





[image: Fireflies in Winter by Eleanor Shearer. A person canoeing across a lake, surrounded by mountains and trees, with mist rising off the water.]












About the Author


[image: photograph of Eleanor Shearer]


Eleanor Shearer is a mixed-race writer and the granddaughter of Windrush generation immigrants. She splits her time between London and Ramsgate. Her debut novel River Sing Me Home sold in twenty territories. It was named as one of Time magazine's 100 Must-Read Books of 2023, was a finalist for the 2024 Dayton Literary Peace Prize Fiction Award, shortlisted for the Grand Prix des Lectrices ELLE 2025 in France and also shortlisted for the Prix Fragonard 2025 in France. It was a Good Morning America Book Club pick, and has been optioned for film by AL Films and BBC Films.













Also by Eleanor Shearer




River Sing Me Home














Fireflies in Winter




Eleanor Shearer




[image: Headline Review Logo]











Copyright © 2026 Eleanor Shearer




The right of Eleanor Shearer to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




Cover design by Becky Glibbery


Author photograph @ Lucinda Douglas-Menzies




First published in 2026 by Headline Review


An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited




Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.




All characters in this publication – apart from the obvious historical figures - are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library




eISBN: 978 1 4722 9148 6 




HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ




www.tinderpress.co.uk


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk











For Cal, my first reader for the last time











This novel uses some terms— such as “Negro”— that are offensive to many people today, myself included. I do not use these terms to condone them, but I believe it is the job of a historical novelist to reflect the past, including its uglier and more racist parts. In doing so, we are better able to understand the roots of our present and work toward a more equitable future.




Eleanor Shearer













Live in each season as it passes; breathe the air, drink the drink, taste the fruit, and resign yourself to the influence of each.




— HENRY DAVID THOREAU












The Trial



January 1798


Halifax County Court is a stage waiting for its players. The judge’s place is empty, as is the dock, enclosed on all sides but one. This is where the accused will stand.


The room carries the weight of its past, all it has witnessed, leaving it hard and cold. Winter winds rattle loose windowpanes. Dark wood-paneled walls remember the methodical dissection of every kind of crime. Killers and crooks, robbers and the robbed, victims and perpetrators alike have all wet the uneven floor with their tears, lifted their gaze to the rafters and prayed.


The public benches are almost deserted, but a young woman waits there. It is, of course, a waiting kind of place—for confessions, for verdicts, for justice. Her eyes dart between the clerk in the corner and the two white men who stand in hushed conversation at the front, a lawyer and his client. She cannot stay still, one moment leaning forward in her seat, the next sitting back and gripping the bench with both hands. She breathes with some difficulty, the sign of a chill settled on the lungs.


The door to the courtroom opens. Everyone falls as silent as the snow-covered streets outside.


As the accused is brought in, she keeps her hands behind her, as if bound, but when she reaches the dock, she holds its sides to steady herself. They have left her free for now, though red welts of worn skin at her wrists betray that she has recently been chained.


On the public benches, the young woman is on her feet. She says a name. The accused looks up. Their eyes meet. They cannot move from where they are, but their gazes cling to each other with the desperation of the drowning. All the accumulated history of the courtroom, the vast body of past crimes, recedes, and something vital and singular shines through. These two women. This case. The whole world might as well hang in the balance; the whole world might as well be awaiting the arrival of the judge, for the trial to begin.










WINTER



1796–97
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The air smells of salt and fish on the edge of rot, their carcasses piled high and stinking in the market. But it is the noise that assaults Cora—the noise and the crowds, wagons trundling over mud and stone, shouts from the drunks crowding the taverns, the distant sound of drums and pipers as the militia parade up Citadel Hill. Squat wooden houses, peeling brown and yellow paint, flank the streets. Rising up the hill are grander buildings, made of slate; the morning’s frost, now melted, turns them dark and foreboding. All the people have hard, weathered faces, and they walk at a tilt, angled into the bitter wind.


Cora passes stalls with slaughtered sheep and pigs. Barrels of oats. Shops—the tanner, the dressmaker, the dry goods store. Her trip here has been in vain, still no flour to be bought in the city. She misses home with a dull ache, everything in Halifax reminding her only of what has been lost: bright-colored fruits and crystal-clear mountain streams. She has forgotten how it feels to be warm. . . . 


A hand seizes her by the lapel of her woolen coat. Cora starts but does not shrink or cower. She stares directly into the face of the white man who has stopped her, their heights almost the same.


“Quite a way from the Negro quarter, aren’t you, girl?”


His features sharp, a mean set to his mouth.


“Papers,” he says.


“Let go—”


“Papers,” he repeats. “Where are your papers, girl?”


The eyes of strangers slide over her, indifferent to her plight. She swallows anger as she pulls herself free.


“Me no have papers.”


The white man is thrown, briefly, by something. Perhaps her lack of deference; the way she has, all this time, held his gaze. Or perhaps it is the unfamiliar accent, the rise and fall of it where he expects broad, flat tones.


He is the one who looks away first.


“In that case—”


Cora puts a hand on her chest.


“Maroon,” she says. “From Jamaica.”


It hurts a little, the name in her mouth. Home.


The man still stands too close, slow to understand.


“Free,” Cora says firmly.


It might not be enough. She has learned that the people in this place don’t know what Jamaicans know. Can’t always accept her status as something different than the others with skin like hers. But luck is on her side. A shout from close by. The man turns; a fellow inspector tussles with a ragged-clothed man, someone who looks more like the runaway type. Cora is left as the white man hurries to help with the arrest. She doesn’t want to watch. She walks away and lets the market crowd swallow her.


She leaves the city empty-handed, huddled on the Dartmouth ferry, freezing; she still doesn’t have the knack for this weather, is without a hat or gloves, her thin layers inadequate to warm her. Hard waves knock the sides of the boat. Impossible to believe that this water is the same as the water that breaks on the sands of home.


Will she ever return?


Cora oscillates between determination and despair. Some days, she thinks she would swim the distance if she could. That nothing could stop her from clawing her way back—that she would rather die in the attempt than resign herself to a life on these forbidding shores. But then there are the dark days, the days when she can hardly rise from her bed, when she lies motionless, listening to the roaring wind or driving rain outside, or when fog presses close around the windows, and she cannot imagine ever seeing her island again.










2



The problem is that she is not paying attention. Taking a shortcut, off the main road from Dartmouth toward Preston, but her mind is following the forest paths of Trelawny Town in Jamaica, retracing old steps. The cold draws her into herself—cutting off the feeling in her fingers and toes, a spreading numbness as though the inessential parts of herself are falling away and she will be left with only her core. And the core of her has always been the forests of home.


Lost in the past, she does not realize she has taken a wrong turn until it is too late. Until, looking around, she thinks that these spruce trees are not as they should be. The uncanny feeling of familiar shapes turned slightly strange—just enough to make the world around her feel unreal, like the illusion of another distorted landscape in the surface of rippling water.


She stops. Looks around, inwardly cursing. But not so bad, surely. She can retrace her steps, she is sure of it. She looks up at the gray sky, trying to calculate the angle of a sun half-hidden by cloud—and that is when she feels something land on her face. A pinprick of cold.


The winter’s first snow.


Cora stands for a while and watches it fall, the flakes so slow it makes the heavy, pounding rains of Jamaica feel like a distant memory.


Overhead, the sky seems lower. Cora recalls a folk story, of a time when people could reach up and pick pieces of the sky like ripe fruit and eat it, so no one ever went hungry. The story can’t be her mother’s, but Cora imagines for a moment that it might be. That somehow, twenty years ago, a woman laid a hand on the swell of her belly and whispered things, making herself heard through layers of skin, speaking of lions and trickster gods and the very beginning of the earth.


The flakes settle on her face and hair fleetingly before they melt away. The paths are beginning to disappear under the dusting of white. She is already lost. How will she find the right way now?


Some, at this point, would start to panic, but Cora’s is not a mind so easily unsettled. She prides herself on taking things as she finds them. Has little patience for those who worry, where getting to work will do. So, nothing for it but to walk.


She sets off, back in the direction she came.


By the changing quality of the light, Cora guesses that another hour has passed, maybe more. Her feet, at least, do not ache, too frozen for feeling. But her shoulders, hunched around her ears, are stiff, her coat fighting a losing battle to keep out the cold.


This new, muffled world does strange things to sound; her heels kick up snow as she walks, and it is easy to imagine that the soft noise as it lands is something else creeping behind her, close as a shadow. She looks around. Nothing. She is alone.


Her rational mind keeps fear at bay. What use, after all, is fear? But there is an animal part of her that is heightened by the thick silence, that hears every snapping twig like a gunshot, that turns the whistling wind into some creature’s call. She finds herself walking a little faster, releasing silver clouds of breath. Paying more attention to the forest, until her eyes are drawn to something and she cannot, at first, make sense of it. A break in the trees, a vast expanse of whiteness. She moves toward it until she understands. A lake, the ice covered with snow, creating the illusion of solid ground.


She stands and shivers. The desolate beauty of it. The ache of loneliness, the quiet. Easy to imagine nothing living out here but her.


She closes her eyes the better to regain control of herself, of her racing heart.


When she opens them again, there is something out there.


A shape in the distance. She had taken it to be a tree stump on the distant shore, but now it is moving, a slow shuffle across the ice.


Wolf? Bear?


Cora’s chest tightens. She dare not breathe.


It is dark and bundled in fur, too distant for her to make out anything but the strange movement of its limbs, ghostlike in the weak afternoon light.


Cora has, without realizing, been drawn out from the tree line and to the lake’s very edge. Another step, and she is on the ice; underneath her feet, it groans, an awful noise that sends her back into the thick of the war and the sounds of people dying.


The creature turns to look at her. It cannot be possible—she is too far away—but she feels, in that moment, that she can see its eyes, black, devoid of anything like feeling or life. Neither animal nor human. Eyes that do not belong in this world.


All at once, the hold she has kept over her terror breaks; cold panic leaks through her body as she stumbles back, slips, tumbles to the shore. The creature moving again with startling speed. Cora turns and runs.


Crashing through the pines. Roots poke treacherously from the earth to trip her. Snow still swirling, a storm of white, one hand held out ahead of her to shield her face, the thudding of her heartbeat matched to every stride—


When the forest falls away and Cora tumbles out into the road, she smashes headlong into something as solid as a wall. The impact knocks the breath from her. From the ground, dazed, she looks up—sees all kinds of strange apparitions until finally, the shape looming over her resolves itself. An ox, white, camouflaged in the snow. Its keeper, a man, gazes down at her. With his hood drawn, a shadow falls across his face, but she gets an impression of calm curiosity, his skin as dark as the ox is white.


She takes the man’s proffered hand and gets to her feet. Neither of them speaks, but his look conveys a question—is she hurt? Cora, stiff but unharmed, glances back toward the forest, the tangle of pines and cedars and bare-branched maples, birch trees the color of bone. The fall has knocked her to her senses, giving everything a surreal quality. The creature on the ice, the running. What was she so afraid of?


Cora and the stranger assess each other. He seems steady, surprisingly unruffled by an unfamiliar girl hurling herself out of the trees at him. The ox waits patiently, blowing clouds of steam from its nose.


“Thursday,” the man says.


Cora frowns. “Monday today.”


He does not laugh or smile, but his shoulders open a little in a way that conveys amusement.


“No,” he says. “My name. Thursday.”


“Oh,” she says. “Cora.”


She isn’t sure what to make of him. He must be one of the Americans. She has heard of them, seen a few around Halifax. Like the Maroons, war brought them here, though she is not sure of the details.


“You all right?” he asks. His gaze sliding behind her, to the woods, the way she has come, as if in case of a pursuer.


She nods; a few snowflakes come loose from her hair. Rationality has returned now, and she would be too embarrassed to try to explain. Not to this man—so real and solid, big and made bigger by his bulky coat.


“Lost,” she says finally. “Looking for Preston.”


Thursday considers this. Cora stares back, her expression polite but firm—she will account for no more than this. He is willing to accept it.


“You ain’t far. Just up the road here. I can show you.”


Thursday pats the ox once and says, “Gee up.” The animal plods away, Thursday beside it, while Cora follows. She watches the way the ox’s bones move under its skin. Each heavy step produces a jolt, a sense of crushing and crunching—a fleeting image of herself caught under its hooves.


Cora, not usually one for shyness, finds it hard to know what to say, so they walk in silence.


They come to a crossroads; Thursday speaks a command and the ox responds, turning left with a slow grace. It moves with its head bowed, as if braced against something heavy, though currently it is yoked to nothing at all.


Thursday must see her looking.


“Name’s Abel,” he says.


“Abel,” Cora repeats. The road is wider here, so she can come alongside him.


“Like the Bible.”


Cora doesn’t know the Bible, so says nothing.


“Two working on the farm. One’s always Cain. One’s always Abel. Cain on the left, Abel on the right.”


Underneath the hood, what little she can make out of his face shows it to be broad, moving slowly and deliberately from expression to expression.


“What you mean, ‘always’?” Cora asks.


“One Cain dies, train the next,” he says. “Same with Abel.”


He gestures toward the ox.


“This’ll be the fifth Abel.”


Gradually, imperceptibly, the snow has slowed and then stopped. Now there is a little low afternoon sunlight from behind the clouds; it makes the snow glitter.


“So you a farmer?” Cora asks.


“Work for one.”


This makes her wonder. . . . In Jamaica, as far as she knew, there was only white, slave, and Maroon. This place is harder to understand. Here there are rich whites and poor whites and whites without a penny to their name, and there are free Blacks and there are slaves and there are people who seem to hover somewhere in between.


Eventually, the wondering gets too much. She has to ask—


“You free?”


Thursday doesn’t lose the rhythm of his strides, but the surprise registers on his face. The question seems straightforward enough to Cora, but he takes his time considering it.


“Yes,” he says. “And no.”


“No?”


“Farmer Nash got me some years yet. No choice about the work. So he owns me, I reckon.” A glance toward Cora, and he must be able to tell that she doesn’t quite understand. “It’s called indenture.”


Cora repeats the word slowly.


“Like a contract,” Thursday says.


“So you choose it?”


Under the hood, she catches the flicker of sadness.


“You might say that.”


Even though he is a stranger, even though he gives so little away in his words or his expressions, she knows they are straying somewhere painful. She doesn’t pry.


A track crosses the road, a scattering of stone buildings in the distance. Thursday calls Abel to a stop.


“This here’s the farm,” he says. “Another bit on up the road to Preston.”


They stand facing each other. The silence is, strangely, not uncomfortable. He pushes back his hood, showing all of his face. There is a scar at his temple, half-obscured by the line of his hair.


“Say,” he says. “You one of the Jamaicans?”


Cora nods, surprised he knows. But then, being so close to Preston, how could he not?


When he speaks again, there is a small change in his voice. He speaks more slowly. Cora takes it for kindness.


“Must be different. Being here.”


The words so inadequate to cover the enormity of everything she has felt in these months of exile that she has to stop herself from laughing.


“Cold,” she says.


“So it is.”


Cora wonders if she can say more. But she does not feel up to the task of explaining how completely unmoored she feels, how uprooted.


The ox huffs, drawing Thursday’s attention away from her. It’s time for him to go.


“Well,” he says. “Good meeting you, Cora.”


She considers him. There has been so much, in these last few months, that is new—the land, the weather, the food. The newness of it shattering, an earthquake. The newness of Thursday feels more like the pull of a changing tide, slow but insistent under the surface. Cora finds herself wondering if they will meet again.


“Oh,” he says, before she can turn to go. “Best stay off the woodland paths. All sorts in the forest round here.”


A shiver passes through Cora at this. She hides it well.


“Animals?” she asks.


“Some,” he says, before he leads Abel away. “Bears and such. But stories of other things, too.”
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Almost dark by the time she reaches Preston. In the half-light, the unfinished huts lie like wooden skeletons on the village outskirts. Winter came on too quick and hard to make enough shelters, so they live here crammed two or three families to a house. Rocky, unforgiving soil, no good for growing. Once a week, they line up to receive provisions. From time to time, some will, like Cora, venture to Halifax for more.


Inside, the smell of woodsmoke and wet clothes draped over chairs to dry. The main room has enough space to walk around a large kitchen table, but not much more. Cora hears voices before she enters—or, more precisely, a single voice, a smooth, self-possessed tone.


She pauses in the doorway. A white man stands inside, dressed in a fine black coat and breeches. The buckles on his shoes gleam when they catch the light cast from the candles and the stove. He is the one talking—about cattle feed and new grain barns. When he catches sight of Cora, he pauses. His smile is slow and uncanny in its uneven stretch.


“Welcome,” he says. “Welcome. My sincerest apologies, I shall not trouble you too long. You’ve been in Halifax, I gather. Very good.”


All of this leaving small pauses for answers, but Cora gives none. She edges inside, catches the eye of Leah, who stands by the stove. Sitting at the table’s head is Silas. His hands rest on the smooth wood, a soldier’s stillness. He gazes at Cora steadily.


“The governor,” he says.


Captain Silas Heath is a small man. His slenderness belies his strength. A scarred, expressionless face, but in battle, Cora has seen that face split into something from a nightmare—his mouth a snarling gash, nostrils flared, and his eyes dark pools of hatred.


The governor’s smile widens. Cora has never seen him before, up close. But she knows him, of course, as the man who keeps the provisions coming. John Wentworth. He found them this land in Preston, close to his own estate.


A movement in the corner of the room. Cora had not even realized that there was another man there, half-hidden by shadow. Tall, an upright bearing, hands clasped behind his back, the better to show off the lines of his blue woolen military jacket.


Cora bows her head—just as any Maroon would. Colonel Montague James is their leader. They followed him into battle; in surrender, they follow him still.


Montague James does not speak, but the shifting of his weight is enough to draw the governor’s attention.


“We should be on our way,” Governor Wentworth says. “The colonel and I”—here inclining his head toward Montague James—“have a few more houses to visit before the evening is out. But we trust, Captain, that you and your people have everything you need?”


Eventually, Silas says, “We do.”


“Very good,” says the governor. “Snow like this makes for hard traveling. I myself might adjourn to Halifax soon to wait out the worst of the winter. But should things become too difficult for you here, there are always the lodgings on my land just beyond Major Lake. . . .”


A few of the Maroons are quartered there, in barns and laborers’ shacks. Put to work by the governor mending storm-blown outbuildings, likely moving to hoeing and planting by next spring.


The slightest curl of Silas’s lip. The governor doesn’t notice, but Montague James does. The colonel’s gaze lingers on Silas before he follows the governor out.


In the silence the men leave behind them, Cora hears a door creak. Then, from the bedroom they all must share, comes little Benjamin. He makes straight for Cora, and she bends and hoists him onto her hip. Her skin warming where he buries himself in her neck. She is thawing slowly, moves closer to the stove for its heat. Leah, who is back to cooking, gives her a glance.


“No flour?”


Cora shakes her head.


Leah sighs. But brushes her fingers lightly against Cora’s arm as she passes, heading for the corner and a sack of vegetables, now almost empty—a gesture to say Thank you or perhaps Don’t worry. The touch works; Cora feels a little calmer. The fire in the stove glows bright.


Leah is not Cora’s mother but she might as well be. After Cora’s mother died in childbirth, Leah took Cora in and raised her, having no children of her own. Cora’s father a freeman and a traveler, not one of the Maroons—never seen again, from what Cora can gather, after her mother fell pregnant. The fact that he was an outsider, it has cast a shadow. Sometimes, the Maroons treat her differently. But perhaps this is what binds her most to Leah—Leah who was born not in Trelawny Town but in Africa. Leah who crossed the sea and was a slave on a plantation. Leah is different, too.


Cora doesn’t have many stories about her mother. Leah doesn’t like to talk about the past. Cora decided a few years ago it must be because Leah misses Cora’s mother, and this makes the silences easier to bear. The absence of her mother never felt too strongly, because Leah is enough. A steady presence; short and plump, face kindly, gray hair cut close to her skull. Easily overlooked. But always there when Cora needs her.


All this time, Silas has stayed seated. Finally, he pushes himself to standing, makes a contemptuous noise in his throat. He speaks to no one in particular—


“Putting them folk to work on him land like slaves.”


A slight rasp to his voice. He was sick on the boat over, a horrible coughing that settled in his chest and can strike even now, months later, in the middle of the night. But luckier than the dozen who died on the crossing, vomiting and shivering in the ship’s holds, their bodies tossed over the side and into the sea.


A hand moves to his throat, tracing a scar. Cora, Benjamin on her hip, watches him cautiously. Leah, peeling potatoes, does not look up.


At home, in Jamaica, in Trelawny Town, their lives were woven tight together. They all lived close; a trampling cow would ruin your own field as much as your neighbor’s. A shared destiny. Now, here in Nova Scotia, Cora thinks there is such a thing as too close and too far at the same time. Living with Silas is like living with a caged animal; she cannot ever quite relax. The others don’t have it easier; she hears the fights from their neighbors’ huts, late at night. And yet they are also scattered, tiny villages like this one, clustered wooden buildings hidden in the surrounding forests. Some in Governor Wentworth’s barns, some camped in tents in Halifax, under the Citadel they are helping to refortify in case of an invading French army.


Little Benjamin tugs the end of one of Cora’s braids, a shy smile that might, in time, become a laugh. He, at least, can soothe her unease. She turns away from Silas and makes faces at Benjamin until he giggles. By tapping her ear, he indicates he has something to tell her. She leans close.


“Me see Mama today.”


For a moment, Cora cannot speak. Then, swallowing, she manages—


“Where you see Mama?”


Silas’s head turns toward them.


“In the trees,” Benjamin says. In that tone children use that makes something seem obvious. Silly Cora. Of course Mama was in the trees.


Cora is forming the words, as gently as she can, but Silas speaks first.


“Enough.”


He is by her side, taking Benjamin into his own arms. His son.


“Remember what me tell you?” he says. Holding the boy up so they see eye to eye. “Mama gone.”


Benjamin looks unconcerned. He lives in a world where his mother can be gone, dead in the war, and yet can also appear to him in the trees.


Cora stares at the two of them. The memory comes back to her. Ice and furs, the loping gait—the creature warping until it becomes almost humanlike. Elsy . . . But Cora forces the image away. Goes to help Leah, needing the distraction—the slide of a knife through potatoes, the starchy smell, the sound of the pot bubbling.


She doesn’t need to look to know that Silas will still be watching her. That he will blame her for this, somehow. Silas tolerates her because she has become a kind of surrogate mother to his son. But Silas dislikes the way the death doesn’t seem to take hold in Benjamin’s mind. Sees it as a kind of weakness. Soldiers deal in death; they have to understand it. The fact that Benjamin does not suggests he may not follow in his father’s footsteps, may not honor the family legacy—because Benjamin’s grandfather was also a warrior, who fought side by side with the great hero Cudjoe in the first war.


It is a heavy weight on little Benjamin’s shoulders, all that history. Maybe that is why Cora can help. She has no history. Knows so little about her mother or her father. This and, of course, Elsy—missing her and missing Jamaica all mixed up into one. And Benjamin the last little piece of Elsy left, because Silas certainly doesn’t seem to have kept any room in his heart for his late wife.
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Cora has never believed in ghosts. It’s memories that haunt her—that visit at night in restless sleep.


Some memories bittersweet—Elsy and Jamaica evenings, a final flare of brilliance from the sun before it sank below the horizon. Trelawny Town, their home, nestled in the valley at the foot of the mountains. Plentiful meat—chickens and cattle roaming, hunts for wild hogs in the forest, which they roasted over a roaring bonfire. Sturdy houses with provision plots, the bounty of cayenne pepper, trees weighed down with coconuts. Fish from the nearby river. Days of even length, and always warm. The changing of the seasons marked only by the coming and going of the rains. A hundred families living in peace and plenty.


This was Cora and Elsy’s childhood, growing up in huts opposite each other. Sneaking away from chores and into the forest, watching tiny hummingbirds hover to drink from brash-colored flowers, glimpsing the black and gold scales of Jamaican boas coiled around the high branches of trees. They would find secret places to sit and talk as overhead, one by one, stars glinted into being in the dark sky.


Elsy’s mischievous grin. A fire in her that matched Cora’s own; they clashed sometimes, but more often than not, they laughed and talked over each other endlessly. When Silas chose Elsy as his wife, the marriage might have been a rupture; Cora remembers the sense of loss when Elsy told her it was coming. But there was no loss—indeed, their closeness only grew. Silas spent little time at home, preferring the company of his soldiers and long nights on patrol, meaning Elsy and Cora would spend the days cooking together in Elsy’s hut. Almost imagining they lived there, just the two of them, three when little Benjamin came.


But there are darker memories, too.


The stench of smoke from gunpowder.


The clammy feel of cave walls against skin; dark hiding places, where they lay in wait.


Rain falling outside with a ferocity that bordered on rage, the weather itself pulled into battle. Water trickling through cracks in stone and falling, cool against their skin. Toward the end of the war, they had to lift their mouths and catch the raindrops. No other ways left to drink.


It is impossible to imagine now, but the war was exciting at first. Because it was war that won the Maroons their land in the first place: runaways, led by Cudjoe, who fought and fought until they forced the British to let them come down from the mountains and settle in one spot. War made them free, and now it was back to the mountains again. Throughout history, so the pendulum swings—war, peace, and back to war again.


They remembered how it was in Africa, war their true heritage, more than gods or language or myths. In Kongo, two kings battling to claim the throne. In Dahomey, armies marching to subdue their surrounding enemies. They did not remember in the sense of having been there. Most of them now the second, third, even fourth generation since those first runaways headed for the mountains. But still, they knew.


What was it all for anyway, this war? Cora can barely remember now. Some idea of disrespect—that the British kept them too tightly controlled, that there was more yet to win, further to climb, to a place where slavery could never touch them again. But they were wrong. Soon, they were scattered across the mountains, weak and hungry, shooting birds from the sky, the meat blackened and stringy when cooked over a fire. Sometimes eaten raw, when they could not risk giving away their position.


There was a promise, at their surrender, that they would be able to stay. Not on the old lands, but somewhere else in Jamaica. Even the thought of that gave Cora pain, but she could grasp it, somehow. Could see the shape of a life on the other side of the island.


The promise was broken. And soon, her island, her Jamaica, was nothing more than a green smudge on the horizon as the ships carried them away.


The worst of the hauntings—Cora relives over and over finding Elsy’s body. Little Benjamin beside his mother, blank-faced, eyes open. The moment when Cora thinks he, too, is dead. But then he turns his head, fixes her with a stare. She holds out a beseeching hand. Finally, he begins to crawl. As Cora gathers him in her arms she almost chokes—not because he smells of death, but because he does not. He smells of earth and himself, this living smell evidence of the total cleaving of his destiny from that of his mother, who lies unmoving, curled into herself in the mud.


Cora jolts awake in darkness. Silence like the very end of an echo—Cora’s ears reach for sound but find none, save the steady, even breaths of the others. No one else stirs. Still, Cora cannot shake the thought that something has woken her.


Little Benjamin has moved at some point from his own bed to hers. To sit up, she must gently extract herself from his small hands, clasped to her shirt. She feels her way toward the door and creeps out into the kitchen.


Here, the windows let in the faintest glow of silver moonlight, but it gives everything a sinister cast. A knife swings from a ceiling hook. A dress drying on the stove has one sleeve that sways slightly, though there is no breeze. The fire inside the stove is out. Not even an ember glows.


Cora wraps her arms around her waist against the chill.


She cannot name the feeling that draws her toward the doorway. It can’t be fear—because fear pushes rather than pulls. She pauses with her hand on the handle. Then, with a firm shove, she swings the door open and steps into the night.


Bare feet on frozen ground. A gust of wind that lifts her skirt; her eyes screw shut against it, but she forces them open, forces them to see—what? She is searching, half-blind, looking from the outlines of the nearby huts to the distant, indistinct shape of trees.


There is something moving.


Her eyes were looking in the wrong place. Too high to see it—expecting something human. This shadow slinks low. A soft, silent tread.


Cora’s mind, still slow from sleep, deals more in feelings than in thoughts. The main feeling being icy dread, as cold as the snow she stands on.


The creature is closer now. Ears, pinned back as it moves, rising as it pauses. It listens. Turns its head toward her. She sees a gleam of yellow eyes and white teeth.


Finally, she screams.


It is as if the change is instant, though later she will think that it must have taken time for people to surround her, torches and candles in hand, banishing the darkness. They have come from huts all around, almost two dozen in all, their voices blending into one hum of concern.


Cora blinks. Flickering light now fills the empty space where there was . . . something.


Leah is at her shoulder.


“What happen?” she asks.


“Wolf,” Cora says. “Or . . .” She points with trembling fingers, though she shakes more from cold now than anything else. “There.”


Two or three men march out toward the edge of the village. Cora watches, dazed, as they sweep around the huts and then return, shaking their heads.


The crowd is dispersing. Cora hears Silas behind her mutter something about foolish nightmares. Leah is pulling gently on her arm, guiding her back inside. Cora lets herself be led toward the stove—now with a fire smoldering inside it, so why had Cora thought it was out? She stands near it and lets her shivering ease.


Cora has never believed in ghosts. Still, as she goes to the window and looks out, the darkness has a sense of movement, like the slow breaths of a great, sleeping creature. There were stories in Jamaica, of course, that the children would tell one another to induce giggling, hysterical fear—duppies and other restless souls. But spruce trees cast different kinds of shadows; cold nights produce a different kind of chill in the bones. It is easier, here, to imagine the world of the dead. To think of cold, lifeless things that move unseen, just beyond the reach of the light.
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Maroon Hall lies a few miles to the west, the center around which their leaders orbit. Montague James and his family live nearby. In the hall itself is a white man, General William Quarrell, sent from Jamaica to keep an eye on the Maroons during their resettlement. Since the autumn, the chapel there has held services every Sunday, and each Tuesday morning, the children of Preston can attend lessons, where they learn to read and write by copying verses from the Bible.


For weeks, little Benjamin has wanted to go, but Silas refuses. He, more than most, keeps the old ways—the rites and beliefs that have been passed from generation to generation, preserving the traditions of Africa. It is the morning after the dark night and the creature, real or imagined, that stalked into their village, and Cora—with a certain reckless will to action, a way to shake off the peculiarities of the previous day—decides she will take Benjamin, whether Silas likes it or not.


She drops Benjamin at the chapel, lingering by the window to watch him take a seat in the wooden pews. A white man with thinning hair and spectacles and pale, slender hands stands at the front of the class, waiting for them to settle. Cora notices how small Benjamin looks next to the other children, six years old but not much taller than those a year or two his junior.


On the way back, along the roads, she does not let herself hurry. Proving that she is not afraid. Hums to herself to cut through the quiet. Skeletal birch trees shiver in the corners of her vision. The sunlight hard and white, as if refracted through ice.


Back in Preston, nobody is outside. Smoke curls from the chimneys. Cora’s hands and feet ache with cold, but a few paces away from the hut she stops.


“—not gon’ wait no more!”


Silas.


Cora hears the murmur of Leah’s voice, too quiet to make out anything she says. Except, tantalizingly, a name—Cora.


Cora creeps a little closer. Silas says something; Cora catches only the words wild and Benjamin. Then Leah speaks again, indistinct, but Silas cuts her off.


“If she starting to act like Benjamin her own—”


Now Leah raises her voice, too.


“She still not ready.”


Cora’s face feels hot. Now she is certain. This is about her.


Crouching, she slips around the side of the house, aiming to reach the window. As she moves, she is better able to hear the end of Silas’s reply.


“—that you not gon’ let she marry at all.”


At these words, a charged silence. Cora brings her head as close as she dares to the base of the window, in case she misses some murmured reply, but Leah says nothing.


“And me think you should not act so,” Silas continues. “Seeing what she—”


“Enough,” says Leah, at exactly the same moment as movement across the village sends Cora scrambling upright to hide her eavesdropping. One of the neighbors, Dido, has come out of her door with a pail of water. Her eyes rest briefly on Cora, a nod of greeting. Cora, heart beating fast, nods back.


And when Cora turns, hoping to resume her place pressed against the wall, she sees that Silas has come to the window, is looking out. The glass panes warp and twist his features. Behind him, Leah stands in shadow, her face obscured.


When Silas opens the door, he says, “Where you take him?” His gaze sliding over Cora to take in Dido, who has paused her task to watch.


Cora forces herself to straighten.


“Chapel,” she says.


Silas’s eyes still focused behind her, his face a mask except for the slightest quiver at the corner of his mouth.
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