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	For my daughters, 
who are the future,
and the women who held the past.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Winter does not break women. 
It teaches them what they can carry.
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	Preface

	The settlement sat far north, during the long winters of the eighteenth century.

	In those years, winter was not simply a season. It was a force that governed how people lived, what they feared, and what they believed. Cold stretched the dark. Snow softened sound. Firelight drew the world inward, and what lay beyond the door felt nearer than it should.

	People believed winter made the boundary between the seen and unseen thinner.

	When the men left for weeks or months at a time, traveling for work, trade, or survival, winter belonged to the women. They remained behind with the children, the sick, the elderly, and the steady work that did not pause for absence.

	They kept the hearths lit and the stores measured. They learned which plants still answered beneath frost, which smoke cleared sickness from a room, which nights required watching. They listened closely, because winter reshaped distance, sound, and truth itself.

	These women were not called witches, though later generations might use that word. They were keepers of practical knowledge and inherited belief. Folklore was not something written down then. It lived in habit and warning, in what was passed from mother to daughter, neighbor to neighbor, voice to voice.

	It explained why certain doors were marked, why fire was never allowed to die completely, and why some names were not spoken aloud once the cold had settled in.

	Some believed winter sharpened truth. Others believed it invited watching things closer. Most believed that if the old rules were followed, winter would pass.

	The Winter Mothers is a story shaped by those beliefs.

	It is not a tale of legend or heroics. It is about the quiet weight of survival, the strength found in routine, and the bonds formed when the world narrowed to firelight and frost.

	This is a story about the women who stayed.



	
Chapter 1

	[image: Image]

	The Settlement

	Eliza Hartwell was crushing dried rosemary when she realized her youngest daughter had slipped out of sight again.

	The scent rose warm and sharp from the mortar. Eliza paused mid-grind, listening, because silence from Rose was never a good sign. Her seven-year-old was a tumble of light brown curls and bright blue eyes, forever wriggling out of braids and bonnets and sense alike.

	“Rose,” Eliza called. “Where have you gone now, little one?”

	A rustling came from the corner near the hearth. Rose emerged as if she had been hiding inside the shadows themselves, curls wild and sticking in every direction. A feather clung to one of them.

	“I was fixing the evergreen bough,” Rose said. “It was sad and droopy, so I helped it.”

	“You pulled half of it down,” Jane corrected from her stool. Jane, nine years old and steady as a grown woman, held a sheet of birch paper in her lap. Her charcoal-sketched pine tree looked better than the garland Rose had destroyed.

	Rose huffed. “The bough wanted my help.”

	Eliza bit back a smile. “Come here then. Bring me the piece you rescued.”

	Rose skipped over and dropped a pine branch into Eliza’s lap. The needles shook loose and fell across her apron. She brushed them away and dipped the branch into the warm rosemary water she had prepared. The steam rose gently, scented with pine and sage and onion skins from her dye pot earlier.

	“Why rosemary?” Jane asked without looking up. Her voice was soft but curious. “For blessing the doorway,” Eliza said. “It keeps good luck in and the bitter cold out.”

	Rose blinked her blue eyes wider. “Does it keep the White Women from following people home?” “Rose,” Jane muttered. “Do not start that again.”

	“It was only a story,” Eliza reminded them, though her own dreams had been restless these past nights. “And Yule is not a night for fear.”

	She set the branch aside and wiped her hands on her apron. The cabin felt small with the girls bustling and the fire crackling, but it felt like home too. The herbs, the wool blankets, the faint smell of tallow from the rushlight near the window. Winter had closed in early this year, pressing close around the settlement, but inside their walls, warmth held.

	The door opened then, letting in a gust of cold and the man Eliza trusted more than anything. Thomas stepped inside, brushing snow from his shoulders. His dark hair curled where the flakes melted, and his blue eyes warmed the moment they found her.

	“You three keep the house busier than a barn of hens,” he said.

	Rose ran to him first. She always did. Thomas scooped her into his arms with ease, her wild curls spilling across his coat.

	“You smell like cedar,” Rose told him.

	“And you smell like trouble,” he said, kissing her cheek before setting her down.

	Eliza rose to meet him, brushing a pine needle from his sleeve. “Did Christopher find the potatoes?” “He did,” Thomas said. “And he claims he only ate one.”

	“Half of one,” Rose corrected.

	Jane did not look up from her drawing. “He ate two.”

	Thomas laughed quietly and leaned in close as if sharing a secret. “Your husband is starving. Is that Yule fish ready?”

	Eliza tipped her head and smiled. “Rowena is bringing it. So you will survive a while longer.”

	She slipped her hand into his for a brief moment. He squeezed back, not hard, just certain. It was the kind of touch that reminded her why she had crossed an ocean with this man, why she had trusted him through the move, the winter, the unknowns of this strange land.

	A knock sounded at the door. Thomas opened it to Rowena Spencer, cheeks flushed, curls escaping her bonnet. She held baby Henry close, wrapped in a thick quilt, while Christopher stood behind her with a sack of potatoes slung over his shoulder.

	“Ready for Yule?” Rowena asked. Her smile glowed, bright enough to lift the room.

	Eliza welcomed them in. The warmth of the cabin rose as voices layered over one another, the scent of herbs blending with cold air and wool and hope.

	For a moment, for this one night, winter felt like something they could face.

	Christopher set the potatoes beside the hearth and shook out his coat, sending a sprinkle of melting frost to the floor. His thick curls were damp, the wild kind that refused taming, and his green eyes crinkled with the laugh lines he had earned from smiling at Rowena more than any other reason.

	“We nearly slipped in the lane,” he said. “Your steps are iced solid, Thomas. I told you to lay another row of spruce branches.”

	Thomas shrugged. “I did. Rose carried half of them inside to make a nest for her dolls.” Rose lifted her chin proudly. “They were cold.”

	Rowena laughed, the warm, bubbling sound that always loosened tension in a room. She shifted baby Henry higher on her hip and brushed a curl from her cheek. “He has been fussing all afternoon,” she admitted. “I think he knows Yule is for staying awake.”

	Eliza reached to straighten the corner of the quilt around Henry’s chin. “He recognizes excitement better than any of us.”

	“Because he lives with Christopher,” Rowena said, nudging her husband with her elbow.

	Christopher only grinned and wrapped his arm around her waist with a familiar, affectionate sweep, pressing a kiss into her hair. It was the sort of casual romance that came from a new marriage, soft and unashamed, and it warmed the entire space. Even Jane paused her drawing long enough to glance up and smile.

	For a heartbeat, something in Rowena’s laugh tugged at a place Eliza kept carefully tucked away. Her younger sister had laughed like that, bright and ringing, before the fever took her seven years ago. The memory flashed and faded just as quickly, leaving a small, familiar ache beneath Eliza’s ribs. Some losses never quieted. They only learned how to sit beside you.

	“We should get going,” Eliza said, tying her wool shawl a little tighter around her shoulders. “Willa will think we froze solid.”

	“She already thinks that,” Christopher replied. “Willa believes every one of us is one mistake away from perishing.”

	“That is because most of you are,” Thomas said, but affection warmed his voice. He helped Eliza into her coat, his fingers brushing the back of her neck in a way that made her stomach flutter even after all these years.

	Rose tugged at Eliza’s skirt. “Can I carry the rosemary water?”

	“No,” Jane said at once, folding her drawing and storing the charcoal in the little pouch she carried. “You will spill it.”

	“I will not,” Rose insisted.

	Thomas knelt and touched Rose’s cheek gently. “You may carry the small lantern instead. That is a very important job.”

	Rose brightened at once, curls bouncing as she grabbed the lantern from the peg and held it to her chest as if it were a prized treasure.

	They stepped outside into the quiet. Snow had gathered in soft pillows along the edges of the cabins, and the air carried the sharp scent of spruce and distant woodsmoke. The settlement was small, no more than a handful of homes built in a rough circle around the clearing. Each window glowed with candlelight, flickering against the dark walls of the forest.

	Thomas closed the Hartwell door behind them. “Hard to believe there was a time when this whole clearing was dark,” he said softly.

	Eliza nodded. “Only Willa’s window lit. And Ashawe’s fire out by the pines.”

	Christopher let out a low breath that fogged in the cold. “That first winter after we arrived together was the worst she had ever seen. I told Thomas we must have been cursed, bringing our wives and children all this way.”

	“You said we would freeze within a fortnight,” Rowena reminded him, bumping his shoulder with hers. Christopher laughed under his breath. “And Thomas said we would manage if we followed Willa’s lead.” “We did manage,” Eliza said. “Because none of us were alone.”

	Rowena smiled at her. “We became family that winter.”

	They walked together between the cabins, boots crunching in the snow. Jane stayed at Eliza’s side, quiet and observant, her eyes drifting toward Ashawe’s cabin near the treeline where a thin plume of smoke curled upward. Rose walked ahead with the lantern, holding it high, the light catching in her loose blond curls.

	“Careful, Rose,” Eliza called softly. “Do not wander too far.” “I am showing the path,” Rose told her. “Like a beacon.”

	Rowena laughed. “You could light the whole forest with that hair.”

	They reached the center of the clearing where the snow had been tamped down from daily steps. This, Eliza thought, was where their lives had taken root. Willa Bramwell had built her cabin first, years before any of them arrived. When Eliza and Thomas came with two small daughters and only what they could carry, Willa had been the first to open her door.

	“She saved us,” Eliza whispered, the memory warm inside her chest. “That first winter. We would not have survived.”

	Thomas slipped his hand against her back, steady and familiar. “She has saved all of us at one point.”

	As if called by the thought, Willa’s door swung open. Light spilled across the snow, and Willa stood framed in it, broad-shouldered, silver hair braided neatly down her back. Her face was carved with years and storms, but her eyes softened when she saw them.

	“You are late,” she announced. “Bring yourselves in. The stew will not wait.” Christopher leaned toward Rowena. “See? Perishing. All of us.”

	Rowena nudged him but her eyes shone with affection.

	The warmth from Willa’s cabin washed over them as they stepped inside. Eliza breathed in the scent of venison stew, cedar smoke, boiled potatoes, and the Yule spices Willa saved only for this night. The long table was already crowded with candles, wooden bowls, and the little offerings each family had managed to bring.

	Inside these walls, for a few hours at least, winter could not reach them.

	Willa was already moving between the table and the hearth, ladling stew with the steady confidence of someone who had done this for more winters than any of them. “Find a place,” she said. “The Whitlocks will be here shortly, and you know Faye cannot abide a crowd.”

	“That is because she believes herself royalty,” Christopher whispered to Rowena, who smothered a laugh into Henry’s curls.

	Eliza guided the girls toward the bench near the end of the table. Jane slid in gracefully, careful with her birch paper sketch, while Rose climbed up with both knees and nearly toppled a candle before Thomas caught it.

	Willa gave Rose a look that could stop a man mid-step. “Young lady, you will sit with both feet pointed toward the floor or you will sit beside me and peel onions the rest of the night.”

	Rose straightened at once and folded her hands in her lap. Willa nodded, satisfied. “Good.”

	As Thomas set the potatoes down, Hannah Marsh hurried in, her two boys trailing close behind her skirts. Hannah’s face looked thinner than Eliza remembered from autumn, her eyes ringed with exhaustion. The winter always pressed hardest on her. She offered a timid greeting as she ushered the boys toward the bench.

	“Your husband still with the felling crew?” Willa asked gently.

	Hannah nodded. “They were to stay another week. I have not heard otherwise.”

	Christopher glanced toward Thomas, then to Eliza. “The timber crews never return early unless there is trouble,” he said quietly. “He is likely fine.”

	Eliza hoped he was right.

	The door opened again with a small flourish of cold air. Faye Whitlock stepped in first, wrapped in more layers than anyone needed, her cheeks pink from the short walk across the clearing. She carried a small tin of sweet biscuits as though they were gold. Behind her came her husband, tall and pale, moving slower than usual. He looked thinner than last season, though Faye did not seem to notice.

	“We are late,” she announced, brushing snow from her sleeves. “I told Mr. Whitlock we ought to leave sooner, but he likes to dawdle.”

	Mr. Whitlock offered no response. He only sank into the nearest seat, his breath a little labored. Willa’s eyes tracked him with a sharpness Eliza recognized. Willa always noticed the small signs first. Just then, the door pushed open once more, quieter this time.

	Ashawe Marlowe slipped inside like a shadow carried by the wind. Her dark braid, damp with melting snow, fell over one shoulder. Her calm, steady eyes swept the room, taking in every face with a quiet awareness that made people instinctively straighten, as if being seen by her mattered. Her presence softened the air, the way a warm current moves through the forest just before snowfall.

	Eliza smiled warmly. “I hoped you would come.”

	Ashawe returned the smile, faint but real. “Yule should not be spent alone.”

	Rose scooted aside at once, curls bouncing as she patted the space beside her. “Sit here, Ashawe.” Ashawe did, smoothing her wool skirt and folding her hands as she settled.

	Moments later, the door opened again and Sarah Harbin entered, Eliza’s older sister. Sarah had the same brown hair and familiar bone structure as Eliza, but the years sat heavier on her. There were faint shadows beneath her eyes and thin lines of worry around her mouth. Behind her came her husband, Joseph, tall and broad-shouldered, his jaw set in its usual stern line. Their children followed: Mary, sixteen and composed; Samuel, fourteen, with his father’s build and guarded expression; and Lydia, newly thirteen, clutching Sarah’s sleeve as she stepped inside.

	“We are not too late, I hope,” Sarah said. Her smile was real but tired.

	“You are right on time,” Willa said from near the hearth. Her tone shifted for Sarah in a way it did for no one else. It warmed and softened as she looked at her. “The spot by the fire is open. Sit there and breathe a moment.”

	Sarah hesitated, surprised, then released a small breath and guided her children toward the warmth. Joseph stepped forward and set a small sack of oats on the table. “For the stew tomorrow.”

	Willa glanced at the sack. “Good.” Her voice returned to its usual firm cadence. She nodded and moved on without a flicker of softness for him.

	Then she looked back to Sarah, her expression gentler again. “Once you are settled, I will bring you something warm to drink.”

	Something in Sarah’s face eased at that. A small, grateful flicker that passed too quickly for Joseph to notice but not too quickly for Willa.

	The Harbins shuffled through and found places along the right side of the table, Mary helping Lydia settle, Samuel already eyeing the food with the hollow look of a boy who had worked hard all day.

	The door opened a final time and Edmund Marlowe stepped in, stamping snow from his boots. His weather-beaten face eased when he spotted his wife. He moved to sit beside Ashawe, giving her hand a brief squeeze before settling.

	Willa watched the room fill, then lifted the pot triumphantly. “Now,” she declared, “we may begin.”

	The long table glowed with the warm dance of candlelight, the clatter of bowls, the low rumble of conversation. It was a small settlement, barely more than a handful of families, but they filled Willa’s cabin with laughter and clinking bowls and the murmurs of winter gratitude.

	Thomas leaned close to Eliza, his voice quiet beneath the chatter. “Do you ever think about our first night here?”

	Eliza did. The memory rose as clearly as breath on cold air. Jane at six, small and solemn. Rose only four, feverish and limp against her chest. Snow falling in heavy sheets that hid the treeline. And Willa Bramwell standing in her doorway with a lantern raised high, calling them in before the cold claimed them.

	“I think about it often,” Eliza said.

	“If not for Willa,” Thomas began.

	Eliza nodded. “We would not have made it through that first storm.”

	Across the table, Rowena caught the end of the exchange and smiled. “None of us would have. Willa knew this place before any of us arrived with the last wave. She had the sense to settle here when the rest of us were still dreaming of leaving England.”

	Willa snorted, but her eyes softened. “I had the sense to listen to Ashawe, that is all. She knew which land would hold through winter.”

	Christopher nodded toward Ashawe with quiet respect. “She was the one who showed us where the river bends safest. I remember thinking we would never learn this land.”

	Ashawe lowered her gaze modestly. “You learned because you listened.” Rowena smiled at that. “Some of us did.”

	Christopher gave her a helpless look. “I was trying.”

	“You were trying to chop frozen wood with a dull axe,” Thomas chuckled. The table laughed. The warmth of it settled for a moment.

	Rowena looked at Christopher again, her voice gentler now. “What he wanted most was to understand this place. The sky. The snow. The forest.”

	Christopher held her gaze, his tone quiet. “I only needed to learn enough to keep you safe.” Jane paused mid-sketch. Rose grinned, curls bouncing.

	Willa shook her head with a small, fond sigh. “You all came with more heart than sense. That is why you survived.”

	The talk moved on, warm and overlapping, and Eliza let herself simply observe.

	At one end of the table, Faye complained about how Canada was never this cold in the stories, while Mr. Whitlock stared quietly at his bowl.

	At the other end, Hannah Marsh forced a smile as her boys fidgeted restlessly. The Harbin teens passed bread between them.

	Ashawe whispered something to Edmund that made the corner of his mouth lift.

	Willa directed everything with the steady hand of a woman who had been holding communities together long before this one existed.

	This was their circle. Their refuge.

	Their fragile, growing home carved into the winter country of Canada.

	And as Eliza looked around the table, at friends who felt more like kin, she felt the weight of something she could not yet name settle gently beneath her ribs, a sense that this winter would ask something of all of them.

	Something they had not faced before.

	 




CHAPTER 2
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	The Morning After Yule

	Fresh snow had fallen in the night, smoothing every path and rooftop until the whole settlement looked softened, as though winter had laid a fresh sheet over the land. The world felt washed and waiting. Eliza stepped outside with Jane and Rose close behind her, the cold bright enough to pinken their cheeks. The air was so still it seemed to hold its breath. Even the forest stood watchful, its dark edges softened by new white.

	Rose reached out with her mittened hand and brushed the top of a snowbank. “It looks like flour,” she said.

	Jane leaned closer, studying the glittering crystals. “Cold flour,” she murmured. She lingered for a moment, storing the sight in her memory for another day. Her brows knit ever so slightly, the way they did when she was thinking of something she would not yet put into words.

	Eliza smiled at both of them. “Come. We need kindling before the others wake.”

	The girls followed her toward the treeline, boots sinking into the soft drifts. Snow muffled the world, holding a quiet that felt alert and listening rather than heavy. The spruce branches bowed under the new snowfall, and the air smelled sharp with cold resin and clean wind.

	As they walked, Eliza felt a familiar prickle against the back of her neck, the same sense she had felt on mornings when the weather was turning. Not danger, exactly. Just a shift. A hesitation in the air. The kind that told old woodsmen to look up and read the sky.

	Jane gathered fallen twigs in careful bundles. Rose grabbed whatever caught her fancy, dropping in pine cones and odd branches shaped like crooked letters. Eliza let her keep one or two. It pleased Rose to believe she was helping.

	A jay cried overhead, loud and sudden. The sound cut through the stillness like a warning. Rose looked up. “The birds sound confused.”

	“Perhaps,” Eliza replied. “The air is warmer than it should be.” Warmth like this in midwinter was never a comfort.

	When they returned to the clearing, the settlement was awake. Willa was outside with Mary and Samuel Harbin. The two older children were stacking split logs beside the cabin door while Lydia gathered smaller pieces scattered over the snow. Willa watched all of it with her hands on her hips, her posture one of steady command.

	“Higher, Samuel,” she instructed. “If the wind shifts, that pile will topple before dusk.”

	Samuel corrected the stack, jaw set with determination. Lydia gave Willa a small, proud nod as she added the last of her pieces. Willa gave Lydia a single, approving nod, the closest she ever came to open praise.

	“Morning, Eliza,” Willa called. “Did your girls sleep well?” “Rose only woke twice.”

	“Then it was a peaceful night,” Willa declared.

	A few steps away, Ashawe Marlowe knelt beside a small outdoor fire, coaxing the flames with practiced ease. Spruce needles soaked in a wooden bowl nearby, steam rising in thin ribbons. The scent drifted across the cold air, soft and sharp at once.

	“Spruce-tip tea?” Eliza asked as she passed.
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