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To Aaron.
The one I love.

The one who loves me.
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1

o n e

THE KINGDOM OF MONTCIEL

LATE AUTUMN 1382

elyce PaceD outsiDe tHe gr eat Ha ll w Her e Her 
father, King Leandre, was meeting with King Claude. She drew 
near to the door, but the voices were too muted to make out any 
words. If she opened it just a bit, would they notice?

Carefully, she pressed her palm against the door. A tiny 
crack of light appeared, then just a bit more. She put her eye up 
to the opening.

Her father and King Claude, along with King Claude’s 
nephew, Rodrigo, were drinking from bejeweled cups as King 
Claude continued speaking. Elyce closed her eyes and listened.

“You will give me workers for my mines, and in exchange, 
you will have the protection of my armed men. We both know 

VeilofWinter_5P.indd   1 3/16/22   9:59 AM



M E L A N I E  D I C K E R S O N

2

King Wenceslaus is too far away and too complacent to come to 
our aid in a timely fashion, if indeed there is another Ottoman 
invasion from the east. We shall protect each other as good allies 
do. And I will give you a portion of the profits from the mines. 
It is a good proposition for you. You will not have to worry about 
anything, and your people will have plenty of work.”

Say no, Father. Please say no.
Ysabeau, Elyce’s servant and companion, had told her, “My 

brother’s friend, who is only seventeen years old, was taken from his 
home by guards with swords. King Claude forced him and the others 
to work from before the sun came up until after it went down.

“The workers sleep in a camp near the entrance to the mine and 
aren’t allowed to go home. They’re forced to go deep underground. My 
brother’s friend said there was so much dust and smoke that sometimes 
he could barely breathe. Some of the older men would faint. If a man 
died, they dumped his body in a ravine and covered it with dirt.

“But he said the worst part of it was never getting to see the sun, 
day after day, week after week. He finally managed to escape, and 
now he lives in hiding.”

Elyce’s father was nodding and speaking calmly with King 
Claude, sipping his cup of wine as if he were as content as 
could be.

If only Elyce could raise an army, she would fight King 
Claude herself. But her country’s people were shepherds and 
farmers. They were not trained for battle. And she was just a girl, 
nineteen years old, and one day she’d become a political pawn, 
married off to the person of her father’s choosing.

Elyce could be a good ruler, but her father would scoff at the 
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notion. She was his only child, but after his death, her husband 
would rule Montciel.

If she could marry someone with integrity who was wealthy 
and powerful, someone who refused to bow to King Claude’s 
wishes, then perhaps getting married would be the best thing for 
her people. But how was she to find a man who was loyal to her 
and to the people of Montciel?

The men were moving toward the door. Elyce stepped back 
just in time as the door to the Great Hall opened and King 
Claude emerged, smiling, a glint in his small black eyes. Father’s 
forehead was slightly puckered as he caught sight of her.

“Princess Elyce!” King Claude’s voice fairly vibrated, loud 
and booming, even though he was only ten feet from her. “How 
good to see you.”

Elyce curtsied.
“You know my nephew, Lord Rodrigo.”
Lord Rodrigo was the same age as Elyce and very familiar 

to her, as they had played together as children. He stepped out 
from behind King Claude and came forward, tripping slightly 
over his own feet.

“Your Highness.” Lord Rodrigo bowed and took her hand, 
kissing it and leaving a wet, cold spot on her knuckles.

Having no siblings of her own, Elyce thought of Rodrigo 
more like an annoying brother than anything else. Why was he 
smirking one moment and looking sheepish the next?

She knew him as a difficult playmate, always changing the 
rules of any game Elyce would play with him so that he would 
win. Once Elyce had grown so irritated with him, she hit him 
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on the arm. He ran screaming to his servant, who scolded Elyce, 
saying, “For shame, using your higher position to bully poor 
Rodrigo.”

Elyce had retorted, “He’s the bully! Shame on him!”
The servant looked shocked, her mouth and eyes widening 

and her hand clutching at her throat. “Such temper! Such a lack 
of self- control from a princess.”

Full of self- righteous anger, Elyce, who must have been 
about seven years old at the time, related the entire ordeal to her 
aunt Winifred, the Duchess of Adaleigh, who had watched over 
her since Elyce’s mother died.

Aunt Winifred said solemnly, “A princess must maintain 
proper decorum at all times. Princesses never stoop to quarrel-
ing, and they certainly do not strike a future count, even though 
he is beneath you in rank. It is not proper.”

It was the first instance of many in which her aunt would 
frustrate Elyce with her strong opinions about class and title— 
and especially about what was proper and not proper for a 
princess to do, say, or think.

And the first of many moments in which Elyce would 
imagine that being the daughter of a shepherd, cheesemaker, 
or woodworker would have been preferable to being a princess.

Her aunt would have scolded her for that as well. Elyce did 
feel a bit of guilt at her feelings of resentment toward her aunt, 
who had died a year earlier of a fever, even though part of her 
never understood why it became unacceptable to tell the truth 
about someone’s bad behavior after they died.

“Princess Elyce,” King Claude was saying, “my nephew has 
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my blessing— and your father’s as well— to speak to you in private 
about a very important matter.” Now King Claude was smirk-
ing, or the closest thing to it, with his strange smile that never 
expressed any warmth.

Her stomach lurched. This could not be good. Not good 
at all.

Rodrigo was holding out his hand. Sweat beads appeared on 
his forehead and upper lip. She pretended not to see his prof-
fered hand and waited to see if he would assert himself or let his 
uncle tell him what to do.

There was a long, awkward silence.
“We can leave the Great Hall,” her father said. “Or you can 

go to the solar up the stairs and to the right.”
“The solar will be more comfortable. Go on, then,” King 

Claude boomed, fixing hard, dark eyes on them.
Rodrigo lurched toward the stairs, then stopped short and 

turned to wait for Elyce.
Should she run? No, that would not be the proper thing for 

a princess to do, nor would it resolve anything. But she had to 
think of something.

She climbed the stairs, sensing Rodrigo just behind her. 
There could be nothing important for him to say to her except 
to ask her to marry him. Which was only a formality, since 
her father and his uncle obviously had already arranged the 
marriage.

She knew it was her duty to marry someone who would help 
her people, to make an alliance that would ensure her country’s 
safety and prosperity. But she’d also imagined that she would 
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love her husband, at least enough to kiss him and have children 
with him. But Rodrigo? How could she kiss him? The thought 
was abhorrent to her. He behaved like a spoiled child and had 
said lustful things about servant girls that made her wonder 
if all men were brutish animals preying on defenseless women.

A woman was supposed to respect her husband. How could 
she respect Rodrigo? And a man was supposed to cherish his 
wife.

That seemed even more unlikely.
They reached the solar all too soon. Rodrigo opened the 

door for her and followed her in, closing it behind them.
“Princess Elyce, please allow me to express my desire to take 

you as my wife. I know we have been friends since we were chil-
dren, and now we have the opportunity to make this alliance and 
please our families and the citizens of our kingdoms. Therefore, 
I wish to ask you to allow me to love you as my wife for the rest 
of our lives.”

His face was as red as an autumn sunset by the time he fin-
ished his little speech. The sweat on his brow was even more 
pronounced, and one drop was beginning to run slowly down his 
left temple. He reached up and rubbed it with his finger.

Elyce’s heart was in her throat. What could she say? How 
could she do this? God, if this is not Your will, help me escape this 
marriage.

“So they have decided we should marry.” Elyce made the 
statement, not knowing what else to say.

“You are not surprised, are you?”
Truly, she had held out hope that her father would make an 
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alliance with another country through her marriage to a German 
duke’s son, a Burgundian count, or perhaps a prince from a neigh-
boring province, someone more powerful than King Claude. 
Anything to get her country free of the hold King Claude had 
over her father and her people.

Elyce eyed Rodrigo. Had he changed? Would he change, 
for her?

“If we marry,” she said, steeling herself against emotion so 
she could objectively observe his reactions, as her aunt had taught 
her, “you would not be unfaithful to our marriage vows, would 
you?”

Rodrigo’s expression shifted, and he crossed his arms over 
his chest. “I did not know you were so in love with me that you 
would not wish to have a bit of . . . freedom yourself.”

“I do not know what you mean by freedom. I intend to be 
faithful to my husband, no matter who he is.” She lifted her 
chin a notch, affronted in spite of her attempt to suppress her 
emotions.

“Don’t be immature, Ellie,” he said, using the childhood 
nickname he used to call her by. “Our marriage is for our coun-
tries’ well- being, not for love.”

“Is it immature to expect my husband to respect our 
marriage— to respect me?”

“Why, yes, it is, if you’re a princess and you’re making a 
political alliance.” He had an irritated look on his face as he 
refolded his arms.

Rodrigo had not changed, would not change, not for her or 
for the sanctity of his marriage vows.
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God, rescue me.
“I cannot give you an answer without speaking to my father 

first.” It was the only thing she could think of to buy herself 
some time.

“Your father already said I had his blessing.” Rodrigo frowned 
and shook his head at her. “You cannot fight this, Elyce. You 
don’t have any power in this situation.”

His words made her face burn. Powerless, indeed.
“I do not have to give an answer now. I am a princess, and 

princesses are never rushed. We take our time to make decisions.” 
These were the exact words she’d heard her aunt say, more than 
once, after declaring Elyce the most impulsive person she had 
ever known. And stubborn was another accusation she’d heard 
before. But if ever there was a reason to use her position as a prin-
cess, now was the time, for she could not face life as Rodrigo’s 
wife, nor could she allow her people to be sent to Valkenfeld’s 
mines. Her people needed her.

She hurried from the room before Rodrigo could say any-
thing else.

On her way to her chamber, she saw Father walking alone 
in the corridor near his bedchamber. Elyce followed from a dis-
tance. Then, when he was almost to his door, she hurried and 
caught up with him.

“Father, may I speak to you?”
He turned and eyed her. “I thought Rodrigo  .  .  . Did he 

speak with you?”
“Yes, Father.” She went with him into his room and closed 

the door.
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Her father crossed his arms, reminding her of Rodrigo’s 
stance a few moments earlier. But he was much shorter and 
stouter than Rodrigo. His expression— his eyes squinting and 
his jaw clenched— sent her stomach into a knot.

“You will marry Rodrigo.”
Her heart beat hard. She would gain nothing by arguing, she 

knew from experience, and Rodrigo’s words, “You don’t have any 
power,” echoed through her head.

“You wish me to marry him so that I will not be able to stop 
you from sending our people to become slaves in King Claude’s 
mines.”

Her father glared at her. “That should please you. We will 
be rich when mines are dug on this side of Montciel’s borders, 
and wealth is power.”

“You will be rich. I will just be King Claude’s nephew’s wife.”
“You listen to me.” Her father unfolded his arms and shook 

his finger at her. “You shall do as you are told. Ever since you 
stopped that guard from beating that man in the town square, 
you have thought you were the townspeople’s darling. But they 
don’t care about you. They will use you to get what they want and 
then cast you aside. What can you gain from helping the poor?”

Three years ago she had seen one of her father’s guards 
beating a man in the marketplace. Horrified and outraged, 
she ordered her guards to stop the man from being beaten. She 
demanded to know what the man’s crime was and discovered 
he’d stolen a loaf of bread.

It was obvious the man was poor and hungry. She had a few 
coins in her pocket, so she paid for several loaves of bread and 
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some cheese and sent the bleeding man on his way with a sack 
of food.

The people cheered, shouting her name over and over. She’d 
not intended to create such a reaction. She found out some 
months later that someone had written a song about it, and her 
name was sung and lauded in the streets. The entire incident 
angered her father and Aunt Winifred.

Now, as she faced her father, she spoke slowly and with-
out emotion, as her aunt had taught her. “I am the Princess 
of Montciel. Who should look out for the best interests of the 
people of Montciel if not their princess?”

Her father stared at her. Finally, he said, “You will marry 
Rodrigo, and you will do as you are told.”

“Our people have been shepherds and cheesemakers for 
generations,” Elyce said. “To force them to work in mines for 
your and King Claude’s profit is wrong.”

“I thought your aunt taught you better than to fight against 
your duty.” He took a few steps toward her, his expression and 
voice softening. “Do not make yourself unhappy. Accept your 
duty, and there will be many consolations for you. Rodrigo is 
wealthy, and you will be compensated, I have no doubt. You’ll 
never want for anything.”

Her father smiled as if he thought he had comforted her. “You 
may go.” He turned away and waved his hand to dismiss her.

“Father? Do you love me?” She cringed inwardly, wishing 
she didn’t care, steeling herself against the answer that could 
break her heart.

“Will you marry Rodrigo?”
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“No.”
“How can I love anyone who is as difficult as you?”
In that moment, she hated her father, hated that he didn’t 

care about her, and hated herself for not being able to inspire love 
in her own parent.

Elyce f lew to the door, yanked it open, and ran all the way 
to her bedroom.

If her father thought she was resigned, that she would not 
fight him for her people’s right to be free, then he did not know 
her very well.

d

ONE MONTH LATER

Elyce gasped as a man, malodorous and mumbling to himself, 
brushed against her side, knocking her off balance as he passed.

Elyce’s servant, Jacob, spoke in a low voice just behind her. 
“Steady. He’s gone now.”

She nodded without looking back at him as she tucked her 
elbows to her sides and drew her cloak closed at her throat.

The village lay in the valley below her father’s castle, its 
streets made of hard- packed dirt. The people went about their 
business of buying and selling. Soon the snow would begin to 
fall, as it did every year about this time, and she shuddered to 
think of anyone caught without warm clothing in winter. One 
glance at the mountains surrounding their little cove revealed 
how forbidding this land could be.

Nevertheless, her people were happy. Ever smiling, they were 
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known far and wide for their joyful songs, singing as they went 
about their work. They were a hardy people, and many survived 
as shepherds, traipsing up and down the mountains with their 
f locks of sheep and goats. They had the furs from their f locks 
to keep them warm, and they had their work out in the sun and 
fresh mountain air on the green mountainsides they loved. They 
didn’t deserve the fate her father and King Claude had planned 
for them. They needed her, and she could not fail them. She was 
their only hope.

How would they feel if they were forced to work in the 
Valkenfeld mines? Made to dig new mines in the beautiful 
Montciel mountains? They’d be down in a dark hole from sunup 
to sundown. No more fresh air and sunshine.

Elyce could not allow that to happen.
A woman and a small child were coming toward them on the 

narrow street. The little girl, doe- eyed, with pale blonde hair, 
smiled at Elyce.

“A good morning to you,” Elyce said, smiling back.
The mother nodded. “And to you, Fraulein.”
It was the first time Elyce had ever been referred to as a simple 

maiden. It made her smile, but then she grimaced a moment later. 
What would the little girl and her mother have said to her if they 
knew she was the princess and that their lives would change 
drastically, and for the worse, if she married Rodrigo?

She thought back to her sixth birthday. Her mother had been 
smiling and kissing Elyce’s cheeks as the kitchen servants sang 
a birthday song to her and gave her cakes and sweetmeats.

That part of the memory was blurry, but afterward she’d 
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heard her father and mother talking in the hallway outside the 
kitchen. Her mother’s voice started to rise, in volume and in tone, 
until she was screaming at her father. Then her voice stopped. 
Just stopped. When Elyce ventured into the hallway, her mother 
was lying on the f loor, and her father was waving a servant over 
to help him carry her to her room.

Elyce’s mother never woke up. She died the next day. The 
physician said it was likely a severe attack of the heart brought 
on by a fit of passion.

A few months later, Elyce’s aunt Winifred, her father’s sister, 
came to live with her, to teach her “how to behave as a prin-
cess should,” and she many times warned her, “You mustn’t be like 
your mother. She was much too emotional, and that is why she died. 
Screaming at your father brought on an apoplectic fit.”

Elyce’s life had never been the same.
Her heart still ached sharply at that memory. She’d done her 

best to hide her tears whenever her aunt and father were around, 
to keep them from scolding her, but many nights she cried alone 
in her bed.

“You must never show your passionate nature,” her aunt would 
say anytime she expressed anger or frustration or even sadness, 
“especially in front of your people. You are their princess, their pro-
vider of safety and security. They should never see your tears, nor 
any other sign of feeling besides contentedness and confidence. You are 
too passionate, too given to fits of emotion.” The words like your 
mother hung in the air as Aunt Winifred shook her head, her face 
scrunching as if she were gazing at something revolting.

Her aunt’s contempt of any expression of passion— anger, 

VeilofWinter_5P.indd   13 3/16/22   9:59 AM



M E L A N I E  D I C K E R S O N

14

frustration, or even joy— had confirmed what Elyce suspected: 
If she displayed emotion, her father and her aunt would not love 
her. And if they didn’t love her, who would?

She understood from many encounters with her father and 
aunt that there was something wrong with her, that she was 
unacceptable and unlovable when she expressed her feelings 
honestly and openly. She had to hide her emotions because they 
were disgusting and dangerous, as they’d killed her mother.

But even though she tried, Elyce still was not always success-
ful at subduing her feelings.

“This way.”
Jacob jarred her from her ruminations as he pointed to the 

left, down an even narrower street, and they both stepped into 
its relative darkness.

She motioned for Jacob to take the lead, knowing he was 
reluctant to walk ahead of her, but he was the only one who knew 
where the house was.

Today there were no guards accompanying them. Their mis-
sion required complete secrecy; no one must know where she 
was going or the purpose of her errand.

At the end of the street was a grassy hill rising in front of 
them, almost perpendicular to the ground. Was this a dead end?

Jacob turned to the right, skirting the steep hill on a tiny dirt 
path that went behind the village. The trail led away from any 
sign of civilization and into meadows that appeared fallow and 
unused. Edelweiss and other wildflowers, pink and blue dots of 
color, grew almost as thick as the grass. The pretty sight made 
her heart lighter, taking her mind off the seriousness of her quest. 
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Then the path began to grow steep, and they headed up along 
a route taken by many shepherds and their f locks over the past 
few hundred years.

“Here we are, Princess.” Jacob dared to speak her title now 
that no one was around.

A little door was visible in the side of the hill, with grass 
growing all around it. And walking along the narrow bit of 
ground that led up to it was a little old woman, bent and holding 
a thick staff in her hand. She stopped and fixed her eyes on them.

“Frau Saacha?”
“Yes?”
“We would like to speak to you.”
“Who are you?”
“I am Princess Elyce of Montciel, your former charge.”
The old woman sized her up, looking her over from head to 

toe. “I haven’t seen you since you were about two years old— when 
your father got rid of me for letting you run barefoot outside.”

Elyce hadn’t heard that story.
“You must want something important if you came all the 

way up here looking for me.” Frau Saacha laughed, a short, sharp 
sound.

“Indeed,” Jacob said. “May we come in so that we can speak 
more privately?”

She shrugged. “Suit yourselves.” She opened the door to her 
small abode, and they followed her inside.

A lamp was burning on a tiny table with only one chair next 
to it. The old woman placed two more stools at the table. Elyce 
sat, then the old woman. Jacob stood near the door.
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“You have grown quite tall and fair. You look like your 
grandmother, Queen Trianna,” Frau Saacha said.

“Thank you.” Elyce’s grandmother had been considered a 
great beauty.

“She was a strong woman, loyal and true, brave and strong- 
willed. Can the same be said of her granddaughter?” She gave 
Elyce a piercing look.

Elyce wasn’t sure how to answer. She was trying to be brave 
and strong for her people’s sake. If what she was doing was con-
sidered improper, she believed that in being loyal to her people 
she was making the nobler choice.

How tired she was of that word— proper. Don’t show any 
emotion. Don’t cross your legs. Don’t let anyone see you upset. 
Don’t cry. Don’t laugh out loud. Don’t frown. Don’t smile too 
much. Don’t be so lenient with the servants. Don’t do this and 
don’t do that.

She should pay attention now, as Jacob was explaining their 
errand to Frau Saacha.

“Princess Elyce has a request to make of you. And it is very 
important that you not tell anyone about it. May we count on 
you for secrecy?”

“You are very demanding for someone asking for my help.” 
The old woman punctuated this observation with another of her 
short laughs. Elyce was surprised her mother and father had cho-
sen this woman to be her nurse.

“Forgive us, Frau Saacha. We are very grateful to you for 
allowing us to speak with you.”

“Very well, child. What is it you want? I will help you if I can.”
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“I am in need of a potion that will cause a person to sleep for 
several days and appear dead.”

Frau Saacha did not move for several moments. Was she 
offended? Her eyes narrowed as she stared back at Elyce.

“I am desperate for your help, Frau Saacha. No one will ever 
know that you gave it to me. I vow to you— ”

“Who told you I have such a potion?”
“A woman named Ida, Jacob’s sister”— she indicated Jacob, 

who was standing beside her— “told me you could make such a 
potion.”

“But, child, why would you, the daughter of the king, be in 
need of such a potion?”

“I need it to save our people from King Claude of Valkenfeld.”
“If you intend to kill him— ”
“No, nothing like that.”
“This potion is dangerous. It is not to be treated lightly.”
“Of course not.”
Frau Saacha eyed her, shuffling her feet on the earthen floor. 

“Who is to drink this potion?”
Elyce did not answer right away. Should she tell her the 

truth? Would Frau Saacha give it to her if she knew what she 
intended to do?

“I have to know, to know how much to give you.”
Elyce took a breath, then said, “It is for me.”
Frau Saacha turned her head slightly, looking askance at her.
“I want everyone to believe that I am dead. Can the potion 

slow my breathing and my heartbeat enough that no one can 
detect it?”
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“I must advise you against this, my child. There is too much 
risk involved.”

“Will it kill me?”
“That is a possibility. It affects people differently.”
Elyce’s heart skipped a beat. But she would not lose her cour-

age now.
“Even though it cannot slow your heart to the point that it is 

not detectable, it can fool most people, possibly even a physician, 
and therefore you could be buried alive. Are you prepared to 
take such a risk?”

“Two of my servants will know the secret, and they will not 
allow that to happen.”

Frau Saacha fixed a hard stare on Jacob. “You are willing to 
let your princess go to such lengths? To put herself in so much 
danger?”

“You said my grandmother was courageous and strong,” 
Elyce interjected. “Why can I not be as courageous and strong 
as she? My people are the ones at risk. It is for the saving of many 
lives that I do this.” Not only their physical lives but their way of 
life, their joy and freedom.

The woman shook her head. “No, it is not a wise thing to do.”
“I shall take all the blame. I will make certain no one knows 

you helped me. Indeed, it is all my doing.” Elyce leaned toward 
her, gazing into her eyes. “I am sure I must seem reckless, but 
believe me when I say, there is no other way. This is the only way 
out for my people— and for me!” She’d rather die than marry 
Rodrigo.

“You could stop breathing,” the woman said. “You might 
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never awaken. And if you do wake up, you will be weak and 
may even be sick for a few days. Then again, you may feel no ill 
effects. As I said, it is different for different people.”

“I will follow all your instructions to the smallest detail. I 
shall not die.” She wasn’t sure why she said that. After all, she 
could not know for certain that the potion would not kill her. 
But something inside her gave her confidence that she spoke the 
truth.

After a few more moments, Frau Saacha stood to her feet. 
“Very well. But I will not feel responsible if something terrible 
comes of it. Remember that I tried to convince you not to do it.”

“Yes, of course.”
Frau Saacha took down a few glass vials and cloth pouches 

from a shelf on the wall and began to mix a tiny amount of each 
in a pottery bowl. Then she poured it carefully into a glass vial 
and corked it. She handed the vial to Elyce.

Elyce waited for her to explain what to do. When Frau Saacha 
didn’t say anything, she asked, “What are your instructions?”

“Drink it.”
“All of it?”
“All of it, if you want to be asleep for three days. When you 

awaken, someone should be there to give you water and food. 
You may have trouble seeing and walking for a few hours, until 
you get your strength back. Eat and drink extra portions two 
days before, then eat and drink lightly in the several hours be -
fore you take the potion.”

Elyce examined the vial in her hand. Was this the answer, 
the solution to her problems and the problems of her people?
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As she walked back to her father’s castle with Jacob, the vial 
tucked in her pocket, she went over the plan in her head, as she 
had told it to Ysabeau and Jacob.

She would drink the potion in the early morning hours 
before her wedding to Rodrigo. She, Ysa, and Jacob would have 
their bags packed and ready to go, with plenty of warm furs for 
traveling in the cold, as winters in Montciel and the mountains 
around it could be very harsh. If she was fortunate, everyone 
would think she was dead later that morning. They would mourn 
her and plan her funeral. On the third day, Jacob and Ysa would 
fill her coffin with bags of sand to mimic her weight and seal it, 
and they would sneak her out of the castle.

They would go to Jacob’s sister’s cottage nearby so that 
Elyce could rest until her strength came back and she was able 
to ride. Then the three of them would travel to the Holy Roman 
Emperor, King Wenceslaus, in Prague and appeal to him for his 
help. Her hope was that King Wenceslaus would be so displeased 
with the enslavement of her people that he would send soldiers 
to stop King Claude and King Leandre.

It was a good plan, and she was confident it would work, 
even though it was fraught with risk and danger.

Her only other choice was to marry Rodrigo and let her 
people be enslaved.

No, she could do this.
She could and she would.
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t w o

DERICOTT CASTLE, BEDFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND

“wasn’t it a Beautiful w eDDing?” ger a r D’s sister, 
Delia, sighed. “Audrey and Edwin looked so joyful and in love.”

Gerard walked along with Delia and her husband, the Duke 
of Strachleigh, down the path that led to the lake where a pair 
of swans had their nest. Gerard liked watching the snow- white 
birds swim serenely with their chicks.

“It was a beautiful wedding.” Strachleigh put his arm around 
Delia.

Gerard was glad his brother, Edwin, was happily married, 
and he was equally pleased his sister, Delia, had found a hus-
band like Sir Geoffrey. He was a good man, gentle and kind 
and self- sacrificing. Gerard could not have chosen a better man 
for his only sister, and he was grateful that God had put them 
together.
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“Perhaps yours will be the next wedding,” Delia said, turning 
to smile at him.

“Me?” Gerard stopped. “A man cannot marry when he has 
nothing to offer a woman.”

“Nothing to offer? You are a well- trained knight in the king’s 
service, a great swordsman and fighter. And you have your good 
looks.”

Gerard snorted. “A lady might rather have a home than good 
looks.” He hoped to distinguish himself in some manner in order 
to be rewarded with a castle, but such favor was rarely granted 
when no war or uprising was occurring.

“Not necessarily,” Strachleigh said. “Not if the lady already 
has a home but needs a protector or champion.”

“Indeed, Gerard. There is something I’ve been meaning to 
speak to you about.” Delia reached into her pocket. “I have a 
letter here from my friend Princess Elyce of Montciel. As soon 
as I read it, I thought of you.”

Gerard forced himself not to groan. Was Delia trying to 
match him to a foreign princess? Princesses did not marry des-
titute knights.

Delia’s eyes were scanning the letter. “Here’s the part. Listen 
to this. ‘My father intends to marry me off to a man who is odi-
ous to me, and it will seal the fate of my people. Instead of being 
allowed to lead happy lives as shepherds and woodworkers, they 
will be put to work in King Claude’s copper and iron ore mines 
in Valkenfeld. My father won’t listen to reason; he is so controlled 
by King Claude and consumed with how he himself will profit 
from this scheme. I am pondering a plan to make everyone think 
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I am dead so that I can escape and find someone— a powerful 
duke or even King Wenceslaus— to help free my people from 
this tyranny.’ ”

Delia folded the paper and gazed into Gerard’s eyes. “Can 
you imagine? She’s so desperate she would feign her own death 
and run away from home! I feel so much empathy for her. I know 
what it is like to be that desperate.”

She spoke of the ordeal they’d endured when he and all his 
brothers had been falsely accused and locked in the Tower of 
London. Delia had shown herself to be brave and loyal, and had 
proved that women were not to be discounted when danger and 
treachery were afoot.

His heart did go out to this young princess his sister had 
been corresponding with since the two of them had met at a ball 
a few years before. And he did have some time to himself, since 
his lord, the Duke of Westmoor, had given him a few months 
to visit his family.

“Where is Montciel, pray tell?”
“In the mountains near France. It is part of the Holy Roman 

Empire, though I have heard King Wenceslaus pays no attention 
to it,” Delia said, her expression hopeful, her eyes big and fas-
tened on his. “It is not so far. Will you go and help her?”

“Help her? How exactly am I supposed to help her?”
“You can raise an army, save her from that Claude of 

Valkenfeld. Perhaps convince her father that it would be detri-
mental to his country to force her to marry this man. Warn her 
father that King Claude is not a man to be trusted.”

“What an imagination you have,” Gerard said, “to think I 
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would have so much influence and power. Who am I? Only the 
second son of an English earl, a knight. Why would her father, 
the King of Montciel, listen to me?”

Delia was glaring at him now.
“I’m sorry, Delia, but it does seem like a strange errand you’re 

trying to send your brother on.” Strachleigh was smiling gently 
at his wife.

“But someone has to help her. I cannot bear the thought of 
her marrying someone unworthy of her, of her people being sent 
to the mines against their will.”

Gerard felt the same. Forcing people to work at something 
they had not been born to did not sit well with him. Besides that, 
he had a vague memory of meeting Princess Elyce at the ball 
where she and Delia had become friends. He remembered her as 
a lovely girl, very young and petite, but with large blue eyes that 
were the color of the wildflowers that grew in the meadows near 
Dericott Castle.

Delia was staring at him. She had that look in her eye that 
said she had done something he would not approve of.

“I have written to the queen, and I’m awaiting her answer 
now. I am hoping that she will talk the king into sending a del-
egation to Montciel to convince Princess Elyce’s father not to 
make an agreement with King Claude.”

“But why would the king go to that trouble?” Gerard did not 
wish to disappoint his sister, but Delia was not thinking about 
her friend with a rational mind. “What does King Richard have 
to gain from preventing the marriage between Princess Elyce 
and King Claude’s nephew?”
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“I don’t know, but wouldn’t King Richard wish to stop an 
injustice?”

“I have to agree with Sir Gerard, darling,” her husband said. 
“Kings cannot involve themselves in another country’s affairs 
unless it affects them. Otherwise, they will be risking a for-
eign war and spreading their resources too thin. The king never 
knows when his soldiers and knights will be needed at home.”

“Perhaps we could go, if Gerard doesn’t wish to.” Delia 
looked more determined than before. “Geoffrey, you and I should 
visit my friend. Perhaps we could discover something that would 
convince King Richard to get involved.”

But Strachleigh was giving her a gentle look before she even 
finished speaking. With a slight note of secrecy in his voice, he 
said, “Darling, you know why you should not be traveling . . .”

Delia blushed and did not answer.
“Delia? Is everything all right? Why should she not . . . ? Are 

you with child?”
Delia’s smile lit up her blushing face. “I am. But I wasn’t 

going to tell you just yet.”
Gerard enveloped her in an embrace and just as quickly let 

her go. “Forgive me. I don’t want to hurt— ”
“You won’t hurt the baby by embracing me.” Delia laughed, 

joy shining out of her eyes, which were also wet with tears.
Gerard suddenly didn’t know where to look. He felt his own 

cheeks starting to burn.
“Have I embarrassed you? Forgive me, Gerard.”
“Of course not. I am very happy for you both, and happy to 

hear such glad tidings.” Gerard thumped Strachleigh on the back.
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“I know you will be well attended,” he said to Delia.
“I only wish Princess Elyce were as well taken care of as 

I am.” She was giving Gerard a sly look from the corner of 
her eye.

He got the uncomfortable feeling that his sister was trying 
to manipulate him. But he also knew she was too good- natured 
to hold it against him if he did not do her will.

“I don’t like to think of anyone being treated unjustly, but 
I will only promise to pray about whether God would wish to 
send me to Montciel.” It was an easy promise to make, since 
Gerard was certain that God had no plans to send him on such 
a far- fetched errand across the sea to the Continent and to the 
mountainous region that he’d heard was full of wolves and bears. 
But he would keep his word and pray about it.

“Yes, pray to God and see if it is His will.” But when Delia 
smirked a bit, he felt a nervous tickle start at the back of his neck 
and run along both his shoulders.

They began to speak of swans and geese and the state of the 
roads on the way back to Strachleigh and how soon Delia’s baby 
would arrive. But once their walk took them back to Dericott 
Castle, Gerard didn’t want to delay doing what he’d promised, 
so he went into the small chapel to pray.

d

ONE MONTH LATER

Elyce reread the letter from her English friend, Lady Delia. 
Delia had fallen in love with a knight who’d had his title and 
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estate restored by the king. Her friend spoke in such glowing 
terms of her love for her husband and her happiness in marriage 
that Elyce felt a longing ache in her chest.

But since she would never be allowed to fall in love and 
choose her own husband, the ache might well remain for the 
rest of her life.

Elyce felt genuinely glad for her friend. Delia had been a 
faithful correspondent since she had met her a few years before. 
She had hoped Delia might be able to use her influence to help 
her, now that she was acquainted with the new queen of King 
Richard of England. But the missive had left her more disap-
pointed than anything, especially since she was set to marry 
Rodrigo tomorrow morning.

She read a portion of the letter again.

I’ve written to Queen Anne and asked if she might beg 
the king to exert his influence on your father and King Claude 
to convince him not to make you marry Lord Rodrigo and 
not to force your people to work in the Valkenfeld mines. But 
I have not yet received a reply.

However, I asked my brother Sir Gerard, who is a skilled 
swordsman and a knight in the king’s service, to go to you 
and help you in your quest to save your people. Gerard has 
prayed and believes he saw a vision from God asking him 
to go to Montciel. He is recruiting a few other knights to 
go with him, and they will be at your service, to help you in 
any way they can. They should only be a few days behind 
this letter.
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“Too bad they will be too late.” Indeed, Elyce was not sure 
what they could do anyway.

She had a hazy memory of this brother of Delia’s, Sir Gerard. 
So he was a knight now. Was he as handsome as he’d been a few 
years ago? He’d been tall and lean, beardless and awkward, as 
he was not much older than she was. But she’d never forgotten 
how he looked her in the eye, so straightforward and bold, in 
spite of his shyness.

So he thought he’d seen a vision. What good could he and 
a small band of knights do? It no longer mattered anyway. 
The preparations for the wedding were already underway, and 
tonight, the night before she was to marry Rodrigo, she would 
im  plement her plan.

Ysabeau entered the room carrying a tray of food and  
drink.

“Cook asked me why you ate so much yesterday but were 
eating so lightly today.” Ysabeau’s brows were drawn together 
and her eyes f litted around the room. “Indeed, I am frightened 
for you, being asleep for so long. It cannot be good for you.”

“Please don’t worry so much, Ysa. You only need to be con-
cerned if I don’t wake up after three days.” Elyce laughed, but 
Ysabeau did not look amused.

“This whole thing makes me very nervous.”
“All will be well. This will be the salvation not only of me 

but of the whole kingdom. Do you want your brothers to work 
in Valkenfeld’s mines, down in the ground every day, unable to 
tend their sheep or see the sun?”

Already her father had allowed King Claude to take Montciel 
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men and put them to work digging a new mine on the border 
with Valkenfeld.

“Of course not, but . . . I did not say I would stop you, only 
that it makes me nervous.”

Elyce patted her hand. “It will all be over in a few days, and 
I will be free to get help for us.”

“I only wish your father could see what he is driving you 
to do.”

Elyce liked to think that had her mother lived, she would not 
have allowed Father to put her in such a predicament, to put their 
kingdom at the mercy of King Claude. But it had been thusly for 
so long. And now it was up to Elyce to fight against the powers 
that kept them all enslaved to King Claude’s will.

The idea of standing up to tyranny to improve the lives of 
her people made her feel a surge of confidence and hope and 
reminded her of the time she demanded that the guard stop 
beating the man in the Marktplatz.

“Did you tell Cook that I am not hungry because I’m nervous 
about my wedding?”

“I told her to mind her own business.”
“You did not!” Elyce laughed.
“I told her that what our princess ate or did not eat should 

be of no concern to her.”
“Thank you, Ysa. No wonder I trust you and Jacob more than 

anyone else.”
“You trust us the most because we are the only ones loyal 

enough to you to let you attempt such a foolhardy thing.”
“And to not tell anyone.”
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“Only if everything goes as planned. If you don’t wake up— ”
“Even then, you mustn’t tell. You can fetch Frau Saacha to 

come help.”
“Frau Saacha.” Ysabeau blew out a breath. “I am not at all 

sure you should be trusting her.”
They had been over all of this before. Jacob’s sister had 

vouched for Frau Saacha being very skilled at making potions 
and possessed of healing knowledge, even if she had not been to 
church or confession in many years.

“Let us talk of something else.” Elyce was nervous too, 
but she could not admit that or she might start to question her 
decision.

Ysabeau talked of her oldest brother’s newborn child while 
Elyce began to nibble at the after- dinner repast Ysabeau had 
brought her. Even if Frau Saacha had not told her to eat lightly 
the day before drinking the potion, Elyce’s nervousness would 
have prevented her from eating very much.

She planned to stay up all night and drink the sleeping potion 
an hour or two before sunrise, so that Ysabeau could scream 
later that morning— her supposed wedding day— saying that 
Elyce was not waking up, and Father and King Claude would 
find her unresponsive and think she was dead.

She did not like to think about causing pain and grief to her 
father, even though she did feel abandoned by him, but it could 
not be helped. It was for the greater good. Besides, acting on her 
feelings of empathy for her father could ruin the lives of all her 
country’s people. No, she must be strong and make her decisions 
based on what was best, not on her emotions.
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Elyce could see the wisdom in not always acting upon her 
emotions. But why had God given her emotions, if they were 
always bad and untrustworthy? Should she be emotionless, like 
her aunt, who never mentioned her husband, never had children 
of her own, and didn’t seem to mind? She did not feel love for 
anyone, as far as Elyce could tell.

The Holy Scriptures said that God was love. Love was an 
emotion, was it not? But perhaps love was the only worthy emo-
tion. It was all so confusing.

“Go on and get some sleep,” Elyce said to Ysabeau, noticing 
her eyes were a bit bloodshot and her lids droopy.

“Wake me before you drink the potion.”
“I will.”
Ysabeau lay down on a small bed in the corner of the room 

while Elyce worked on a tapestry she’d been embroidering. 
When she grew tired of that and her thoughts began to tangle 
and spin with all the things that might go wrong, she took up 
her pen and started to write out her thoughts, as she often did 
when her mind was unsettled. After half an hour of writing her 
feelings, she began to write how she wished she felt.

I am at peace and happy at the prospect of taking control of 
my life and the lives of my people. I am confident God will 
wake me up at the right time, not too early and not too late. 
God will help me prevent King Claude from gaining control 
over Montciel and my people. My people will be happy and 
content, able to tend their sheep and live their lives in free-
dom, and I will know that I helped bring that about. And 
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someday I will find enough favor with God for Him to give 
me my own love, a husband who will love me, even with all 
my weaknesses, strong emotions, and impulsiveness, and who 
will not be cruel to me, will not ignore me, and will not use 
me for his own selfish interests.

Her chest did not feel so tight after writing that. 
The rest of the night she alternated between singing softly 

to herself while walking around the room to keep herself awake 
and writing prayers and her favorite scriptures.

Finally, when it was time to take the potion, she woke up 
Ysabeau, who helped her dress in her most elaborate gown, which 
she was to wear for the wedding. This way no one would have 
to dress her for burial.

Then Elyce took the vial and drank it.
The grainy liquid tasted bitter and earthy. She swallowed it 

all and hid the vial at the bottom of a trunk.
Ysabeau turned away as a tear dripped from her eye. She 

was trying to discreetly wipe her eyes with her hands as Elyce 
lay down on her bed. Poor Ysa. God, please comfort her and don’t 
let her worry so much.

Elyce stared at the wispy canopy overhead and prayed for 
God’s protection, provision, and grace.

I know I don’t deserve Your favor, God, but please save me for the 
sake of my people.

Her heart beat extra hard and extra slow at the same time, 
causing an ache in her chest. Her fingers and toes tingled as her 

VeilofWinter_5P.indd   32 3/16/22   9:59 AM



V E I L  O F  W I N T E R

33

eyelids became so heavy she couldn’t keep them open. Her body 
started drifting . . . drifting . . . then suddenly convulsed, shaking 
her awake. She drifted again, then jerked awake again. She felt 
so strange and uncomfortable. As she drifted for the third time, 
she prayed silently, O God, let me fall asleep.

Darkness dragged her down . . . down . . . and sleep over-
took her.
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