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For Anne,

Who knows what fills a hand fuller

than a skein of gold




The Miller’s Daughter

Once when the world was younger and the times ever so much older, there lived a miller who ground coarse flour, left stone chips in his meal, and stole as much wheat as he could take without his customers knowing for certain that they had been robbed. His mill hunched ramshackle beside a dwindling river, its wheel lumbering in a circle like a blind beast at a tether. When the lumbering wheel stopped, the miller would slouch to his gray, sloping cottage and sit silent at the meals his wife and daughter set, wishing for what he did not know. He no longer attended Mass, and when the priest came to chide him, he spat on the floor. He abandoned the markets in Wolverham and grew surly with those few customers who still brought their wheat to him. Finally they too left him alone, ramshackle himself beside silent millstones.

One twilight the king and his hunters rode by the mill just as the miller was coming out. The miller looked at the embroidered clothes of the hunters, their beringed fingers, their golden spurs, the silver studs on their dogs’ collars, and suddenly he could not bear to have them ride by without noticing him.

“Your Majesty,” the miller shouted. But when the king stopped, the miller did not know what to say.

Snickers from the huntsmen, and the king took up his reins again. “Majesty,” called the miller desperately, “I have a daughter, the most beautiful in all your land, if it please you.”

The king pulled away, but the miller dashed in front of the horse and grabbed at the reins. “Her beauty is such that everything she touches becomes as beautiful as she. Even straw slips from her spinning wheel into golden thread.”



The setting sun silhouetted the king, so the miller could not see the greed that sprang into his face. “Golden thread?” he repeated.

“The finest of gold,” the miller insisted, “skeins of it, gleaming brighter than the sun!”

“Bring her to Wolverham tomorrow, and we shall see if what you say is true. Should she indeed be able to spin straw into gold, she will be rewarded richly. And you along with her. If not, you have lost your daughter her life.” The miller let go of the reins and watched the king’s company ride away laughing. Then he turned to the river and wished that it were deeper and swifter.

When the miller told the tale to his wife and daughter that night, tears scoured his cheeks, but his daughter held him close. “We shall see what comes with the day,” she said. But the new day brought only gray and dismal clouds shrouding the road to Wolverham, and gray and dismal hearts held tight in the miller and his daughter. When finally stood before the king, they both trembled.

The miller’s daughter was indeed as beautiful as the miller had said, and because she hid her trembling, the king saw her standing like a noble and stately princess. He dismissed the miller with a wave of his hand and welcomed the daughter to his castle. He sent for attendants to dress her for the revels that would be celebrated that night in her honor, and when she was brought back to him in the early evening, he was dazzled by the play of firelight upon her face.

But something was missing.

A clap and a whisper to an attendant, who disappeared at a run. He soon reappeared behind the miller’s daughter, holding an open wooden chest.



“Lady, you are bidden to wear these.” Inside, a wrought golden ring and a square-linked golden chain glowed against the velvet. She held her hand up, and the servant slipped the ring on. Then he took the chain and fastened it behind her neck, the king watching all the while.

Late that night, the king almost regretted bringing her to the room of straw to do what no one could do. But he had said what he had said, and now he pointed to the spinning wheel and the surrounding hillocks of straw. “If you cannot spin this straw into gold, you will surely die.” He lay wakeful that night, knowing that he would doom her to execution the next morning.

The miller’s daughter was also awake, pacing around the spinning wheel, weeping. When the locked door opened suddenly, she was startled to think that morning had come so quickly. But it had not, and it was not the king coming to seize her. Instead, a little man entered and bowed.

“Why is Mistress Miller crying?” he asked politely.

“This straw must be spun into golden thread by morning.”

“And is that all? Simply done. But what does she have that will pay for the spinning?”

She removed the golden chain easily from her neck and handed it to the little man.

“Done,” he said, and sat at the spinning wheel, filling spindle after spindle with skeins of golden thread.

In the morning the king was astonished at what he saw, and if love of the miller’s daughter grew in his heart, it warred with the greed that grew even faster. He took her to a second room, piled higher with straw, and demanded that it too be spun into gold by morning. As before, the little man appeared while she lay weeping, and when she handed him the ring from her finger, he sat at the wheel, 
filling spindle after spindle with skeins of golden thread.

The next morning the king drew open the door eagerly, and he was not disappointed at what he saw. And if his love grew stronger, his greed grew even wilder, and he took the miller’s daughter to a third room, filled almost to the ceiling with straw bundled from the barns of every farmer near Wolverham. He left her with the same warning: She must spin this straw into gold, or she would die. But if she succeeded, he promised, she would become his wife. At this she hid her face. For joy, the king thought.

When the little man appeared the third time, he again demanded that the miller’s daughter give him something before he sat down to spin.

“I have nothing left to give,” she said.

“Then Mistress Miller must promise to deliver her first child to me.”

She felt a hand grip her heart, and her tears blurred the little man.

“Promise,” he insisted. “Mistress Miller must promise, or the king will find only straw when he opens the door.”

“I cannot promise such a thing,” she said quietly.

“It is peril I speak of. Peril. Mistress Miller must yield the child.”

“Whose peril?”

“She must yield the child,” he repeated.

So she promised, and when the king found a room of golden skeins upon opening the door, he swept them into his treasury and the miller’s daughter into his throne room.

A year later the miller’s daughter, now the queen, birthed a son, and the hand that still held her heart gripped even more fiercely. She hid her terrible promise deep within her, 
but in the summer evenings as she nursed the boy at her breast, and on clear autumn mornings when he stretched his fingers to the golden leaves, and during winter nights when she tucked him warmly beneath heavy robes, she felt the grip of the hand.

One day, when the child’s eyes were no longer their infant blue, what she feared came. As she sat in her bedchamber, rocking her sleeping boy, the door fell back and the little man strode in, his arms outstretched to take the child. “Now Mistress Miller must give me what she promised.”

She stood up, clutching the baby, unable to speak.

“None of this. None of this,” said the little man, coming closer. “What’s spun is spun. The child is mine, as Mistress Miller promised. Yield the child.”

“Anything,” the miller’s daughter said, shaking her head, “anything of mine is yours. Anything but this child.”

“She has nothing but this child to give.”

The miller’s daughter pled and wept until the little man at last relented. “But for three days only, no more.”

“Is that all that I may hope for?”

The little man thought for a moment, his eyes strangely sorrowful. “Each day,” he said slowly, “she may guess three names while I hold the child. If by the third day she has guessed my name, she shall keep him. If not, she shall give him to me.”

“And if the king should place guards at the gates of Wolverham, and by the castle, and by my own door?”

“Mistress Miller knows,” whispered the little man, “whether the king will stretch his hand out to protect her. She knows better than I.”

Silence, terrible and long, until the miller’s daughter murmured, “I agree,” and the little man was gone.



In the morning he appeared, holding out hands with fingers as long as spindles. The miller’s daughter had prepared three strange and unusual names, but when she saw her baby in the little man’s hands, drawn close to his chest and wailing, wailing, wailing for all the world, she blurted out, “Matthew, Mark, Luke,” and grabbed the child back. The little man left silently.

On the second day the miller’s daughter called the names even before he took the child from her arms, but the little man shook his head. “Promises by Mistress Miller are not so easily broken. She may try the names while I hold the baby,” and he took her son from her arms.

“Plotinus, Justinius, Boethius,” she said, snatching the child back. Once again the little man left silently.

On the third day the little man appeared with a basket, lined with a blanket woven through with golden thread. The eyes of the miller’s daughter were wide and stricken, but the child’s were closed in silent sleep. Wordlessly the little man took the baby, wrapped him in the blanket, and placed him in the basket.

“Basil,” said the miller’s daughter hopelessly.

The little man picked up the basket.

“Jerome.”

He walked to the doorway and paused there, looking back. “One more guess for Mistress Miller.” But she could not speak, so closed was her throat. When he left and the door shut behind him, the hand gripped her heart so terribly that she fell into a heap.




Chapter One


  I had waited for this day for as long as I could remember.


And now, lying under a down quilt, I folded my arms behind my head and savored the day’s bright coming. Outside the window, across dark woods and blue hills, fingers of sunlight reached over the edge of the world. They reached farther and farther as the sun shouldered up behind them, the light whitening the hills, the evergreens, the very air, until finally it spread into my own room and played on the quilt.

I had waited for this day.

A rap at my door. “Up, up, up!” My da. Morning after morning our life had a sameness to it, and even if today was the day when I would finally go to Wolverham, when I would see the market and the castle and the townspeople, when the king himself would process to celebrate a great victory, there were still the morning chores. And today the Dapple and the Gray would need special care. After the feeding and mucking out, they would have to be curried, 
combed, and saddled. It was a chore I enjoyed almost as much as they did, but today it meant a longer time before we could leave.

“I’m up! I’m up!”

The door creaked itself open and Da peered in. “Up is dressed. Up is walking across the yard with a bucket in each hand. Up is milking. Up is not lying under a quilt with arms back of his head.”

“Fuss bucket,” I hollered.

“He is a slugabed.” Da shook his head, the tip of his beard wagging just over his toes. Then he padded away down the hall, hooting like a comic owl. The door quietly latched behind him.

Some things about this morning were the same.

The casement windows cut the sunlight into diamond streaks that patterned the floor, but when my feet hit the stone, the chill in them shivered me. I threw three splints on the graying embers and blew them to a blaze. When my face and hands were warmed, I lifted my shirt and turned my back to the fire. My breath blew into the room like a cloud.

Wolverham. I’d never seen the city, but on the clearest of days, when the sky was bluer than blue and the clouds whiter than white, I could climb the thatch of our roof and just barely see the banners braving the castle turrets. I imagined them rollicking in the breeze and thought what a fine place it must be, where houses lay stone against stone, one after another, up to the castle itself. For someone who had never been past the clearing around our home, such a thing would have been impossible to imagine without the pictures that Da had conjured in the air many a late evening.

Down in the kitchen the buckets of water were just hovering beside the cooking pot. At Da’s wave they tipped 
their water in and then stacked themselves by the side door, the top one lying slanted for a moment until Da’s frown eased it right. He took a pipe from his vest pocket and tapped it with his thumbnail until the smoke started to rise.

“It’s the day,” I said. “Da, it’s the day.”

“It is, it is,” he said. “Though he will have a cold ride, no doubt. Maybe snow by noon, or worse.” He took a long pull from the pipe, then puffed out a billowed cloud, and another, and another, until it seemed about to blizzard in the kitchen.

“It’s the brightest day we’ve had all winter long.”

Da waved his arms in the air and the clouds shredded into nothing. “But then he’ll be disappointed by the town, thinking it is all as grand as can be and finding it is nothing like.”

“It will be grand enough for someone who has never seen it.”

“And then the king will have a cold in his nose and be unable to march in the procession.”

“He’ll process. He has a victory to celebrate. There will be trumpets, and horsemen, and Lord Beryn’s Guard, and the king himself.”

At this, Da’s face darkened.

“Well,” he said, “he’ll have to hope it will be a brave new day after all. Now, if he tends to the milking and to the Dapple and the Gray, breakfast will be ready when he gets back in. And the dinner to take. And he should tend the one sore on the Dapple’s foreleg. He’ll need that balm.” He turned back to the fire and twisted his palm to ignite the kindling. The logs eased close in to the flames.

The clearing was bright with light, as it always was, every morning. The air was cold enough to startle me to 
wakefulness, and the larks—the larks who sang all year round—they were enough to startle my soul. Their songs trilled the air. But though I stood each morning to fill myself with the delight of it all, I had lately begun to notice not so much the open clearing as the trees that bounded it.

It had begun to seem a very small clearing. And the world beyond it to be very large.

I had begun to wonder how large the world was.

I had begun to wonder how large I was.

In the barn I stripped the milk faster than it pleased the Milcher, then set the bucket outside in the cold while I tended to the horses. They knew the world was different this day, and I could hardly comb them for their nuzzling. And the Dapple would not stand still for me to spread the balm until I poured a double handful of grain into his trough.

Wolverham. For days I had thought of nothing else. The lessons that Da taught—the geography of lands yet to be discovered, the mathematics of travel through the air, the texts of books by authors still waiting to be born—they flew past me like night phantoms. To see a king, the king—what could be grander? Slogging the milk bucket across the clearing, I wished the horizon would hold the sun in the curve of its scythe to keep the day from racing on too quickly. Once more I looked at the boundary trees.

Da had breakfast ready: thickened oatmeal spread with cinnamon and honey, and juice from a yellow fruit that never grew in this kingdom. I set the bucket down, and as the pitcher filled itself from it, I fetched the brown bread that waited patiently in the brick oven.

“Perhaps Tousle will be disappointed in the king if he is not all he expects? After all, he is a man like other men.”



“But a king, Da. A king. With armies at his every command, and courtiers bowing beneath his scepter, and kingdoms quaking at his name.” I stood on the bench and waved my arms. “Conquer this realm. Build that castle. Do as I command.”

“And what is his lordship’s command?” asked Da, bowing low.

“A vision of the king, my servant.”

And suddenly in the air there was the king riding in procession, his hand on his hip, his armor brighter than armor could ever be. He plucked his golden sword from its golden scabbard and swung it in circles over his head, cutting through the air. He looked as if he could stride across the world and conquer the globe. There were no trees bounding his clearing.

“And the queen,” I called out. “Your lord commands a vision of the queen.”

“And his lordship’s commands are to be obeyed,” answered Da, and bowed again.

The king passed out of the air, and behind him came a lady who seemed to move in quietness. She wore a thin diadem whose silver circle faded in and out of the gray streaks that marked her brown hair tucked beneath. She held the reins loosely and rode with the roll of one who knew how. If she had looked up, she might have shown eyes that were as knowing as her hands. If she had spoken, her soft voice would have stilled the heart. But she did neither.

“Da,” I said.

“The queen.”

“But she looks . . .”

“Like someone who has lost something,” he finished.



Then the queen rode out of the edge of the procession into a blurred mist and was gone.

And suddenly I was quiet. I felt something stirring deep down that had never stirred before. It was as mysterious as a dream where I was all alone, searching for something I could not name, could not even imagine, but would know once I found. “Bring her back,” I asked, “just for a moment.”

“Is Lord Tousle commanding?”

“Tousle is asking.”

“Well, majesty is never diminished by grace. But he will see her soon enough. Now Lord Da commands that Tousle come off the bench and eat his breakfast. The oatmeal has cooled, and here is the brown bread asking to go back to the brick oven already.”

“Have I seen her before? It seems that I have seen her before.”

“Does he remember ever having left the clearing?”

“No.”

“Then he may remember that visions may or may not be true.”

“But it is true that today we’ll be in Wolverham. And it is true that today I will see the king.”

“So Lord Tousle should have something fitting to wear.” Da took from his pocket a square-linked golden chain and held it in a shaft of morning sun, gleaming dully. I jumped from the bench and helped him clamber up, and standing behind me, he fastened it around my neck. “He shall wear it until he knows when to give it away,” he said, his voice quiet, a little saddened.

“I could never give away something you have given me.”

“He will give it away when there is need,” Da answered.



He had never before given me anything like it. A new jerkin, a knife, a plow, yes. The tethered ball we struck together, the bright paper frame we lofted to the wind like a rainbow in the sky, certainly. But never something like this chain. The weight of it surprised me. It lay cold and sharp against my chest, and somehow its giving turned the morning solemn.

“So,” Da said, and leapt down. “Shall Tousle and Da go or stay? There is still the splitting to do, and then there’s the spinning all to begin.” He pulled up his beard and fingered the tip of it. “And there’s the noontime blizzard to mind.”

“Da, we’re to Wolverham.”

He considered. “Yes, I suppose. The splitting will keep. As for the spinning . . .” He snapped the fingers of his left hand, and the wheel sprung around, hesitated once, then whirled into a smooth circle. “Four skeins, maybe five before the snow begins,” he instructed.

“There will be no snow!”

I hurried Da through breakfast, and while the bowls doused and dried themselves, I fetched the horses. By the time I led them saddled and eager from the barn, Da had finished with the hamper we were to take. I hustled him out of the house and hefted him onto the Gray, adjusting the girth beneath him and loosening it again when the buckle snagged his beard.

“Tousle and Da will be there”—I led his left foot into the stirrup—“when they will be there,” he fussed. I ignored him, guided the right foot into the other stirrup, tied the hamper behind his saddle, then leapt up onto the Dapple.

“Da, which way?” I called, the Dapple pulling at the bit and tossing his head back and forth. He could never forget that he had once been a colt.



“A moment, a moment. He’s in such a blessed hurry. Wolverham will wait through the day.”

“Da, the procession . . .”

“No doubt the king himself will wait for Tousle’s arrival.” And turning around, he blinked his eyes at the house. The door closed and fastened itself, and the shutters banged together across the windows. “Now,” he said, “to Wolverham.”

Da glided his hand across the clearing and toward the dark woods. I held my breath—and held it, and held it. And then the trees shoved themselves aside, wallowing with their deep roots in earth, their boughs waving gracefully to scent the air. A pine-needle path stretched slowly like a yawning cat between the trees, stretching and stretching until it fell down a small hill and was lost to sight. Neither the Dapple nor the Gray needed any urging.

The clearing was unbound.

It was cold and soft under the trees, the last of winter’s snow as powdery as flour. It blew off the pine needles as we approached, so that we moved without a sound except for the steamy snorting of the Dapple, who was glad to be out and eager to show it. I let him have his head, and we trotted, the trees just ahead of us backing away as we approached, then clasping their boughs together and closing behind us.

Suddenly the trunks shoved back more quickly, and with a rush the Gray galloped by, Da leaning close to his neck and laughing for all the world. “And Tousle so anxious to get to Wolverham,” he hollered over his shoulder. I spurred the Dapple, but the trees rushed in close and narrow behind Da, and there was no room to pass.

“Hardly fair,” I yelled, but Da pretended he had not heard.



We rollicked down the hillsides, the air so fiercely cold I could hardly breathe. It seared my lungs, but still I hollered and laughed and hollered again, all the while hearing Da’s hooting and hooting, and the Gray’s hooves flinging snow and dirt in my face so I was always spitting it out and pulling back. I pressed the Dapple, but the trees never opened enough for me to pass until we reached the lowland, and the woods threaded themselves out to fields and meadows. Da waited for me to catch up with him, his face red and glowing, his beard flung back over his shoulder. “There’s a balance, he should know, between letting a horse have his way and guiding him. It takes experience to find such a balance. He’ll never win a race unless he finds it.” Da grinned.

“When you set the trees to keep me from a pass . . .”

“Well, if he must find an excuse, there is that.” He laughed.

“And you’ve been this way before. You must have, since you know the path.”

“To Wolverham and back.”

“I suppose you’ve been to the castle itself, Da.”

“On occasion.”

“Perhaps you’ve seen the king and queen. The doors opened before you and the guards bowed you into their august presence. You knelt to them, and they promised you great rewards if you would perform a great service.”

“Something close to that.”

I laughed a cloud into the cold air. “Da, you’ve never been to the castle, much less seen the king and queen. Never in your life.”

Da winked over at me. “Tousle might try to imagine for a moment—I know that this is difficult, but he might try to 
imagine anyway—that there is something in this wide, wide world that he does not know.”

“The Gray will sprout wings before I believe you’ve been to the castle.”

“Then he will be plucking horsehair from the clouds before long.”

The Gray and the Dapple ambled along companionably. It was warmer down in the lowland, and though spring was still a time away, the fields were turning their dark selves to soak up the sunlight. Some of the fields were already furrowed, and we passed a cart laden with the winter’s manure moving up and down the rows, drawn by thick horses. I pulled back on the Dapple to watch: I had never seen such fields, and the work of them, the sheer hard work of them, thrilled me.

“Come fall, the gold wheat of these fields will be brighter than a winter sun,” Da whispered. “Tousle will see.” The farmer seemed to hear us and waved cheerfully.

The first building we passed that morning was a low mossy inn, where coachmen waited patiently for travelers sleeping late. They too waved to us, and I waved back, awkward, realizing with a start that I had never before waved to anyone other than Da. “The fresh morning of the world,” they called, and I smiled and waved again, not sure how to answer them.

Now farmhouses started to scatter themselves in the fields, blue smoke rising straight and quick in the cold, still air, their stuccoed sides covered with vines that would soon leaf out. As we rode on, they settled themselves closer and closer together, until I could have called from the window of one and been heard over at the other. In one yard ducks and geese waddled and cackled in the bright light, gathering 
around a farm girl spreading feed from out her apron—a real farm girl, not just one of Da’s pictures in the air. I waved to her, but she did not see me.

“The fresh morning of the world,” I hollered.

She turned to look, smiled shyly, and then went back to her sowing.

I watched her until the road bent us away.

We passed a low cottage whose walls leaned in to hold each other up. No waddling and cackling here. It was a yard full of puddles and yellow mud. The stone walls of the mill beside it were still covered with white ice, and the mill wheel groaned at its turning as if it could barely make its way through
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