to do was to cause him trouble.So she had become an
expert at moving undetected, not just to catch the rats, but to avoid the people, too. When she
was feeling particularly brave or lonely, she darted upstairs into the comings and goings of the
sparkling folk. She snuck and crept and hid. She was small for her age and light of foot. The
shadows were her friends. She spied on the fancy-dressed guests as they arrived in their
splendid horse-drawn carriages. No one upstairs ever saw her hiding beneath the bed or behind
the door. No one noticed her in the back of the closet when they put their coats inside. When the
ladies and gentlemen went on their walks around the grounds, she slinked up right next to them
without them knowing and listened to everything they were saying. She loved seeing the young
girls in their blue and yellow dresses with ribbons fluttering in their hair, and she ran along with
them when they frolicked through the garden. When the children played hide-and-seek, they
never realized there was another player. Sometimes she’d even see Mr. and Mrs. Vanderbilt
walking arm in arm, or she’d see their twelve-year-old nephew riding his horse across the
grounds, with his sleek black dog running alongside.She had watched them all, but none of
them ever saw her—not even the dog. Lately she’d been wondering just what would happen if
they did. What if the boy glimpsed her? What would she do? What if his dog chased her? Could
she get up a tree in time? Sometimes she liked to imagine what she would say if she met Mrs.
Vanderbilt face-to-face. Hello, Mrs. V. I catch your rats for you. Would you like them killed or just



chucked out? Sometimes she dreamed of wearing fancy dresses and ribbons in her hair and
shiny shoes on her feet. And sometimes, just sometimes, she longed not just to listen secretly to
the people around her, but to talk to them. Not just to see them, but to be seen.As she walked
through the moonlight across the open grass and back to the main house, she wondered what
would happen if one of the guests, or perhaps the young master in his bedroom on the second
floor, happened to wake and look out the window and see a mysterious girl walking alone in the
night.Her pa never spoke of it, but she knew she wasn’t exactly normal looking. She had a skinny
little body, nothing but muscle, bone, and sinew.She didn’t own a dress, so she wore one of her
pa’s old work shirts, which she cinched around her narrow waist with a length of fibrous twine
she’d scavenged from the workshop. He didn’t buy her any clothes because he didn’t want
people in town to ask questions and start meddling; meddling was something he could never
brook.Her long hair wasn’t a single color like normal people had, but varying shades of gold and
light brown. Her face had a peculiar angularity in the cheeks. And she had large, steady amber
eyes. She could see at night as well as she could during the day. Even her soundless hunting
skills weren’t exactly normal. Every person she’d ever encountered, especially her pa, made so
much noise when they walked that it was like they were one of the big Belgian draft horses that
pulled the farm equipment in Mr. Vanderbilt’s fields.And it all made her wonder, looking up at the
windows of the great house. What did the people sleeping in those rooms dream of, with their
one-colored hair, and their long, pointy noses, and their big bodies lying in their soft beds all
through the glorious darkness of the night? What did they long for? What made them laugh or
jump? What did they feel inside? When they had dinner at night, did the children eat the grits or
just the chicken?As she glided down the stairs and back into the basement, she heard
something in a distant corridor. She stopped and listened, but she couldn’t quite make it out. It
wasn’t a rat. That much was certain. Something much larger. But what was it?Curious, she
moved toward the sound.She went past her pa’s workshop, the kitchens, and the other rooms
she knew well, and into the deeper areas where she hunted less often. She heard doors closing,
then the fall of footsteps and muffled noises. Her heart began to thump lightly in her chest.
Someone was walking through the corridors of the basement. Her basement.She moved
closer.It wasn’t the servant who collected the garbage each night, or one of the footmen fetching
a late-night snack for a guest—she knew the sound of their footsteps well. Sometimes the
butler’s assistant, who was eleven, would stop in the corridor and gobble down a few of the
cookies from the silver tray that the butler had sent him to retrieve. She’d stand just around the
corner from him in the darkness and pretend that they were friends just talking and enjoying
each other’s company for a while. Then the boy would wipe the powdered sugar off his lips, and
off he’d go, hurrying up the stairs to catch up on the time he’d lost. But this wasn’t him.Whoever it
was, he wore what sounded like hard-soled shoes—expensive shoes. But a gentleman proper
had no business coming down into this area of the house. Why was he wandering through the
dark passages in the middle of the night?Increasingly curious, she followed the stranger, careful
to avoid being seen. Whenever she snuck up close enough to almost see him, all she could



make out was the shadow of a tall black shape carrying a dimly lit lantern. And there was
another shadow there, too, someone or something with him, but she didn’t dare creep close
enough to see who or what it was.It was a vast basement with many different rooms, corridors,
and levels, which had been built into the slope of the earth beneath the house. Some areas, like
the kitchens and the laundry, had smooth plaster walls and windows. The rooms there were
plainly finished, but clean and dry, and well-suited to the daily work of the servants. The more
distant reaches of the understructure delved deep into the damp and earthen burrows of the
house’s massive foundation. Here the dark, hardened mortar oozed out from between the
roughly hewn stone blocks that formed the walls and ceiling, and she seldom went there
because it was cold, dirty, and dank.Suddenly, the footsteps changed direction. They came
toward her. Five screeching rats came running down the corridor ahead of the footfalls, more
terrified than any rodents she had ever seen. Spiders crawled out of the cracks in the walls.
Cockroaches and centipedes erupted from the earthen floor. Astounded by what she was
seeing, she caught her breath and pressed herself to the wall, frozen in fear like a little rabbit kit
trembling beneath the shadow of a passing hawk.As the man walked toward her, she heard
another sound, too. It was a shuffling agitation like a small person—slippered feet, perhaps a
child—but there was something wrong. The child’s feet were scraping on the stone, sometimes
sliding…the child was crippled…no…the child was being dragged.“No, sir! Please! No!” the girl
whimpered, her voice trembling with despair. “We’re not supposed to be down here.” The girl
spoke like someone who had been raised in a well-heeled family and attended a fancy
school.“Don’t worry. We’re going right in here…” the man said, stopping at the door just around
the corner from Serafina. Now she could hear his breathing, the movement of his hands, and the
rustle of his clothing. Flashes of heat scorched through her. She wanted to run, to flee, but she
couldn’t get her legs to move.“There’s nothing to be frightened of, child,” he said to the girl. “I’m
not going to hurt you…”The way he said these words caused the hairs on the back of Serafina’s
neck to rise. Don’t go with him, she thought. Don’t go!The girl sounded like she was just a little
younger than her, and Serafina wanted to help her, but she couldn’t find the courage. She
pressed herself against the wall, certain that she would be heard or seen. Her legs trembled,
feeling as if they would crumble beneath her. She couldn’t see what happened next, but
suddenly the girl let out a bloodcurdling scream. The piercing sound caused Serafina to jump,
and she had to stifle her own scream. Then she heard a struggle as the girl tore away from the
man and fled down the corridor. Run, girl! Run! Serafina thought.The man’s steps faded into the
distance as he went after her. Serafina could tell that he wasn’t running full-out but moving
steadily, relentlessly, like he knew the girl couldn’t escape him. Serafina’s pa had told her that’s
how the red wolves chase down and kill deer in the mountains—with dogged stamina rather
than bursts of speed.Serafina didn’t know what to do. Should she hide in a dark corner and hope
he didn’t find her? Should she flee with the terror-stricken rats and spiders while she had the
chance? She wanted to run back to her father, but what about the child? The girl was so
helpless, so slow and weak and frightened, and more than anything, she needed a friend to help



her fight. Serafina wanted to be that friend; she wanted to help her, but she couldn’t bring herself
to move in that direction.Then she heard the girl scream again. That dirty, rotten rat’s gonna kill
her, Serafina thought. He’s gonna kill her.With a burst of anger and courage, she raced toward
the sound. Her legs felt like explosions of speed. Her mind blazed with fear and exhilaration. She
turned corner after corner. But when she came to the mossy stone stairway that led down into
the deepest bowels of the subbasement, she stopped, gasping for breath, and shook her head.
It was a cold, wet, slimy, horrible place that she had always done her best to avoid—especially in
the winter. She’d heard stories that they stored dead bodies in the subbasement in the winter,
when the ground was too frozen to dig a grave. Why in the world had the girl gone down there?
Serafina made her way haltingly down the wet, sticky stairs, lifting and shaking off her foot after
each slimy step she took. When at last she reached the bottom, she followed a long, slanting
corridor where the ceiling dripped with brown sludge. The whole dank, disgusting place gave her
the jitters something fierce, but she kept going. You’ve got to help her, she told herself again. You
can’t turn back. She wound her way through a labyrinth of twisting tunnels. She turned right, then
left, then left, then right until she lost track of how far she’d gone. Then she heard the sound of
fighting and shouting just around the corner ahead of her. She was very close.She hesitated,
frightened, her heart pounding so hard it felt like it was going to burst. Her body shook all over.
She didn’t want to go another step, but friends had to help friends. She didn’t know much about
life, but she did know that, knew that for sure, and she wasn’t going to run away like a scared-out-
of-her-wits squirrel just when somebody needed her most. Trembling all over, she steadied
herself the best she could, sucked in a deep breath, and pushed herself around the corner.A
broken lantern lay tipped on the stone floor, its glass shattered but the flame still burning. In its
halo of faltering light, a girl in a yellow dress struggled for her life. A tall man in a black cloak and
hood, his hands stained with blood, grabbed the girl by the wrists. The girl tried to pull away. “No!
Let me go!” she screamed.“Quiet down,” the man told her, his voice seething in a dark, unworldly
tone. “I’m not going to hurt you, child…” he said for the second time.The girl had curly blond hair
and pale white skin. She fought to escape, but the man in the black cloak pulled her toward him.
He tangled her in his arms. She flailed and struck him in the face with her tiny fists.“Just stay still,
and it will all be over,” he said, pulling her toward him.Serafina suddenly realized that she’d made
a dreadful mistake. This was far more than she could handle. She knew that she should help the
girl, but she was so scared that her feet stuck to the floor. She couldn’t even breathe, let alone
fight.Help her! Serafina’s mind screamed at her. Help her! Attack the rat! Attack the rat!She
finally plucked up her courage and charged forward, but just at that moment, the man’s black
satin cloak floated upward as if possessed by a smoky spirit. The girl screamed. The folds of the
cloak slithered around her like the tentacles of a hungry serpent. The cloak seemed to move of
its own accord, wrapping, twisting, accompanied by a disturbing rattling noise, like the hissing
threats of a hundred rattlesnakes. Serafina saw the girl’s horrified face looking at her from within
the folds of the enveloping cloak, the girl’s pleading blue eyes wide with fear. Help me! Help me!
Then the folds closed over her, the scream went silent, and the girl disappeared, leaving nothing



but the blackness of the cloak.Serafina gasped in shock. One moment the girl was struggling to
get free, and the next she vanished into thin air. The cloak had consumed her. Overwhelmed
with confusion, grief, and fear, Serafina just stood there in stunned bewilderment.For several
seconds, the man seemed to vibrate violently, and a ghoulish aura glowed around him in a dark,
shimmering haze. A horribly foul smell of rotting guts invaded Serafina’s nostrils, forcing her
head to jerk back. She wrinkled her nose and squinched her mouth and tried not to breathe it
in.She must have made some sort of involuntary gagging noise, for the man in the black cloak
suddenly turned and looked at her, seeing her for the first time. It felt like a giant claw gripped her
around her chest. The folds of the man’s hood shrouded his face, but she could see that his eyes
blazed with an unnatural light.She stood frozen, utterly terrified.The man whispered in a raspy
voice. “I’m not going to hurt you, child…”Hearing those eerie words jolted Serafina into action.
She had just seen what those words led to. Not this time, rat! With a burst of new energy, she
turned and ran.She tore through the labyrinth of crisscrossing tunnels, running and running,
certain that she was leaving him far in the distance. But when she glanced over her shoulder, the
hooded man was flying through the air right behind her, levitated by the power of the billowing
black cloak, his bloody hands reaching toward her.Serafina tried to run faster, but just as she
came to the bottom of the stairs that led up to the main level of the basement, the man in the
black cloak grabbed her. One hand clamped her shoulder. The other locked on to her neck. She
turned and hissed like a snared animal. She whirled and clawed in a wild circle and broke herself
free.She bounded up the stairs three at a time, but he followed right behind her. He reached out
and yanked her head back by her hair. She screamed in pain.“Time to give up now, little child,”
he said calmly, even as the tightening of his fist slowly tore strands of her hair from her head.“I
ain’t never!” she snarled, and bit his arm. She fought as hard as she could, scratching and
clawing with her fingernails, but it didn’t matter. The man in the black cloak was far too strong. He
pulled her into his chest, entangling her in his arms.The folds of the black cloak rose up around
her, pulsing with gray smoke. The awful rotting odor made her gag. All she could hear was that
loathsome rattling noise as the cloak slithered and twisted its way around her body. She felt like
she was being crushed in the coil of a boa constrictor.“I’m not going to hurt you, child…” came
the hideous rasping voice again, as if the man wasn’t of his own mind but possessed by a
demented, ravenous demon.The folds of the cloak cast a wretched pall over her, drenching her
in a dripping, suffocating sickness. She felt her soul slipping away from her—not just slipping,
but being yanked, being extracted. Death was so near that she could see its blackness with her
own eyes and she could hear the screams of the children who had gone before her.“No! No!
No!” she screamed in defiance. She didn’t want to go. Hissing wildly, she reached up and
clutched his face, clawing at his eyes. She kicked his chest with her feet. She bit him repeatedly,
snapping like a snarling, rabid beast, and she tasted his blood in her mouth. The girl in the
yellow dress had fought, but nothing like this. Finally, Serafina twisted out of his grip and spun to
the ground. She landed on her feet and leapt away.She wanted to get back to her pa, but she
couldn’t make it that far. She fled down the corridor and dashed into the main kitchen. There



were a dozen places to hide. Should she slip behind the black cast-iron ovens? Or crawl up
among the copper pots hanging from the ceiling rack? No. She knew she had to find a better
place.She was back in her territory now, and she knew it well. She knew the darkness and she
knew the light. She knew the left and the right. She had killed rats in every corner of this place,
and there was no way she was going to let herself become one of those rats. She was the C.R.C.
No trap or weapon or evil man was going to catch her. Like a wild creature, she ran and jumped
and crawled.When she reached the linen storage room, with all its wooden shelves and stacks
of folded white sheets and blankets, she scampered into a crumbling break in the wall, in the
back corner beneath the lowest shelf. Even if the man did notice the hole, it would seem
impossibly small for anyone to fit through. But she knew it provided a shortcut into the back of
the laundry.She came out in the room where they hung and dried the fancy folks’ bedsheets. The
moon had risen outside, and its light shone through the basement windows. Hundreds of flowing
white sheets hung from the ceiling like ghosts, the silver moonlight casting them into an eerie
glow. She slipped slowly between the hanging sheets, wondering if they would provide her the
concealment she needed. But she thought better of it and kept going.For good or ill, she had an
idea. She knew that Mr. Vanderbilt prided himself on installing the most advanced equipment at
Biltmore. Her pa had constructed special drying racks that rolled on metal ceiling tracks that
tucked into narrow chambers where the sheets and clothes were dried with the radiant heat of
well-sealed steam pipes. Determined to find the best possible hiding place, she made herself
small and pressed herself through the narrow slot of one of the machines.When Serafina was
born, there had been a number of things physically different about her. She had four toes on
each foot rather than five, and although it was not noticeable just by looking at her, her
collarbones were malformed such that they didn’t connect properly to her other bones. This
allowed her to fit into some pretty tight spots. The opening in the machine was no more than a
few inches wide, but as long as she could fit her head into something, she could push her whole
body through. She wedged herself inside, into a dark little spot where she hoped the man in the
black cloak wouldn’t find her.She tried to be quiet, she tried to be still, but she panted like a little
animal. She was exhausted, breathless, and frightened beyond her wits. She’d seen the girl in
the yellow dress consumed by the shadow-filled folds and knew the man in the black cloak was
coming for her next. Her only hope was that he couldn’t hear the deafening pound of her
heartbeat.She heard him walking slowly down the hallway outside the kitchen. He’d lost her in
the darkness, but he moved methodically from room to room, looking for her.She heard him in
the main kitchen, opening the doors of the cast-iron ovens. If I’d hidden there, she thought, I’d be
dead now.Then she heard him clanging through the copper pots, looking for her in the ceiling
rack. If I’d hidden there, she thought, I’d be dead again.“There’s nothing to be frightened of,” he
whispered, trying to coax her out.She listened and waited, trembling like a field mouse.Finally,
the man in the black cloak made his way into the laundry room.Mice are timid and prone to
panic-induced mistakes at key moments.She heard the man moving from place to place,
rummaging beneath the sinks, opening and closing the cabinets.Just stay still, little mouse. Just



stay still, she told herself. She wanted to break cover and flee so bad, but she knew that the
dead mice were the dumb mice that panicked and ran. She told herself over and over again,
Don’t be a dumb mouse. Don’t be a dumb mouse.Then he came into the drying area where she
was and moved slowly through the room, running his hands over the ghostly sheets.If I’d hidden
there…He was just a few feet away from her now, looking around the room. Even though he
couldn’t see her, he seemed to sense that she was there.Serafina held her breath and stayed
perfectly, perfectly, perfectly still.Hearing those eerie words jolted Serafina into action. She had
just seen what those words led to. Not this time, rat! With a burst of new energy, she turned and
ran.She tore through the labyrinth of crisscrossing tunnels, running and running, certain that she
was leaving him far in the distance. But when she glanced over her shoulder, the hooded man
was flying through the air right behind her, levitated by the power of the billowing black cloak, his
bloody hands reaching toward her.Serafina tried to run faster, but just as she came to the bottom
of the stairs that led up to the main level of the basement, the man in the black cloak grabbed
her. One hand clamped her shoulder. The other locked on to her neck. She turned and hissed
like a snared animal. She whirled and clawed in a wild circle and broke herself free.She bounded
up the stairs three at a time, but he followed right behind her. He reached out and yanked her
head back by her hair. She screamed in pain.“Time to give up now, little child,” he said calmly,
even as the tightening of his fist slowly tore strands of her hair from her head.“I ain’t never!” she
snarled, and bit his arm. She fought as hard as she could, scratching and clawing with her
fingernails, but it didn’t matter. The man in the black cloak was far too strong. He pulled her into
his chest, entangling her in his arms.The folds of the black cloak rose up around her, pulsing
with gray smoke. The awful rotting odor made her gag. All she could hear was that loathsome
rattling noise as the cloak slithered and twisted its way around her body. She felt like she was
being crushed in the coil of a boa constrictor.“I’m not going to hurt you, child…” came the
hideous rasping voice again, as if the man wasn’t of his own mind but possessed by a
demented, ravenous demon.The folds of the cloak cast a wretched pall over her, drenching her
in a dripping, suffocating sickness. She felt her soul slipping away from her—not just slipping,
but being yanked, being extracted. Death was so near that she could see its blackness with her
own eyes and she could hear the screams of the children who had gone before her.“No! No!
No!” she screamed in defiance. She didn’t want to go. Hissing wildly, she reached up and
clutched his face, clawing at his eyes. She kicked his chest with her feet. She bit him repeatedly,
snapping like a snarling, rabid beast, and she tasted his blood in her mouth. The girl in the
yellow dress had fought, but nothing like this. Finally, Serafina twisted out of his grip and spun to
the ground. She landed on her feet and leapt away.She wanted to get back to her pa, but she
couldn’t make it that far. She fled down the corridor and dashed into the main kitchen. There
were a dozen places to hide. Should she slip behind the black cast-iron ovens? Or crawl up
among the copper pots hanging from the ceiling rack? No. She knew she had to find a better
place.She was back in her territory now, and she knew it well. She knew the darkness and she
knew the light. She knew the left and the right. She had killed rats in every corner of this place,



and there was no way she was going to let herself become one of those rats. She was the C.R.C.
No trap or weapon or evil man was going to catch her. Like a wild creature, she ran and jumped
and crawled.When she reached the linen storage room, with all its wooden shelves and stacks
of folded white sheets and blankets, she scampered into a crumbling break in the wall, in the
back corner beneath the lowest shelf. Even if the man did notice the hole, it would seem
impossibly small for anyone to fit through. But she knew it provided a shortcut into the back of
the laundry.She came out in the room where they hung and dried the fancy folks’ bedsheets. The
moon had risen outside, and its light shone through the basement windows. Hundreds of flowing
white sheets hung from the ceiling like ghosts, the silver moonlight casting them into an eerie
glow. She slipped slowly between the hanging sheets, wondering if they would provide her the
concealment she needed. But she thought better of it and kept going.For good or ill, she had an
idea. She knew that Mr. Vanderbilt prided himself on installing the most advanced equipment at
Biltmore. Her pa had constructed special drying racks that rolled on metal ceiling tracks that
tucked into narrow chambers where the sheets and clothes were dried with the radiant heat of
well-sealed steam pipes. Determined to find the best possible hiding place, she made herself
small and pressed herself through the narrow slot of one of the machines.When Serafina was
born, there had been a number of things physically different about her. She had four toes on
each foot rather than five, and although it was not noticeable just by looking at her, her
collarbones were malformed such that they didn’t connect properly to her other bones. This
allowed her to fit into some pretty tight spots. The opening in the machine was no more than a
few inches wide, but as long as she could fit her head into something, she could push her whole
body through. She wedged herself inside, into a dark little spot where she hoped the man in the
black cloak wouldn’t find her.She tried to be quiet, she tried to be still, but she panted like a little
animal. She was exhausted, breathless, and frightened beyond her wits. She’d seen the girl in
the yellow dress consumed by the shadow-filled folds and knew the man in the black cloak was
coming for her next. Her only hope was that he couldn’t hear the deafening pound of her
heartbeat.She heard him walking slowly down the hallway outside the kitchen. He’d lost her in
the darkness, but he moved methodically from room to room, looking for her.She heard him in
the main kitchen, opening the doors of the cast-iron ovens. If I’d hidden there, she thought, I’d be
dead now.Then she heard him clanging through the copper pots, looking for her in the ceiling
rack. If I’d hidden there, she thought, I’d be dead again.“There’s nothing to be frightened of,” he
whispered, trying to coax her out.She listened and waited, trembling like a field mouse.Finally,
the man in the black cloak made his way into the laundry room.Mice are timid and prone to
panic-induced mistakes at key moments.She heard the man moving from place to place,
rummaging beneath the sinks, opening and closing the cabinets.Just stay still, little mouse. Just
stay still, she told herself. She wanted to break cover and flee so bad, but she knew that the
dead mice were the dumb mice that panicked and ran. She told herself over and over again,
Don’t be a dumb mouse. Don’t be a dumb mouse.Then he came into the drying area where she
was and moved slowly through the room, running his hands over the ghostly sheets.If I’d hidden



there…He was just a few feet away from her now, looking around the room. Even though he
couldn’t see her, he seemed to sense that she was there.Serafina held her breath and stayed
perfectly, perfectly, perfectly still.Serafina slowly opened her eyes.She didn’t know how long
she’d been asleep or even where she was. She found herself crammed into a tight, dark space,
her face pressed up against metal.She heard the sound of footsteps approaching. She stayed
quiet and listened.It was a man in work boots, tools jangling. Feeling a burst of happiness, she
wriggled her way out of the machine and into the morning sunlight pouring through the laundry
windows.“Here I am, Pa!” she cried, her voice parched and weak.“I’ve been gnawin’ on leather
lookin’ for you,” her pa scolded. “You weren’t in your bed this mornin’.”She ran forward and
hugged him, pressing herself into his chest. He was a large and hardened man with thick arms
and rough, calloused hands. His tools hung from his leather apron, and he smelled faintly of
metal, oil, and the leather straps that drove the workshop’s machines.In the distance, she heard
the sounds of the staff arriving for the morning, the clanking of pots in the kitchen, and the
conversations of the workers. It was a glorious sound to her ears. The danger of the night was
gone. She had survived!Wrapped in her father’s arms, she felt safe and at home. He was more
accustomed to mallets and rivets than a kind word, but he’d always taken care of her, always
loved and protected her. She couldn’t hold back the tears of relief stinging her eyes.“Where’ve ya
been, Sera?” her father asked.“He tried to get me, Pa! He tried to kill me!”“What are you goin’ on
about, girl?” her pa said suspiciously, holding her by the shoulders with his huge hands. He
looked intently into her face. “Is this another one of your wild stories?”“No, Pa,” she said, shaking
her head.“I ain’t in any kinda mood for stories.”“A man in a black cloak took a little girl, and then
he came after me. I fought him, Pa! I bit him a good one! I spun ’round and clawed him, and I ran
and ran and I got away and I hid. I crawled into your machine, Pa. That’s how I got away. It saved
me!”“Whatcha mean, he took a girl?” her pa said, narrowing his eyes. “What girl?”“He…he made
her…She was right in front of me, and then she vanished before my eyes!”“Come on now, Sera,”
he said doubtfully. “You sound like you don’t know whether you’re washin’ the clothes or hangin’
’em out.”“I swear, Pa,” she said. “Just listen to me.” She took a good, hard swallow and started at
the beginning. As the story poured out of her, she realized how brave she’d actually been.But
her pa just shook his head. “You’ve had a bad dream is all. Been readin’ too many of them ghost
stories. I told ya to stay away from Mr. Poe. Now look at ya. You’re all scruffed up like a cornered
possum.”Her heart sank. She was telling him the God’s honest truth, and he didn’t believe a
word of it. She tried to keep from crying, but it was hard. She was going on thirteen and he was
still treating her like a child.“I wasn’t dreamin’, Pa,” she said, wiping a sniffle from her nose.“Just
calm yourself down,” he grumbled. He hated it when she cried. She’d known since she was little
that he’d rather wrangle with a good piece of sheet metal than deal with a weepy girl.“I’ve gotta
go to work,” he said gruffly as he separated from her. “The dynamo busted somethin’ bad last
night. Now get on back to the workshop, and get some proper sleep in ya.”Hot frustration flashed
through her and she clenched her fists in anger, but she could hear the seriousness in his voice
and knew there was no point in arguing with him. The Edison dynamo was an iron machine with



copper coils and spinning wheels that generated a new thing called “electricity.” She knew from
the books she’d read that most homes in America didn’t have running water, indoor toilets,
refrigeration, or even heating. But Biltmore had all of these things. It was one of the few homes in
America that had electric lighting in some of the rooms. But if her pa couldn’t get the dynamo
working by nightfall, the Vanderbilts and their guests would be plunged into darkness. She knew
he had a lot of things on his mind, and she wasn’t one of them.A wave of resentment swept
through her. She’d tried to save a girl from an evil black-cloaked demon-thing and almost got
herself killed in the process, but her pa didn’t care. All he cared about was his stupid machines.
He never believed her about anything. To him, she was just a little girl, nothing important, nothing
worth listening to, nothing anyone could count on for anything.As she walked glumly back to the
workshop, she fully intended to follow her pa’s instructions, but when she passed the stairway
that led up to Biltmore Estate’s main floor, she stopped and looked up the stairs.She knew she
shouldn’t do it.She shouldn’t even think about doing it.But she couldn’t help it.Her pa had been
telling her for years that she shouldn’t go upstairs, and lately she’d been trying to follow his rules
at least some of the time, but today she was furious that he hadn’t believed her. It’d serve him
right if I didn’t listen to him.She thought about the girl in the yellow dress. She tried to make
sense of what she’d seen: the horrible black cloak and the wide-eyed fear in the girl’s face as
she disappeared. Where had the girl gone? Was she dead or somehow still alive? Was there still
a chance she could be saved?Snippets of conversation drifted down the stairs. There was some
sort of commotion. Had they found a body? Were they all crying in despair? Were they searching
for a murderer?She didn’t know if she was brave or stupid, but she had to tell someone what
she’d seen. She had to figure out what happened. Most of all, she had to help the girl in the
yellow dress.She began to climb the stairs.Staying as small and quiet as she could, she crept up
the steps one by one. A cacophony of sounds floated down to her: the echo of people talking,
the rustling of clothing, dozens of different footsteps—it was a crowd of many people. Something
was definitely happening up there. We’ve got to keep to ourselves, you and I. Her pa’s warning
played in her mind as she climbed. There ain’t no sense in people seein’ you and askin’
questions.She slinked to the top of the stairway, then ducked into an alcove on the main floor
that looked onto a huge room full of fancy-dressed people who seemed to be gathering for some
type of grand social event.Massive, ornately crafted wrought-iron-and-glass doors led into the
Entrance Hall, with its polished marble floor and vaulted ceiling of hand-carved oak beams.
Soaring limestone arches led from this central room to the various wings of the mansion. The
ceiling was so high she had the urge to climb up there and peer down. She’d been here before,
but she had always loved the room and couldn’t help marveling at it again, especially in the
daylight. She’d never seen so many glistening, beautiful things, so many soft surfaces to sit on,
and so many interesting places to hide. Spotting an upholstered chair, she felt an overwhelming
desire to run her fingernails over the plush fabric. All of the room’s colors were so bright, and the
surfaces were so clean and shiny. She didn’t see any mud or grease or dirt anywhere. There
were brightly colored vases filled with flowers—to think! Flowers, actually inside the house.



Sunlight flooded in from the sparkling, leaded-glass windows of the spiraling, four-story-high
Grand Staircase and the glass-domed Winter Garden, with its spraying fountain and tropical
plants. She squinted her eyes against the brightness.The Entrance Hall teemed with dozens of
beautifully attired ladies and gentlemen along with manservants in black-and-white uniforms
helping them to prepare for a morning of horseback riding. Serafina stared at a lady who wore a
riding dress made of white-piped green velvet and cranberry-red damask. Another woman wore
a lovely mauve habit with dark purple accents and a matching hat. There were even a few
children there, clothed as finely as their parents. Her eyes darted around the room as she tried to
take it all in.Serafina looked at the face of the lady in the green dress, and then she looked at the
face of the lady in the mauve hat. She knew her momma was long dead, or at very least long
gone, but all her life, whenever she saw a woman, she checked to see if the woman looked like
her. She studied the faces of the children, too, wondering if there was a chance that any of them
could be her brothers and sisters. When she was little, she used to tell herself a story that maybe
she had come home one day to the house, muddy from her hunting, and her mother had taken
her downstairs and stuck her in the belt-driven washing machine, and then went back upstairs
and accidentally forgot about her, just spinning and spinning away down there. But when
Serafina looked around at the women and the children in the Entrance Hall and saw their blond
hair and their blue eyes, their black hair and their brown eyes, she knew that none of them were
her kin. Her pa never talked about what her momma looked like, but Serafina searched for her in
every face she saw.Serafina had come upstairs with a purpose, but now that she was here, the
thought of actually trying to talk to any of these fancy people put a rock in her stomach. She
swallowed and inched forward a little, but the lump in her throat was so huge, she wasn’t even
sure she could get a word out. She wanted to tell them what she saw, but it suddenly seemed so
foolish. They were all happy and carefree, like so many larks on a sunny day. She didn’t
understand. The girl was obviously one of these people, so why weren’t they looking for her? It
was like it never happened, like she had imagined the whole thing. What was she going to say to
them? Excuse me, everyone…I’m pretty sure I saw a horrible black-cloaked man make a little girl
vanish into thin air. Has anyone seen her? They’d lock her up like a cuckoo bird.As a tall
gentleman in a black suit coat walked by, she realized that one of these men might actually be
the Man in the Black Cloak. With his shadowed face and glowing eyes, there was no doubt that
the attacker had been some sort of specter, but she had sunk her teeth into him and tasted real
blood, and he needed a lantern to see just like all the other people she’d followed over the years,
which meant he was of this world too. She scanned the men in the crowd, keeping her breathing
as steady as she could. Was it possible that he was here at this very moment?Mrs. Edith
Vanderbilt, the mistress of the house, walked into the room wearing a striking velvet dress and a
wide-brimmed hat. Serafina couldn’t take her eyes off the mesmerizing movement of the hat’s
feathers. A refined and attractive woman, Mrs. Vanderbilt had a pale complexion and a full head
of dark hair, and she seemed at ease in her role as hostess as she moved through the
room.“While we wait for the servants to bring up our horses,” she said happily to her guests, “I



would like to invite everyone to join me in the Tapestry Gallery for a little bit of musical
entertainment.”A pleasant murmur passed through the crowd. Delighted by the idea of a
diversion, the ladies and gentlemen streamed into the gallery, an elegantly decorated room with
its exquisitely hand-painted ceiling, intricate musical instruments, and delicate antique wall
tapestries. Serafina loved to climb the tapestries at night and run her fingernails down through
the soft fabric.“I’m sure that most of you already know Mr. Montgomery Thorne,” Mrs. Vanderbilt
said with a gentle sweep of her arm toward a gentleman. “He has graciously offered to play for
us today.”“Thank you, Mrs. Vanderbilt,” Mr. Thorne said as he stepped forward with a smile. “This
whole outing is such a wonderful idea, and I must say you’re a most radiant hostess on this
lovely morning.”“You’re too kind, sir,” Mrs. Vanderbilt said with a smile.To Serafina, who’d been
listening to Biltmore’s visitors her entire life, he didn’t sound like he came from the mountains of
North Carolina, or from New York like the Vanderbilts. He spoke with the accent of a Southern
gentleman, maybe from Georgia or South Carolina. She crept forward to get a better look at him.
He wore a white satin cravat around his neck, a brocade waistcoat, and pale gray gloves, all of
which she thought went nicely with his silvery-black hair and perfectly trimmed sideburns.He
picked up a finely made violin and its bow from the table where it had been lying.“Since when do
you play the violin, Thorne?” called one of the gentlemen from New York in a friendly tone.“Oh,
I’ve been practicing here and there, Mr. Bendel,” said Mr. Thorne as he lifted the instrument to his
chin.“When? On the carriage ride here?” Mr. Bendel retorted, and everyone laughed.Serafina
almost felt sorry for Mr. Thorne. It was clear from their playful banter that Mr. Bendel and Mr.
Thorne were companions, but it was equally clear that Mr. Bendel had serious doubts as to
whether his friend could actually play.Serafina watched in nervous silence as Mr. Thorne
prepared himself. Perhaps it was a new instrument to him and this was his first performance. She
couldn’t even imagine playing such a thing herself. At long last, he set the bow gently across the
strings, paused for a moment to collect himself, and then began to play.Suddenly, the vaulted
rooms of the great house filled with the loveliest music she had ever heard, elegant and flowing,
like a river of sound. He was wonderful. Spellbound by the beauty of his playing, the ladies and
gentlemen and even the servants stood quietly and listened with rapt attention, and they let their
hearts soak in every measure of the music he made.Serafina enjoyed the sound of his playing,
but she also watched his dexterous fingers. They moved so fast over the strings that they
reminded her of little running mice, and she wanted to pounce on them.When Mr. Thorne was
done, everyone applauded and congratulated him, especially Mr. Bendel, who laughed in
disbelief. “You never cease to amaze me, Thorne. You shoot like a marksman, you speak fluent
Russian, and now you play the violin like Vivaldi! Tell us, man, is there anything you’re not good
at?”“Well, I’m certainly not as skilled a horseback rider as you are, Mr. Bendel,” Mr. Thorne said
as he set his violin aside. “And I must say it has always been most vexing to me.”“Well, stop the
presses!” Mr. Bendel called. “The man has a chink in his armor after all!” Then he looked at Mrs.
Vanderbilt with a smile. “So, when exactly are we going horseback riding?”The other guests
laughed at the two gentlemen as they quipped back and forth, and Serafina smiled. She enjoyed



watching the camaraderie of these people. She envied the way they spoke to one another and
touched each other and shared their lives. It was so different from her own world of shadow and
solitude. She watched a young woman tilt her head and smile as she reached out and put her
hand on the arm of a young gentleman. Serafina tried imitating the gesture herself.“Are you
lost?” someone said behind her.Startled, Serafina whirled around and started to hiss, but then
she stopped herself short. A young boy stood in front of her. A large black Doberman with
sharply pointed ears sat at his side, staring intently at her.The boy wore a fine tweed riding
jacket, a buttoned vest, woolen jodhpurs, and knee-high leather boots. He was a little sickly
looking, a little frail even, but he had watchful, sensitive brown eyes and a rather fetching tussle
of wavy brown hair. He stood quietly, staring at her.It took every ounce of her courage not to run.
She didn’t know what to do. Did he think she was a vagrant who had wandered in? Or perhaps
she looked like a dazed servant—maybe a chimney sweep or window-washing girl. Either way,
she knew she was stuck. He’d caught her dead to rights exactly where she wasn’t supposed to
be.“Are you lost?” the boy asked again, but this time she heard what sounded strangely like
kindness in his voice. “May I help you find your way?” He wasn’t timid or shy, but he wasn’t
overconfident or arrogant, either. And it surprised her that he didn’t seem angry at her for being
there. There was a trace of curiosity in his tone.“I-I-I’m not lost,” she stammered. “I was just—”“It’s
all right,” he said as he stepped toward her. “I still get lost sometimes, and I’ve lived here for two
years.”Serafina sucked in a breath. Suddenly, she realized that she was speaking face-to-face
with the young master, Mr. Vanderbilt’s nephew. She’d seen him many times before, standing at
his bedroom window looking out at the mountains, or galloping his horse across the grounds, or
walking alone on the footpaths with his dog—she’d watched him for years, but she’d never been
this close to him.Most of what she knew about him she’d overheard from the gossiping servants,
and when it came to the young master, they sure did prattle on. When he was ten years old, his
family died in a fire and he became an orphan. His uncle took him in. He became like a son to
the Vanderbilts.He was known as a loner. Some of the less charitable folks whispered that the
young master preferred the company of his dog and his horse to most people. She’d overheard
the men in the stables saying that he’d won many blue ribbons at equestrian events and was
considered one of the most talented horseback riders around. The cooks, who prided
themselves on preparing the most exquisite gourmet meals, complained that he always shared
the food on his plate with his dog.“I’ve explored pretty much every room on the first, second, and
third floors,” the young master said to her, “and the stables, of course, but the other parts of the
house are like foreign lands to me.”As the boy spoke, she could tell he was trying to be polite,
but his eyes kept studying her. It was nerve-racking. After all those years she’d been hiding, it felt
so strange to have someone actually looking at her. It made her stomach twist, but at the same
time, her skin tingled all over. She knew she must look completely ridiculous standing before him
in the remnants of her pa’s old work shirt, and he must have noticed her hands were dirty and
there were smudges all over her face. Her hair was as wild as a banshee’s, and there was no
hiding its streaked color. How could he help but stare?She reckoned he knew most of the guests



and servants, and she could see him trying to figure out who she was. How out of place she
must seem to him! She had two arms and legs like everyone else, but with her sharp
cheekbones and her golden eyes, she knew she didn’t look like a normal girl. No matter how
much she ate, she couldn’t put any weight on the feral leanness of her body. She wasn’t sure if
she looked more like a skinny little shoat to the Vanderbilt boy or like a savage little weasel, but
neither of those animals belonged in the house.There was a part of her—maybe the smart part—
that wanted to turn tail and run, but she thought that maybe the young master might be the
perfect person to tell about the girl in the yellow dress. The silky-laced adults with all their
highfalutin airs wouldn’t pay a smudge-faced girl any mind. But maybe he would.“I’m Braeden,”
he said.“I’m Serafina,” she blurted out before she could help herself. You fool! Why did you give
him your name? It was bad enough that she’d allowed herself to be seen, but now he had a
name to go with her face. Her father was going to kill her!“It’s good to meet you, Serafina,” he
said, bowing, as if she deserved the same respect as a proper lady. “This is my friend Gidean,”
he said, introducing her to his dog, who continued to sit and study her malevolently with steady
black eyes.“Hello,” she managed to say, but she didn’t appreciate the way the dog stared at her
like it was only his master’s command that kept him from chomping on her with his gleaming
white teeth.Gathering her courage, she looked at Braeden Vanderbilt nervously. “Master
Braeden, I came up here to tell you something that I saw…”“Really? What’d you see?” he asked,
full of curiosity.“There was a girl, a pretty blond girl in a yellow dress, down in the basement last
night, and I saw a man in a—”As the coterie of ladies and gentlemen began to flow out of the
Tapestry Gallery and move toward the main doors, the handsome Mr. Thorne broke away and
approached Braeden, interrupting her.“Are you coming, young master Vanderbilt?” he asked
encouragingly in his Southern accent. “Our horses are ready, and I’m anxious to see your latest
riding skills. Perhaps we can ride together.”Braden’s face lit up with a smile. “Yes, sir, Mr. Thorne,”
he called. “I’d like that very much.”As soon as Mr. Thorne rejoined the others, the young master’s
eyes immediately returned to Serafina. “Excuse me, you were telling me what you saw…”At that
moment, Mr. Boseman, the estate superintendent and her pa’s boss, came stomping up the
stairs. He’d always been a scowling-faced curmudgeon, and today was no exception. “You there,
who are you?” he demanded, clutching Serafina’s arm so hard that she winced. “What’s your
name, girl?”Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, a sudden commotion rose up in the
main hall. A disheveled, overweight middle-aged woman still wearing her nightclothes came
rushing down the Grand Staircase from the third floor. She crashed into the crowd in a flurry of
hysterical panic.“It’s Mrs. Brahms,” Mr. Boseman said, turning toward the disturbance.“Has
anyone seen my Clara?” Mrs. Brahms cried frantically, reaching out and grabbing the people
around her. “Please help me—she’s gone missing! I can’t find her anywhere!”Mrs. Vanderbilt
moved forward and took the woman’s hands in an attempt to calm her. “It’s a very large house,
Mrs. Brahms. I’m sure Clara is just off exploring.”Worried discussion spread through the crowd.
All the ladies and gentlemen of the riding party began talking to one another in confusion,
wondering what was happening.Miss Clara Brahms, Serafina thought. That’s the girl in the



yellow dress.The whole time, Mr. Boseman kept his hand clamped on her arm.She wanted to
leap forward and tell everyone what she’d seen, but then what would happen? Where did you
come from? they’d demand. What were you doing in the basement in the middle of the night?
There’d be all sorts of questions she couldn’t answer.All of a sudden, Mr. George Vanderbilt, the
master of the house, walked into the center of the crowd and raised his hands. “Everyone, may I
please have your attention,” he said. All of the guests and servants immediately stopped talking
and listened. “I’m sure you all agree that we need to delay our ride and search for Miss Brahms.
Once we find her, we’ll resume the activities of the day.”George Vanderbilt was a slender, dark-
haired, intelligent-looking gentleman in his thirties with a thick black mustache and keen, dark,
penetrating eyes. He was well known for his love of reading, but he was a fit and healthy-looking
man, too, who seemed far younger than his years. And Serafina wasn’t the only one who thought
so. She had heard the servants in the kitchen joke that their master must have secretly
discovered the Fountain of Youth. Mr. Vanderbilt was a meticulous dresser, and as she admired
his commanding presence, she couldn’t help but notice his clothes, too. In particular, his shoes.
Like the other gentlemen present, he wore a gentleman’s riding jacket, but instead of riding
boots, he wore expensive black patent-leather shoes. As he strode across the hard surface of
the marble floor, his shoes made a familiar clicking sound…the same sound that she’d heard in
the corridors of the basement the night before.She looked at the other men’s shoes. Braeden,
Mr. Thorne, and Mr. Bendel wore riding boots in preparation for their outing, but Mr. Vanderbilt
was wearing his dress shoes.He approached the lost girl’s mother and consoled her. “We’re
going to search this place from top to bottom, Mrs. Brahms, and we’ll keep looking until we find
her.” He turned to the ladies and gentlemen and waved over the footmen and maidservants as
well. “We’ll break up into five separate search parties,” he explained. “We’ll search the entire
house, all four floors and also the basement. If anyone finds anything suspicious, report it
immediately.”Mr. Vanderbilt’s words struck fear into Serafina’s heart. They were going to search
the basement! The basement! That meant the workshop! With a mighty twist of her body, she
yanked herself out of Mr. Boseman’s grip and darted away before he could stop her. She
bounded headlong down the stairs into the basement. She had to warn her pa. The leftovers
from last night’s dinner, the mattress she slept on…they had to hide it all.Serafina slowly opened
her eyes.SSerafina slowly opened her eyes.She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep or
even where she was. She found herself crammed into a tight, dark space, her face pressed up
against metal.She heard the sound of footsteps approaching. She stayed quiet and listened.It
was a man in work boots, tools jangling. Feeling a burst of happiness, she wriggled her way out
of the machine and into the morning sunlight pouring through the laundry windows.“Here I am,
Pa!” she cried, her voice parched and weak.“I’ve been gnawin’ on leather lookin’ for you,” her pa
scolded. “You weren’t in your bed this mornin’.”She ran forward and hugged him, pressing
herself into his chest. He was a large and hardened man with thick arms and rough, calloused
hands. His tools hung from his leather apron, and he smelled faintly of metal, oil, and the leather
straps that drove the workshop’s machines.In the distance, she heard the sounds of the staff



arriving for the morning, the clanking of pots in the kitchen, and the conversations of the workers.
It was a glorious sound to her ears. The danger of the night was gone. She had survived!
Wrapped in her father’s arms, she felt safe and at home. He was more accustomed to mallets
and rivets than a kind word, but he’d always taken care of her, always loved and protected her.
She couldn’t hold back the tears of relief stinging her eyes.“Where’ve ya been, Sera?” her father
asked.“He tried to get me, Pa! He tried to kill me!”“What are you goin’ on about, girl?” her pa said
suspiciously, holding her by the shoulders with his huge hands. He looked intently into her face.
“Is this another one of your wild stories?”“No, Pa,” she said, shaking her head.“I ain’t in any kinda
mood for stories.”“A man in a black cloak took a little girl, and then he came after me. I fought
him, Pa! I bit him a good one! I spun ’round and clawed him, and I ran and ran and I got away
and I hid. I crawled into your machine, Pa. That’s how I got away. It saved me!”“Whatcha mean,
he took a girl?” her pa said, narrowing his eyes. “What girl?”“He…he made her…She was right in
front of me, and then she vanished before my eyes!”“Come on now, Sera,” he said doubtfully.
“You sound like you don’t know whether you’re washin’ the clothes or hangin’ ’em out.”“I swear,
Pa,” she said. “Just listen to me.” She took a good, hard swallow and started at the beginning. As
the story poured out of her, she realized how brave she’d actually been.But her pa just shook his
head. “You’ve had a bad dream is all. Been readin’ too many of them ghost stories. I told ya to
stay away from Mr. Poe. Now look at ya. You’re all scruffed up like a cornered possum.”Her heart
sank. She was telling him the God’s honest truth, and he didn’t believe a word of it. She tried to
keep from crying, but it was hard. She was going on thirteen and he was still treating her like a
child.“I wasn’t dreamin’, Pa,” she said, wiping a sniffle from her nose.“Just calm yourself down,”
he grumbled. He hated it when she cried. She’d known since she was little that he’d rather
wrangle with a good piece of sheet metal than deal with a weepy girl.“I’ve gotta go to work,” he
said gruffly as he separated from her. “The dynamo busted somethin’ bad last night. Now get on
back to the workshop, and get some proper sleep in ya.”Hot frustration flashed through her and
she clenched her fists in anger, but she could hear the seriousness in his voice and knew there
was no point in arguing with him. The Edison dynamo was an iron machine with copper coils and
spinning wheels that generated a new thing called “electricity.” She knew from the books she’d
read that most homes in America didn’t have running water, indoor toilets, refrigeration, or even
heating. But Biltmore had all of these things. It was one of the few homes in America that had
electric lighting in some of the rooms. But if her pa couldn’t get the dynamo working by nightfall,
the Vanderbilts and their guests would be plunged into darkness. She knew he had a lot of
things on his mind, and she wasn’t one of them.A wave of resentment swept through her. She’d
tried to save a girl from an evil black-cloaked demon-thing and almost got herself killed in the
process, but her pa didn’t care. All he cared about was his stupid machines. He never believed
her about anything. To him, she was just a little girl, nothing important, nothing worth listening to,
nothing anyone could count on for anything.As she walked glumly back to the workshop, she
fully intended to follow her pa’s instructions, but when she passed the stairway that led up to
Biltmore Estate’s main floor, she stopped and looked up the stairs.She knew she shouldn’t do



it.She shouldn’t even think about doing it.But she couldn’t help it.Her pa had been telling her for
years that she shouldn’t go upstairs, and lately she’d been trying to follow his rules at least some
of the time, but today she was furious that he hadn’t believed her. It’d serve him right if I didn’t
listen to him.She thought about the girl in the yellow dress. She tried to make sense of what
she’d seen: the horrible black cloak and the wide-eyed fear in the girl’s face as she disappeared.
Where had the girl gone? Was she dead or somehow still alive? Was there still a chance she
could be saved?Snippets of conversation drifted down the stairs. There was some sort of
commotion. Had they found a body? Were they all crying in despair? Were they searching for a
murderer?She didn’t know if she was brave or stupid, but she had to tell someone what she’d
seen. She had to figure out what happened. Most of all, she had to help the girl in the yellow
dress.She began to climb the stairs.Staying as small and quiet as she could, she crept up the
steps one by one. A cacophony of sounds floated down to her: the echo of people talking, the
rustling of clothing, dozens of different footsteps—it was a crowd of many people. Something
was definitely happening up there. We’ve got to keep to ourselves, you and I. Her pa’s warning
played in her mind as she climbed. There ain’t no sense in people seein’ you and askin’
questions.She slinked to the top of the stairway, then ducked into an alcove on the main floor
that looked onto a huge room full of fancy-dressed people who seemed to be gathering for some
type of grand social event.Massive, ornately crafted wrought-iron-and-glass doors led into the
Entrance Hall, with its polished marble floor and vaulted ceiling of hand-carved oak beams.
Soaring limestone arches led from this central room to the various wings of the mansion. The
ceiling was so high she had the urge to climb up there and peer down. She’d been here before,
but she had always loved the room and couldn’t help marveling at it again, especially in the
daylight. She’d never seen so many glistening, beautiful things, so many soft surfaces to sit on,
and so many interesting places to hide. Spotting an upholstered chair, she felt an overwhelming
desire to run her fingernails over the plush fabric. All of the room’s colors were so bright, and the
surfaces were so clean and shiny. She didn’t see any mud or grease or dirt anywhere. There
were brightly colored vases filled with flowers—to think! Flowers, actually inside the house.
Sunlight flooded in from the sparkling, leaded-glass windows of the spiraling, four-story-high
Grand Staircase and the glass-domed Winter Garden, with its spraying fountain and tropical
plants. She squinted her eyes against the brightness.The Entrance Hall teemed with dozens of
beautifully attired ladies and gentlemen along with manservants in black-and-white uniforms
helping them to prepare for a morning of horseback riding. Serafina stared at a lady who wore a
riding dress made of white-piped green velvet and cranberry-red damask. Another woman wore
a lovely mauve habit with dark purple accents and a matching hat. There were even a few
children there, clothed as finely as their parents. Her eyes darted around the room as she tried to
take it all in.Serafina looked at the face of the lady in the green dress, and then she looked at the
face of the lady in the mauve hat. She knew her momma was long dead, or at very least long
gone, but all her life, whenever she saw a woman, she checked to see if the woman looked like
her. She studied the faces of the children, too, wondering if there was a chance that any of them



could be her brothers and sisters. When she was little, she used to tell herself a story that maybe
she had come home one day to the house, muddy from her hunting, and her mother had taken
her downstairs and stuck her in the belt-driven washing machine, and then went back upstairs
and accidentally forgot about her, just spinning and spinning away down there. But when
Serafina looked around at the women and the children in the Entrance Hall and saw their blond
hair and their blue eyes, their black hair and their brown eyes, she knew that none of them were
her kin. Her pa never talked about what her momma looked like, but Serafina searched for her in
every face she saw.Serafina had come upstairs with a purpose, but now that she was here, the
thought of actually trying to talk to any of these fancy people put a rock in her stomach. She
swallowed and inched forward a little, but the lump in her throat was so huge, she wasn’t even
sure she could get a word out. She wanted to tell them what she saw, but it suddenly seemed so
foolish. They were all happy and carefree, like so many larks on a sunny day. She didn’t
understand. The girl was obviously one of these people, so why weren’t they looking for her? It
was like it never happened, like she had imagined the whole thing. What was she going to say to
them? Excuse me, everyone…I’m pretty sure I saw a horrible black-cloaked man make a little girl
vanish into thin air. Has anyone seen her? They’d lock her up like a cuckoo bird.As a tall
gentleman in a black suit coat walked by, she realized that one of these men might actually be
the Man in the Black Cloak. With his shadowed face and glowing eyes, there was no doubt that
the attacker had been some sort of specter, but she had sunk her teeth into him and tasted real
blood, and he needed a lantern to see just like all the other people she’d followed over the years,
which meant he was of this world too. She scanned the men in the crowd, keeping her breathing
as steady as she could. Was it possible that he was here at this very moment?Mrs. Edith
Vanderbilt, the mistress of the house, walked into the room wearing a striking velvet dress and a
wide-brimmed hat. Serafina couldn’t take her eyes off the mesmerizing movement of the hat’s
feathers. A refined and attractive woman, Mrs. Vanderbilt had a pale complexion and a full head
of dark hair, and she seemed at ease in her role as hostess as she moved through the
room.“While we wait for the servants to bring up our horses,” she said happily to her guests, “I
would like to invite everyone to join me in the Tapestry Gallery for a little bit of musical
entertainment.”A pleasant murmur passed through the crowd. Delighted by the idea of a
diversion, the ladies and gentlemen streamed into the gallery, an elegantly decorated room with
its exquisitely hand-painted ceiling, intricate musical instruments, and delicate antique wall
tapestries. Serafina loved to climb the tapestries at night and run her fingernails down through
the soft fabric.“I’m sure that most of you already know Mr. Montgomery Thorne,” Mrs. Vanderbilt
said with a gentle sweep of her arm toward a gentleman. “He has graciously offered to play for
us today.”“Thank you, Mrs. Vanderbilt,” Mr. Thorne said as he stepped forward with a smile. “This
whole outing is such a wonderful idea, and I must say you’re a most radiant hostess on this
lovely morning.”“You’re too kind, sir,” Mrs. Vanderbilt said with a smile.To Serafina, who’d been
listening to Biltmore’s visitors her entire life, he didn’t sound like he came from the mountains of
North Carolina, or from New York like the Vanderbilts. He spoke with the accent of a Southern



gentleman, maybe from Georgia or South Carolina. She crept forward to get a better look at him.
He wore a white satin cravat around his neck, a brocade waistcoat, and pale gray gloves, all of
which she thought went nicely with his silvery-black hair and perfectly trimmed sideburns.He
picked up a finely made violin and its bow from the table where it had been lying.“Since when do
you play the violin, Thorne?” called one of the gentlemen from New York in a friendly tone.“Oh,
I’ve been practicing here and there, Mr. Bendel,” said Mr. Thorne as he lifted the instrument to his
chin.“When? On the carriage ride here?” Mr. Bendel retorted, and everyone laughed.Serafina
almost felt sorry for Mr. Thorne. It was clear from their playful banter that Mr. Bendel and Mr.
Thorne were companions, but it was equally clear that Mr. Bendel had serious doubts as to
whether his friend could actually play.Serafina watched in nervous silence as Mr. Thorne
prepared himself. Perhaps it was a new instrument to him and this was his first performance. She
couldn’t even imagine playing such a thing herself. At long last, he set the bow gently across the
strings, paused for a moment to collect himself, and then began to play.Suddenly, the vaulted
rooms of the great house filled with the loveliest music she had ever heard, elegant and flowing,
like a river of sound. He was wonderful. Spellbound by the beauty of his playing, the ladies and
gentlemen and even the servants stood quietly and listened with rapt attention, and they let their
hearts soak in every measure of the music he made.Serafina enjoyed the sound of his playing,
but she also watched his dexterous fingers. They moved so fast over the strings that they
reminded her of little running mice, and she wanted to pounce on them.When Mr. Thorne was
done, everyone applauded and congratulated him, especially Mr. Bendel, who laughed in
disbelief. “You never cease to amaze me, Thorne. You shoot like a marksman, you speak fluent
Russian, and now you play the violin like Vivaldi! Tell us, man, is there anything you’re not good
at?”“Well, I’m certainly not as skilled a horseback rider as you are, Mr. Bendel,” Mr. Thorne said
as he set his violin aside. “And I must say it has always been most vexing to me.”“Well, stop the
presses!” Mr. Bendel called. “The man has a chink in his armor after all!” Then he looked at Mrs.
Vanderbilt with a smile. “So, when exactly are we going horseback riding?”The other guests
laughed at the two gentlemen as they quipped back and forth, and Serafina smiled. She enjoyed
watching the camaraderie of these people. She envied the way they spoke to one another and
touched each other and shared their lives. It was so different from her own world of shadow and
solitude. She watched a young woman tilt her head and smile as she reached out and put her
hand on the arm of a young gentleman. Serafina tried imitating the gesture herself.“Are you
lost?” someone said behind her.Startled, Serafina whirled around and started to hiss, but then
she stopped herself short. A young boy stood in front of her. A large black Doberman with
sharply pointed ears sat at his side, staring intently at her.The boy wore a fine tweed riding
jacket, a buttoned vest, woolen jodhpurs, and knee-high leather boots. He was a little sickly
looking, a little frail even, but he had watchful, sensitive brown eyes and a rather fetching tussle
of wavy brown hair. He stood quietly, staring at her.It took every ounce of her courage not to run.
She didn’t know what to do. Did he think she was a vagrant who had wandered in? Or perhaps
she looked like a dazed servant—maybe a chimney sweep or window-washing girl. Either way,



she knew she was stuck. He’d caught her dead to rights exactly where she wasn’t supposed to
be.“Are you lost?” the boy asked again, but this time she heard what sounded strangely like
kindness in his voice. “May I help you find your way?” He wasn’t timid or shy, but he wasn’t
overconfident or arrogant, either. And it surprised her that he didn’t seem angry at her for being
there. There was a trace of curiosity in his tone.“I-I-I’m not lost,” she stammered. “I was just—”“It’s
all right,” he said as he stepped toward her. “I still get lost sometimes, and I’ve lived here for two
years.”Serafina sucked in a breath. Suddenly, she realized that she was speaking face-to-face
with the young master, Mr. Vanderbilt’s nephew. She’d seen him many times before, standing at
his bedroom window looking out at the mountains, or galloping his horse across the grounds, or
walking alone on the footpaths with his dog—she’d watched him for years, but she’d never been
this close to him.Most of what she knew about him she’d overheard from the gossiping servants,
and when it came to the young master, they sure did prattle on. When he was ten years old, his
family died in a fire and he became an orphan. His uncle took him in. He became like a son to
the Vanderbilts.He was known as a loner. Some of the less charitable folks whispered that the
young master preferred the company of his dog and his horse to most people. She’d overheard
the men in the stables saying that he’d won many blue ribbons at equestrian events and was
considered one of the most talented horseback riders around. The cooks, who prided
themselves on preparing the most exquisite gourmet meals, complained that he always shared
the food on his plate with his dog.“I’ve explored pretty much every room on the first, second, and
third floors,” the young master said to her, “and the stables, of course, but the other parts of the
house are like foreign lands to me.”As the boy spoke, she could tell he was trying to be polite,
but his eyes kept studying her. It was nerve-racking. After all those years she’d been hiding, it felt
so strange to have someone actually looking at her. It made her stomach twist, but at the same
time, her skin tingled all over. She knew she must look completely ridiculous standing before him
in the remnants of her pa’s old work shirt, and he must have noticed her hands were dirty and
there were smudges all over her face. Her hair was as wild as a banshee’s, and there was no
hiding its streaked color. How could he help but stare?She reckoned he knew most of the guests
and servants, and she could see him trying to figure out who she was. How out of place she
must seem to him! She had two arms and legs like everyone else, but with her sharp
cheekbones and her golden eyes, she knew she didn’t look like a normal girl. No matter how
much she ate, she couldn’t put any weight on the feral leanness of her body. She wasn’t sure if
she looked more like a skinny little shoat to the Vanderbilt boy or like a savage little weasel, but
neither of those animals belonged in the house.There was a part of her—maybe the smart part—
that wanted to turn tail and run, but she thought that maybe the young master might be the
perfect person to tell about the girl in the yellow dress. The silky-laced adults with all their
highfalutin airs wouldn’t pay a smudge-faced girl any mind. But maybe he would.“I’m Braeden,”
he said.“I’m Serafina,” she blurted out before she could help herself. You fool! Why did you give
him your name? It was bad enough that she’d allowed herself to be seen, but now he had a
name to go with her face. Her father was going to kill her!“It’s good to meet you, Serafina,” he



said, bowing, as if she deserved the same respect as a proper lady. “This is my friend Gidean,”
he said, introducing her to his dog, who continued to sit and study her malevolently with steady
black eyes.“Hello,” she managed to say, but she didn’t appreciate the way the dog stared at her
like it was only his master’s command that kept him from chomping on her with his gleaming
white teeth.Gathering her courage, she looked at Braeden Vanderbilt nervously. “Master
Braeden, I came up here to tell you something that I saw…”“Really? What’d you see?” he asked,
full of curiosity.“There was a girl, a pretty blond girl in a yellow dress, down in the basement last
night, and I saw a man in a—”As the coterie of ladies and gentlemen began to flow out of the
Tapestry Gallery and move toward the main doors, the handsome Mr. Thorne broke away and
approached Braeden, interrupting her.“Are you coming, young master Vanderbilt?” he asked
encouragingly in his Southern accent. “Our horses are ready, and I’m anxious to see your latest
riding skills. Perhaps we can ride together.”Braden’s face lit up with a smile. “Yes, sir, Mr. Thorne,”
he called. “I’d like that very much.”As soon as Mr. Thorne rejoined the others, the young master’s
eyes immediately returned to Serafina. “Excuse me, you were telling me what you saw…”At that
moment, Mr. Boseman, the estate superintendent and her pa’s boss, came stomping up the
stairs. He’d always been a scowling-faced curmudgeon, and today was no exception. “You there,
who are you?” he demanded, clutching Serafina’s arm so hard that she winced. “What’s your
name, girl?”Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, a sudden commotion rose up in the
main hall. A disheveled, overweight middle-aged woman still wearing her nightclothes came
rushing down the Grand Staircase from the third floor. She crashed into the crowd in a flurry of
hysterical panic.“It’s Mrs. Brahms,” Mr. Boseman said, turning toward the disturbance.“Has
anyone seen my Clara?” Mrs. Brahms cried frantically, reaching out and grabbing the people
around her. “Please help me—she’s gone missing! I can’t find her anywhere!”Mrs. Vanderbilt
moved forward and took the woman’s hands in an attempt to calm her. “It’s a very large house,
Mrs. Brahms. I’m sure Clara is just off exploring.”Worried discussion spread through the crowd.
All the ladies and gentlemen of the riding party began talking to one another in confusion,
wondering what was happening.Miss Clara Brahms, Serafina thought. That’s the girl in the
yellow dress.The whole time, Mr. Boseman kept his hand clamped on her arm.She wanted to
leap forward and tell everyone what she’d seen, but then what would happen? Where did you
come from? they’d demand. What were you doing in the basement in the middle of the night?
There’d be all sorts of questions she couldn’t answer.All of a sudden, Mr. George Vanderbilt, the
master of the house, walked into the center of the crowd and raised his hands. “Everyone, may I
please have your attention,” he said. All of the guests and servants immediately stopped talking
and listened. “I’m sure you all agree that we need to delay our ride and search for Miss Brahms.
Once we find her, we’ll resume the activities of the day.”George Vanderbilt was a slender, dark-
haired, intelligent-looking gentleman in his thirties with a thick black mustache and keen, dark,
penetrating eyes. He was well known for his love of reading, but he was a fit and healthy-looking
man, too, who seemed far younger than his years. And Serafina wasn’t the only one who thought
so. She had heard the servants in the kitchen joke that their master must have secretly



discovered the Fountain of Youth. Mr. Vanderbilt was a meticulous dresser, and as she admired
his commanding presence, she couldn’t help but notice his clothes, too. In particular, his shoes.
Like the other gentlemen present, he wore a gentleman’s riding jacket, but instead of riding
boots, he wore expensive black patent-leather shoes. As he strode across the hard surface of
the marble floor, his shoes made a familiar clicking sound…the same sound that she’d heard in
the corridors of the basement the night before.She looked at the other men’s shoes. Braeden,
Mr. Thorne, and Mr. Bendel wore riding boots in preparation for their outing, but Mr. Vanderbilt
was wearing his dress shoes.He approached the lost girl’s mother and consoled her. “We’re
going to search this place from top to bottom, Mrs. Brahms, and we’ll keep looking until we find
her.” He turned to the ladies and gentlemen and waved over the footmen and maidservants as
well. “We’ll break up into five separate search parties,” he explained. “We’ll search the entire
house, all four floors and also the basement. If anyone finds anything suspicious, report it
immediately.”Mr. Vanderbilt’s words struck fear into Serafina’s heart. They were going to search
the basement! The basement! That meant the workshop! With a mighty twist of her body, she
yanked herself out of Mr. Boseman’s grip and darted away before he could stop her. She
bounded headlong down the stairs into the basement. She had to warn her pa. The leftovers
from last night’s dinner, the mattress she slept on…they had to hide it all.
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EpicFehlReader, “19th Century Biltmore Estate Chills & Reveals. Biltmore Estate, Asheville, NC.
1899. Serafina, age 12, is the daughter of a maintenance man employed at the Biltmore Estate.
Unknown to the Vanderbilts, Serafina have been secretly living in the basement of the estate for
some time. Serafina often struggles with sleeping through the night, so she tends to take walks
around the house and grounds while her father sleeps. It is on one of these nightly walks that
she sees another young girl being dragged into the basement area by a mysterious man in a
long black cloak. Right before her very eyes, Serafina watches this girl just vanish into thin air,
mid-cry. Over the following days, more children of Biltmore's guests likewise vanish. Serafina
herself knows what's going on, having escaped the clutches of the man herself (though she was
never able to get a clear look at his face -- judging from what she did see, she's not even sure if
he's entirely human), but she feels no one would accept the truth as she would have to explain it,
so she sets out to try to catch the man herself. Teaming up with new friend Braeden, George
Vanderbilt's (then owner of Biltmore Estate) nephew, she tries to bait the cloaked man into
revealing himself. The plan she comes up with includes going into the very woods that her father
has always asked her to avoid... because those woods hold a secret to her lineage she may not
be ready to discover.Given that I live just down the road from Biltmore Estate, how could I not
give this one a go?! I'll say that it caught me off guard a bit. For a book put out by Disney, geared
towards middle-grade readers, this story got waaaay darker than I was expecting! Adult readers
will likely be pretty entertained by the mild creepy factor (by adult standards, that is) but yeah,
when you picture younger kids reading this, it's hard not to pause every so often and think
"Dang, really?!" I'm sure it will be fine for older middle-graders and teen readers, but I would say
to parents if you have a bookworm much younger than 8, you might want to give this a read-
through before letting them have at it. I could see this being just a wee bit nightmare-inducing for
the really young ones.That being said, it's a pretty fun little adventure for fans of mild to
moderate spookiness. There's the mysterious cloaked figure (and can I just say I could not get
"Man In The Long Black Coat" -- the Joan Osborne version -- out of my head the whole time I
was reading this!), scenes in an abandoned graveyard, hair-raising shadows and paranormal
connections. The beginning of the story reminded me a bit of the opening scenes of the movie
Hocus Pocus, but later it turned more Legend of Sleepy Hollow-ish. I was actually surprised to
see absolutely no mention of Biltmore's Halloween Room. It's one of the most famous rooms in
the entire estate and would have fit in perfectly with this story! In fact, from a book design
perspective, I was thinking it would have been so perfect to incorporate some of the artwork from
that room onto the endpages but nope, sadly the reader just gets a solid hunter green inside.
Still pretty, but a missed opportunity to be sure. {Reading up on the history of the house, I
learned that the artwork in that room only dates back to the 1920s, so historically it would have
been inaccurate with the timeline of the book, but I STILL say it would have made for cool
endpapers!}I was hoping for a bit more of the actual estate life worked into the story. What was



there was kinda neat but also a lot of meh. Maybe I'm spoiled, having been to the actual place
myself. There's a sense of grandeur -- which induces daydreams of imagining the sounds of
carriage wheels, faint tinklings of a piano, southern winds through the breezeways -- that you
instantly get walking on those grounds that I just didn't get with this story. But I will say, it was
pretty touching to read such a young character SO willing to always put herself before others,
even risking death at one point! Serafina has a real sense of what is right and wrong, finding
herself frustrated with the discovery that not everyone in the world shares this gift. She can't
comprehend why or how people can go through life deliberately carrying out evil but she doesn't
fear doing what needs to be done to set things to rights. I just loved that about her. She also just
has a great way of interpreting life in general:"She thought it was interesting how just about
everyone had a special talent or skill, something they were naturally drawn to and good at, and
then they worked years to master it. Nobody knew how to do everything. It wasn't possible. There
wasn't enough time in the night. But everyone knew something. And everyone was a little
different. Some people did one thing. Others did another. It made her think that maybe God
intended for them to all fit together, like a puzzle made whole."Serafina's friendship with Braeden
also tugs at a reader's heartstrings when she discovers that he's struggled for his place in the
world just as much as she has, even though he seemingly has all the riches of the world at his
feet. Through their talks they discover that before meeting each other, they both desperately
craved companionship, having that one friend in the world who just gets you without even trying,
that one kindred spirit who doesn't think you're too strange or creepy at all, it's just obvious to
them that no one took the time to properly get to know you before. I think that theme of wanting
to know where you come from and be with people who love and understand you unconditionally
resonated with me more than anything.”

Book Worm, “One of my favorite series!. I have all the hardbacks, love the series and the author.
Live near Biltmore and visit regularly so it’s a treat reading this book! Purchased this one for my
12 yo old niece.”

JoAnne Gauer, “Great book; lousy packing. This was meant to be a Christmas gift. Upon
opening the box, I cut the cover. Perhaps putting the book under some padding would have been
helpful. Even putting the book so that the front cover was "down" instead of up would have been
helpful.”

Grossly Irrelevant, “A wonderful, magical story for both young and old, of coming of age and into
one's true self, a heroine.. I bought this book for my young son. I try to read all the books that I
buy for him, and in this one, I discovered a magical tale that drew me in immediately. Seen
through the eyes of and told by the young protagonist, the author has done a masterful job of
allowing one to share the feeling of being young, surrounded by a story of a child coming of age,
discovering their true identity, of finding friends and a place in a suddenly much larger and



grander world, of discovering a duty to protect others and the courage required to do so, and
becoming a hero wrapped in a small but determined package in the process.Several wonderful
themes emerge along the way for children readers: that a job done well, however mean, gives
one a chance to achieve pride in oneself and satisfaction of knowing that it also may benefit
others, 2) that one's true parents are those who love and care for us as children, not only those
who we share genes with, 3) that being different is not bad at all, and one's difference can
actually be one's true strength and gifts to the world, 4) that true character and goodness are not
defined so much by victory or defeat against a challenge as it is by our courage to rise to meet it,
no matter how daunting it may seem.This book is filled with themes and values that I want my
child to be filled with, but they are shared in a most delightfully charming way, through the eyes
and words of a child, learning these and many other values for herself, as a truly delightful and
magical story unfolds in a way which feels like being read to by a parent or librarian, with warmth,
the occasional gasp, a sense of knuckle-tightening trepidation, and a soul-warming and deeply
satisfying resolution. I intend to read it again right away,with and to my own child, to share it
together with love, warmth, and intimacy the like that shared in between the characters in the
book. And I'll privately enjoy knowing that I'm also secretively sharing a few lessons of American
history, folklore, and social ethics and moral values so subtly that my child will likely not ever
even realize that education is even one of my motives for sharing the book with him.I am a most
ardent fan of this author and book. It should be considered a must-read to be shared between
parents and children of all families, whether they share genetic heritage or not... perhaps
especially appropriate for non-traditional or single-parent families where love is the primary
motivation which binds one to another, not a wedding vow or ring. I just can't adequately
express how thankful I am to have found this book to be able to share with my child, but I've tried
and I hope many other parents also find it and share it with theirs, as well.And if you are a young
person reading this review, ignore everything I just typed about a parent liking it so much as a
teaching tool. I promise you'll never notice it other than it being a cracking- good story with moral
courage and daring-do facing against true evil and daunting strength, with love and loyalty to
friends being what matters most, in the end.”

Nicole Williams, “Too scary for Mum, daughter enjoyed. Started to read to my 10 year old
daughter. First chapter too sinister for me. I unusually sensitive to child abduction - don't want to
read about it. Daughter chose to read it herself and said the book was good.”

Je-kin Chan, “Favourite book!. I loved it! The family reunion at the end was my favourite part of
the book. Extremely reccomended for eight years and overCann't wait to read the next  book.”

hamoodi, “Good service. Good”

Wolf, “Great!. Great story, still reading it with my daughter. Very excited to see how it actually



ends!”

luvaduck, “Highly recommended.. Couldn't put this down, Fantastically drawn characters and a
gripping and thrilling mystery. Highly recommended.”

The book by Robert Beatty has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 2,771 people have provided feedback.
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