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For anyone who has ever stopped on a dark road to look up, and wondered who was keeping the light.
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PROLOGUE
A Word Before the Lamps Are Lit

A word before we begin, and then in we go.

Every village has an hour that belongs to nobody. It is the hour after the baker has banked his ovens and before the first window turns yellow, when the lanes stand empty and a little unsure of themselves, like a room after the guests have gone out to look at the fireworks. In most places nobody notices this hour at all. In Moonfall they noticed it, because in Moonfall it was somebody’s work.

I have been asked more than once how I came by this history, and I am afraid the honest answer is not a grand one. It was told to me in pieces, the way such things are always told: a line from a tinker on a road, a sentence from an old woman shelling peas, a clause from a goose, which I did not at first believe. I have put the pieces in order as well as I was able. Where they disagreed I have chosen the kinder version, on the principle that a history is a house, and one may as well make it warm.

You will find in these pages a village at the bottom of a green bowl, a pond that is perfectly round, thirty-one lamps, and a boy with a question rather larger than himself. You will also find a good deal of weather, some clocks, a dragon with a cold, and a road that grows darker the further it goes and then, if you are patient, does not. Not all of it is quite sensible. Some of it, I am told, is simply true, which is a different thing, and often more surprising.

I should say, too, that this is not a book for hurrying. It was written for the end of the day, with a lamp beside the chair and nowhere in particular to be. If you are reading it to a child, read slowly, and do the voices; the Admiral especially rewards the effort. If you are reading it to yourself, I shall not tell anybody.

And so: the shutters are open, the plum cake is on the sill, and the moon, who is never in a hurry, has begun to lean a little toward the village. Let us go in.


PART ONE
The Moonstair


CHAPTER 1
In Which the Moon Comes Down to Moonfall

Moonfall was the sort of village that mapmakers are apt to forget, and that is perhaps the reason it was so very well liked by everybody who lived there. It lay at the bottom of a green bowl of hills, a day’s slow walk from the nearest railway, and it possessed one church, one bakery, one inn, one pump, and eleven crooked lanes that all agreed, after a good deal of wandering, to meet at the pond.

The pond was called the Saucer, and it was perfectly round. Nobody had dug it. The oldest people in Moonfall, who were generally of the opinion that they knew everything, said that long ago, before the church had a steeple or the bakery had a chimney, the moon had grown tired one night of her tall and lonely road across the sky, and had come down to rest. She had settled into the hollow among the hills as gently as a hen settles upon her nest. In the morning she was gone again, but she left behind the Saucer, brimming and silver, and a custom, and a name.

The custom was this. Once in every month, on the night when the moon was fullest, she would pause directly over the village and hang there a little longer than seemed polite, as if she were considering whether to come down again. On that night the people of Moonfall put out all their lamps, opened their shutters, and sat upon their doorsteps eating plum cake. They called it the Visiting, and nobody could remember a Visiting that had been missed.

Now, a village with a great deal of moon must also have a great deal of lamp, for moonlight is a fine thing, but it does not last the whole of every night, nor does it come at all in the dark of the month. Moonfall therefore kept thirty-one street lamps, which stood on iron posts along the lanes like a row of tall thin gentlemen holding out their hats for coins. At dusk they were lit. At dawn they were put out. And the person who did this lighting and putting-out, in all weathers, was a boy named Milo.

Milo was eleven years old, or thereabouts. The “thereabouts” was because nobody knew his birthday exactly. He had arrived in Moonfall as a very small baby, in a basket, upon the doorstep of old Mr. Tobias Wick, the lamplighter, on a night when the fog was so thick that the milkman’s horse walked into the pump. There was a blue woollen blanket in the basket, a tin whistle no longer than a carrot, and a scrap of paper on which was written, in a tidy hand, only the single word MILO. Mr. Wick, who had never before looked after anything more difficult than a lamp, read the paper twice, said “Well, I suppose that settles it,” and carried the basket indoors.

So Milo grew up in the little house at the end of Candle Lane, among oil cans and spare wicks and glass chimneys, and he learned the lamplighter’s trade as other boys learn their letters. He knew that a wick must be trimmed square, never slanting. He knew that Lamp Nineteen, outside the bakery, smoked whenever the wind came from the east, and that Lamp Six, by the pump, would only light if it were asked politely. He knew how the evening came to each lane in turn, first purple, then blue, then the colour of a ripe plum, and he knew that a lamplighter ought to be a little bit early for it all, so that the darkness never caught anybody by surprise.

When Mr. Wick’s knees grew too stiff for the ladder, Milo took the pole and the can and the ladder as well. He was a thin boy with a great deal of brown hair that stood up at the back no matter how it was wetted down, and he had grey eyes that always looked as if they were about to ask a question. That was just as well, because asking questions was Milo’s chief occupation, after lamplighting. He asked why the pump groaned. He asked why the baker’s cat would sit only on the left side of the doorstep. He asked, most of all, why the moon paused over Moonfall and not over any other village, and why the old people laughed and answered “Because she likes us,” in the tone that grown-ups use when they mean “Because I don’t know.”

It is a fine thing for a boy to carry a question that is too large for any grown-up to answer. It means that he must go and find the answer himself. That is how most adventures begin, though the boy seldom knows it at the time, and the adventure certainly never tells him.

On the evening on which this history properly begins, it was the first of October, and the Visiting was only four nights off. The whole village was bustling in the way that villages bustle before a feast. Mrs. Pruitt at the bakery had already begun upon the plum cakes, and the smell of them went up and down the lanes like a friendly ghost. Milo went about his round with the pole over his shoulder, whistling on his tin whistle, which was the only tune he knew, and which was called, as far as anybody could tell, “The Lamplighter’s Walk.”

He lit Lamp One at the church gate and Lamp Two beside the inn. He lit Three, Four, and Five, and gave Lamp Six its polite word at the pump, and it took the flame at once, as it did for him and for nobody else. By the time he reached Lamp Thirteen, at the far end of Candle Lane where the cobbles gave out and the hill began, the sky had gone the deep colour of plums, and the first star had come out above the chimneys like a pin pushed through blue cloth.

Milo looked up, as he always did, to see whether the moon had risen. She had. She was a few days short of full, lopsided and bright, hanging low above the eastern hill. But as he watched, something happened that had never happened in all his eleven years, or thereabouts. The moon flickered. It was the smallest of flickers, the sort a candle makes when somebody opens a door in another room, and it was over almost before it began.

“That’s odd,” said Milo to Lamp Thirteen.

Lamp Thirteen said nothing, being made of iron and glass. But Milo could not shake the feeling, as he reached up to open its little door, that the lamp had been waiting for him, and that something inside it had been waiting too.
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Eleven-year-old Milo has always felt different—
as if the stars whisper his name and the moon holds
secrets only he can hear. When a mysterious event
draws him to the magical realm of Moonfall, Milo
discovers a world beyond his imagination, filled with
ancient powers, hidden dangers, and a destiny he never
expected.

With his loyal dog by his side, Milo must face
powerful forces, uncover the truth about his past,
and learn what it truly means to be a hero. But in
Moonfall, nothing is as it seems, and the greatest
challenge may be trusting his own heart.

Some destinies are written in the stars.
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