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PROLOGUE
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Fiddler’s Rock — 1871

The silver glow of the moon illuminated the jagged ledge just enough for me to see the first few coils slithering toward me. My fiddle beckoned them, singing into the night air, and like a thousand and one times before, my shotgun leaned against the cold stone, ready for the slaughter.

My long, curly brown hair brushed against my cheeks as I rested the wood on my shoulder, playing the tune of my promise. The melody was sweet, but the intent was rot.

The snakes began multiplying as I neared the final chorus. I saw their diamond patterns shifting in the dark, a living carpet of muscle and venom. As I drew the bow across the strings for the last note, I braced myself to grab the gun.

But I was too slow.

I felt the slimy, cold sensation of scales sliding up my boot. I kicked out, panic rising in my throat, but another wrapped itself around my calf. Then another. Then the sharp, hot needle of the bite.

I fell hard onto the stone. By the hundreds, the dry rattles of death filled my ears, drowning out the wind. My vision blurred, twisting into a visceral image of a ghost I hadn’t seen since I was seventeen .

Jessquoyah. My friend. The one I used to call lover.

He stood over me like an angel of death, frozen in his youth. His skin glowed like obsidian in the moonlight, dressed in the same black clothes he wore the day he died. I knew why he was here. I had failed the warning he gave me six years ago. I had turned his sacred protectors into coin.

"Martin Nathaniel Stone," his voice echoed, not in the air, but inside my skull. "You have killed your last snake. And you have brought a curse upon your blood."

He did not shout. He simply spoke, as if reciting a eulogy for a man already buried.

"Till the blood of Stone-born seed,

Spills upon the rocks of this hollow ground,

Your spirit still shall linger, bound.

Till snake tongues stop their eternal flicker,

You shall never find your rest.

But fear not, you do not die alone...

For you die with that fiddle coiled tightly in your fingers.

So leave the earth behind, and bid farewell,

To the child in the womb, bound in dread.

For his father shall now lie dead.

For like the snakes he shot, he too bled."

His words vibrated in my bones as I felt my body twitch, the venom shutting down my heart. My fingers locked around the neck of the fiddle—a death grip I could not break.

Jessquoyah knelt beside me. He didn't look angry anymore. He just looked sad. He leaned down, his face inches from mine, and pressed his cold, spectral lips to mine.

From them, my dearest friend drew my last breath.

I was only nineteen years of age. My life had ended, but my eternity had just begun.
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Roan Creek Valley — 1868

The sun didn't just shine on the tobacco fields; it hammered them.I drove the hoe into the wet red clay, turning the earth for a new batch of seeds. Although it was spring, the air was thick enough to chew, heavy with the humidity of the valley bottoms.

I paused to wipe the sweat from my eyes and looked past the split-rail fence. The forest rose up like a green wall, dense and tangled. In the distance, up on the higher ridges, the giant American Chestnuts were in bloom. Their massive white flowers made the mountain peaks look like they were covered in snow, a cruel trick of beauty in this sweltering heat.

I judged the time by the burn on my neck—it was nearly noon.

My father’s farm stood as a monument to a dead era. I had seen this place years ago, when the fields were full of men and women forced to work under the lash. But the War had ended that. The slaves had left the moment the chains broke, scattering to the winds. Now, the plantation was a ghost town, left with only one hired hand and one son to work the dirt.

I was the son.

My skin was warm and earth-brown, like harvested hazelnuts—a gift from a mother I couldn't remember. She was a woman whose freedom came with the war, but who never came back for me. Perhaps she couldn't. Perhaps my father, with his Irish blood and his bitter pride, had made sure she couldn't. He had raised me in his house, not as a slave, but not quite free either. I was his blood, but I was also his sin.

"Martin! Come in here! I have a surprise for you!"

My father’s voice cracked like a whip across the yard. I flinched, then stood up, dusting the red clay from my knees.

I walked toward the house—the white skeleton that loomed over the valley. My linen shirt clung to my sweaty chest as I climbed the porch steps and pushed open the kitchen door. I pulled the twine string from my hair, letting the long, coily locks fall to my shoulders, bracing myself for whatever torment he had planned.

But it wasn't a torment.

Standing in the dim light of the kitchen was a face I hadn’t seen in three years.

Jessquoyah.

He was the son of a slave woman who had worked in this very house, and a Native man I had seen but a few times. Back then, when my father was in a rare good mood, we were allowed to play in the forests together. He was a year older than me, and the last time I saw him, we were barely fourteen. His father had come to take him home to the mountains, to live amongst his people.

Now, he sat dressed in the ways of the Tsalagi. He wore a vest of cured deer hide over a simple cotton shirt, and in his long, black hair hung beads tied with a single hawk’s feather.

"Jessquoyah? Is that you?" I stammered.

Seeing how much he had changed put me in a state of disbelief. The young man before me bore no resemblance to the boy I remembered. The awkward angles of childhood were gone, replaced by lean muscle and a quiet confidence.

He didn't answer with words. He stood up in one fluid motion and crossed the room, pulling me into a tight hug.

"Look at you," he laughed, his hands gripping my arms tightly. "You’ve grown."

"I could say the same," I replied, unable to keep the grin off my face. "What are you doing here?"

"I’m visiting my mother," Jessquoyah explained, stepping back to look at me over. "She's settled off the trade road, near the gap. Not too far from here."

"You came at the right time," I said, eager to pull him back into my life. "There’s a gathering happening at Macoran Manor tonight. I’m playing the fiddle. You have to come and hear me."

Jessquoyah’s smile faltered. "Macoran? As in Leonardo Macoran?"

I felt a prick of defensiveness. Leonardo Macoran had been one of the cruelest boys in the valley when we were children. He was the one who used to sneer that I was nothing but my father's "pet negro," and that deep down, the old man hated me. But people change, or at least, that’s what I told myself. In the last few years, Leonardo and I had become somewhat close friends—mostly because he liked the status my music brought to his parties.

"He's different now," I said quickly. "And besides, he pays well."

My fiddle playing had become practically legendary in these parts. It had opened doors for me that should have been locked tight. I had played all over the valley, from barn raisings to funerals, and the locals liked to say my music could make a stubborn mule sing and force a crippled man to dance.

Of course, that wasn't true. I didn't have magic. I was just a darn good fiddler. Jessquoyah smiled and nodded in agreement . I had spent nearly all my earnings from the last harvest on a special outfit—a Fawcett Original, imported all the way from France. It was the finest thing I owned. The suit consisted of a crisp white button-down shirt, a charcoal-gray vest, and trousers cut from fine black wool. I grabbed the clothes, along with my polished leather shoes, and snatched a bar of lavender soap and a wash rag from my dresser.

I carried my prize downstairs and set the pile on the kitchen table.

"Make yourself at home," I said, moving toward the corner.

I grabbed the heavy handles of the galvanized tin tub and dragged it across the floorboards, positioning it near the wood-burning stove where the air was warmest.  I filled three iron kettles from
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