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On Samhain night the lamps of Brannock’s Ford were lit an hour early, and Corinne Ashdown lit every one of them herself. She went down the length of the village with her long brass pole and her tinderbox as the light failed over the valley, from the mill bridge to the smithy to the crooked lane behind the Wheatsheaf, reaching up to each iron cage on its post and coaxing the wick until the flame stood up straight and steady behind the glass. There were forty-one lamps in the village. She had lit them every dusk for twelve years, through flood and frost and the long white months when the snow came up to the sills, and she could have walked the round with her eyes shut. Tonight she did it slowly, because tonight was the last thing she would do in the village before she left it.

Down in the common the Samhain fires were already going up. The mill hands had been dragging deadfall out of the beech wood all week, and the men had built three great stacks of it in a row across the green, and now the flames were climbing them, orange and roaring, throwing sparks up into the cold blue air. People stood around them in their good cloaks, passing jugs of cider and roasting chestnuts in iron pans, and the smell of woodsmoke and apples hung over everything. Someone was playing a fiddle by the middle fire. The carved turnip faces on every doorstep grinned at her with candles in their mouths as she went by.

She was thirty-four years old, and she was the village lamplighter, which in Brannock’s Ford was an odd sort of office, half servant and half priestess, and wholly solitary. Lamplighters kept the hours of the dark. They slept through the bright middle of the day and walked the lanes at dusk and again before dawn, and they did not, as a rule, marry, because no one wanted a wife who went out at the hour when supper was put on the table. Corinne had told herself for years that she did not mind. Mostly it was true. She liked the dark and the quiet, and the small private satisfaction of watching a village come alight under her hands, one window and one lamp at a time. It was only some nights, standing alone on the mill bridge with all the windows golden around her and every one of them full of other people’s lives, that she felt the cold get in under her cloak.

She was a big, soft, curving woman, and she had stopped apologizing for it about the same time she stopped expecting anyone to court her. Her skin was a warm brown that the summer turned darker, and her hair was black and thickly curled and very long, a great heavy mass of it that fell nearly to her waist when she let it down and that she usually wound up under a knitted cap to keep it out of the lamp flames. Tonight she had let it down. Her eyes were brown and steady, and she had a wide mouth that her mother had always said was made for laughing and her aunt had always said was made for talking back. She was very full in the breast and soft in the belly and wide in the hips, built, as old Bertram Mulley used to say, to carry a ladder up a hill in a gale and not fall over.

Bertram had been lamplighter before her. He had taught her the round when she was a woman of twenty-two with no other prospects and a chip on her shoulder the size of the millstone, and he had carried the Samhain lantern up the mountain thirty-one years running, until his knees gave out. He had died in the spring, in his sleep, at eighty-three. She had lit the lamps the night they buried him with tears running down her face, and nobody in the village had said a word about it, which was how she had known they loved her in their way.

So this year it was her turn to carry the lantern.

The women of the village had dressed her for it in the back room of the Wheatsheaf an hour before dusk, fussing and arguing over her the way they would have over a bride. There was a gown that went with the office, kept in cedar in the reeve’s chest, made of heavy black velvet so old that it had worn soft as a cat’s fur. It had been cut for a woman with a much smaller bosom, and Maud Pellow, who kept the inn, had spent three evenings letting it out with her mouth full of pins. The result fit Corinne like a glove from shoulder to hip and then fell straight to the floor in a long dark pour. The neckline had always plunged in a deep V far below the breasts, nearly to the waist, the velvet edges curving in a heart-shaped line over each breast before they dropped away, but on Corinne the velvet now framed a great deal more than it had on Bertram’s predecessor, and she had stood looking at herself in the inn’s spotted mirror with her face hot, at all that bare brown skin and the deep shadowed line of her cleavage, with only the black velvet edge holding her breasts in.

“It’s too low,” she had said.

“It’s tradition,” Maud had said, with a pin between her teeth. “The keeper goes up in black velvet and the keeper comes down in the morning. Nobody’s going to be looking at you but a pair of old lizards.”

“They’re not old,” said Maud’s daughter from the door, and got shooed away.

Over the gown went the cloak, which was hers and not the village’s: a deep emerald velvet with a wide hood, a gift she had bought herself three winters ago with a whole season’s oil money and never once regretted. It was too fine for the lamp round and she wore it anyway. It fastened at the throat with a silver clasp shaped like a little flame, and it was cut so full that it would not stay on her shoulders. It kept slipping back and baring them to the wind, and she kept hitching it up again, and after a while she gave up and let it hang, draped loose over her shoulders and down both arms nearly to the ground.

When the last lamp in the village was lit, she went to the shrine at the head of the green, where the reeve and the oldest families were waiting for her with the lantern.

It was not a large thing to have so much hung on it. It was a brass storm-lantern with a ring at the top and four panes of thick old glass, the brass worn bright at the handle by two hundred years of hands. Inside it, the reeve lit a fresh wick from a taper, and the taper had been lit from the middle bonfire, and the middle bonfire had been lit that afternoon from the hearth of the oldest house in the valley, which had not been allowed to go out in living memory. That was the kindling. The flame went from the oldest hearth to the bonfire to the lantern, and the lantern went up the mountain, and the dragons took it into their own fire and kept the village’s flame with theirs for another year. In return there was no avalanche on the high road and no wolf in the lambing fields, the winter storms broke on the peaks instead of on the roofs, and the raiders who burned the next valley over in Corinne’s grandmother’s time had never once come down the Ford road.

Everyone knew the story. Everyone in Brannock’s Ford had heard it at a grandparent’s fireside. What the old folk left out of the telling was that the keeper of the lantern stayed the night on the mountain, and came down at dawn, and did not talk about it afterward.

“You remember the words,” said the reeve.

“I remember the words.”

“Bertram always said they’re courteous,” the reeve said, a little helplessly. He was a kind man with a red face who had clearly been dreading this conversation all week. “He said there was never any trouble. Only there’s the two of them now, you know. Since the old lord died. And they don’t love each other.”

“I know.”

“If there’s any trouble, you come straight down.”

“In the dark? Down that road?” She laughed, and took the lantern by its worn ring. The flame sat steady behind the glass, small and bright and orange. “I’ll be fine, Ned. I’m a lamplighter. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s carry a light up a hill.”

The road to Cinderhold went up out of the north end of the valley in long switchbacks cut into the mountain’s flank, and it took her two hours to climb it. The cider and the fiddle faded behind her. The cold came down. The trees thinned and then stopped, and there was only rock and frost and wind, and the enormous dark shape of the mountain against the sky, and the moon coming up huge and orange over the eastern peaks like a coal blown into life. Below her, when she stopped to breathe at the turns, she could see Brannock’s Ford laid out small and golden at the bottom of the valley, her forty-one lamps in their lines and loops, and the three bonfires on the green burning like a row of beacons. She looked at them for a long time at the last turn. Then she turned her back on them and climbed the final stretch to the gate.

Cinderhold had no gate in the ordinary sense. The road simply ran out on a broad shelf of black rock beneath a cliff, and in the face of the cliff was a doorway three times the height of a man, cut square and plain into the stone, with a pair of iron braziers burning on either side of it. There were no guards. There was no door to knock at. Corinne
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