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The city of Ashal moved differently after sunset.

During the day, it was loud with merchants shouting prices across crowded alleys, children racing barefoot beside the riverbanks, and camels groaning beneath towers of spice baskets. But when evening descended upon the sandstone streets, the city softened into something gentler. Lanterns began glowing one by one across balconies and archways, their amber lights flickering like tiny stars trapped beneath the earth.

Kael Mareth preferred the city at night.

The noise faded. The air cooled. People smiled more sincerely after dark.

And most importantly, the lanterns came alive.

He sat cross-legged inside his small workshop near the southern market, carefully polishing a crescent-shaped glass panel with a worn cloth. Golden reflections shimmered over his fingers while dozens of unfinished lanterns surrounded him on wooden shelves.

Some were painted blue like river water. Others carried delicate carvings shaped like moonflowers and birds.

His late father used to say every lantern held a soul of its own.

Kael never knew if that was true.

But he liked pretending it was.

Outside the workshop window, distant music floated through the streets. The night market had begun.

“Kael!”

A familiar voice echoed from outside.

A second later, the workshop curtain swung open violently.

Nerisa Vale stepped inside carrying three folded parcels beneath one arm and a bag of dates in the other. Sand dust covered her boots, and strands of dark hair escaped from beneath her desert scarf.

“You’re still working?” she asked.

Kael looked up calmly. “You’re still shouting?”

“I shout because you never listen.”

“You shout even when I do.”

“That is also true.”

She grinned proudly before dropping the parcels onto his worktable.

Kael sighed. “Please tell me those aren’t more deliveries.”

“Only two.”

“There are three.”

“One is mine.”

“You made me nervous for nothing.”

“You look nervous all the time.”

Kael ignored the comment and returned to polishing the lantern glass.

Nerisa walked around the workshop, examining the unfinished pieces hanging from the ceiling.

“You know,” she said softly, “one day your lanterns are going to end up inside the palace.”

Kael smiled faintly. “And one day you’ll stop exaggerating.”

“I’m serious.”

“You also once said a goat in the eastern district could predict rain.”

“It predicted correctly twice.”

“That was coincidence.”

“That was talent.”

Kael shook his head, unable to hide a quiet laugh.

For a brief moment, the workshop felt warm in a way that had nothing to do with lantern light.

Nerisa noticed the expression on his face and smiled more gently.

“There,” she said. “You finally look alive.”

Kael lowered his eyes toward the lantern in his hands.

Sometimes he forgot other people noticed things like that.

Since his father’s passing three years earlier, silence had become easier for him than conversation. He spent most days building lanterns alone, speaking only when necessary.

Yet Nerisa always found ways to drag him back into the world.

Even when he resisted.

Especially when he resisted.

Outside, the market drums grew louder.

Nerisa suddenly clapped her hands together.

“Come on.”

Kael blinked. “What?”

“The night market.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“I still have work.”

“You’ve been working since sunrise.”

“And?”

“And normal humans rest occasionally.”

“I’m not normal.”

“That part is obvious.”

Kael tried not to smile again.

Tried and failed.

Nerisa pointed toward him dramatically. “See? You need the market. Fresh air. Human interaction. Maybe even happiness.”

“Happiness sounds expensive.”

“Not tonight.”

Before Kael could object further, Nerisa grabbed his wrist and pulled him toward the door.

“Wait—my tools—”

“They won’t run away.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Kael.”

“What?”

“You build lanterns for a living.”

“...Fair point.”

The streets of Ashal glowed beautifully beneath the moon.

Fabric canopies stretched above narrow alleys while golden lamps swayed gently in the desert wind. Merchants sold cinnamon tea, silver jewelry, painted fabrics, carved instruments, and sweet honey bread dusted with crushed nuts.

The scent of roasted almonds filled the air.

Kael walked quietly beside Nerisa through the crowd while musicians played lively melodies nearby.

Children ran past them holding paper lanterns shaped like stars.

For the first time that day, Kael felt his chest loosen slightly.

“This place gets louder every week,” he murmured.

“That means people still have hope,” Nerisa replied.

He glanced at her.

“That was unexpectedly wise.”

“I have many hidden talents.”

“You mean the goat thing?”

“The goat was gifted.”

Kael laughed quietly again.

They stopped beside a tea stall where an elderly man poured steaming drinks into tiny blue cups.

Nerisa accepted one immediately.

Kael hesitated.

“You need to stop thinking before every decision,” Nerisa said.

“I like thinking.”

“You think too much.”

“And you think too little.”

“Balance.”

She handed him a cup.

The tea smelled of mint and cloves.

Warmth spread through Kael’s hands as he held it.

Around them, the market pulsed with life.

A storyteller performed near a fountain while travelers gathered around carpets covered in strange artifacts from distant cities. Musicians played curved string instruments beneath hanging lanterns.

For a moment, Kael simply watched.

And wondered why beauty always felt temporary.

His eyes drifted upward toward the moon hanging above the city.

Bright.

Lonely.

Silent.

Just like every night before it.

Then something unusual caught his attention.

At the far edge of the market, beyond the brighter merchant stalls, stood an old staircase descending underground.

Half-hidden beneath torn curtains.

Kael frowned slightly.

“That passage was closed before,” he said.

Nerisa followed his gaze. “Probably storage rooms.”

“No...”

Something about it felt strange.

The entrance seemed older than the surrounding buildings. Ancient carvings lined the stone walls beside the stairs, nearly erased by time and sand.

And faintly—

Very faintly—

A golden light flickered below.

Nerisa noticed his expression immediately.

“Oh no,” she sighed.

“What?”

“You have the face.”

“What face?”

“The curious face.”

“I do not have a curious face.”

“You absolutely do.”

Kael stared toward the underground passage again.

The light below flickered once more.

Like a lantern moving in darkness.

Nerisa crossed her arms. “If we get murdered underground, I want history to remember this was your idea.”

“We’re not going to get murdered.”

“That’s comforting. Completely unsupported, but comforting.”

Kael stepped toward the staircase.

After a long sigh, Nerisa followed.

The sounds of the market slowly faded as they descended beneath the city.

Cool air replaced the desert warmth above.

Dust covered the narrow stone steps, and the walls carried faded symbols Kael didn’t recognize. The deeper they walked, the quieter everything became.

Until only their footsteps remained.

Then—

Music.

Soft.

Distant.

A slow melody played somewhere below them.

Nerisa immediately moved closer to Kael.

“That,” she whispered, “is exactly how terrifying stories begin.”

Kael swallowed uneasily.

But he kept walking.

At the bottom of the staircase, they discovered an underground chamber hidden beneath the market.

The room was enormous.

Old shelves leaned crookedly against sandstone walls while forgotten objects lay buried beneath layers of dust: broken statues, ancient jars, cracked mirrors, rolled carpets, rusted instruments.

An underground antique market.

Or what remained of one.

Several lanterns glowed dimly around the chamber.

And near the center sat a single old man wrapped in dark robes.

Playing a strange silver instrument.

The melody stopped the moment he noticed them.

Silence filled the room.

The old man lifted his eyes slowly.

“...Visitors,” he murmured.

His voice sounded dry as parchment.

Nerisa gave the smallest possible wave.

“Hello,” she said cautiously.

The old man studied them carefully before his gaze settled on Kael.

Not his face.

His hands.

Specifically the small burn marks covering his fingers from years of lantern-making.

The old man’s expression shifted slightly.

“You build light,” he said quietly.

Kael blinked.

“...Lanterns.”

“Yes.”

The old man stood slowly, joints cracking softly beneath his robes.

Then he pointed toward the deepest corner of the chamber.

“There is something waiting for you there.”

Nerisa immediately whispered, “We should leave.”

Kael ignored her.

His heartbeat had begun to rise for reasons he could not explain.

The deepest corner of the chamber remained hidden beneath shadows.

Only one faint golden light flickered there.

Slowly, Kael approached.

Dust stirred beneath his boots.

And then he saw it.

A lantern.

Unlike any he had ever seen before.

Its frame appeared forged from dark silver rather than bronze. Strange crescent patterns curved across the surface, and the glass panels shimmered faintly with moving golden colors beneath the dust.

Almost like liquid sunlight trapped inside.

Kael reached toward it carefully.

The moment his fingers touched the lantern—

The light inside suddenly ignited.

Nerisa gasped.

The chamber walls flashed gold for a single terrifying second.

And somewhere deep beneath the city...

Something awakened.

The golden light vanished as quickly as it appeared.

Darkness rushed back into the underground chamber, leaving only the weak glow of surrounding lanterns trembling against the walls.

Kael froze.

His fingertips still rested against the strange silver lantern, but now the metal felt warm beneath his skin. Not burning.

Alive.

Behind him, Nerisa grabbed his arm instantly.

“Kael.”

Her voice had lost its usual humor.

“What was that?”

“I...” He swallowed. “I don’t know.”

The old man near the center of the chamber watched them silently, his expression unreadable beneath the hanging shadows.

Dust drifted slowly through the air.

Then came the sound again.

A low rumble.

Not loud enough to shake the room, but deep enough for Kael to feel it beneath his feet.

Nerisa stepped backward immediately. “No. Absolutely not. That sound means we leave.”

Kael finally pulled his hand away from the lantern.

The golden glow inside it dimmed slightly, though faint streams of light still moved beneath the glass like flowing threads.

“...It reacted,” he murmured.

“Very observant,” Nerisa whispered sharply. “Can we survive the observation first?”

Kael looked toward the old man.

“What is this lantern?”

The old man did not answer immediately.

Instead, he slowly approached them, the silver instrument still hanging from his shoulder by a faded strap.

Up close, he looked impossibly old.

Deep lines marked his face like cracks in dry earth, and his pale eyes reflected the lantern light strangely, almost silver themselves.

Finally, he spoke.

“Many years ago,” he said quietly, “before Ashal became a city of trade and crowded streets, travelers crossed these deserts guided only by stars.”

Nerisa looked exhausted already. “Why do mysterious old men always begin stories like that?”

The old man ignored her completely.

“There were lantern keepers back then,” he continued. “People who carried sacred lights across the dunes during the moonless seasons.”

Kael listened carefully.

“Most lanterns were ordinary,” the old man said. “But a few were made differently.”

His gaze lowered toward the silver lantern.

“They remembered.”

Silence settled again.

Nerisa blinked twice. “I’m sorry... remembered what?”

“Voices. Places. Fragments of time.”

“That explanation somehow made less sense.”

Kael crouched beside the lantern again.

The crescent carvings along its frame seemed clearer now, as if the light inside had awakened hidden details beneath the dust.

He noticed tiny symbols etched into the metal.

Not random marks.

Writing.

Ancient writing.

“You can read this?” Kael asked softly.

The old man nodded once.

“Part of it.”

“What does it say?”

The old man’s expression darkened faintly.

“It carries the name Sahmara.”

The room grew still.

Even Nerisa stopped speaking for once.

Kael had heard the name before.

Everyone in Ilyra had.

Sahmara.

The lost city of the southern desert.

Children grew up hearing stories about it beside evening fires. Some tales claimed the city vanished beneath the sand centuries ago. Others insisted it never existed at all.

But the oldest stories described Sahmara differently.

A city that listened.

A city that remembered every voice that entered its walls.

Kael looked back toward the lantern slowly.

“You think this came from there?”

“I know it did.”

Nerisa folded her arms tightly. “Alright. Wonderful. Haunted magical desert lantern from a possibly imaginary city. I officially dislike this evening.”

The old man actually smiled slightly at that.

“A wise instinct.”

Kael remained focused on the lantern.

“Why did it react to me?”

The old man studied him for several seconds before answering.

“Because it chose to.”

Nerisa groaned softly. “Of course it did.”

Kael ignored her again.

Something strange stirred inside him as he stared at the lantern. Not fear exactly.

Recognition.

As though he had seen it before in a dream he could no longer remember.

Then suddenly—

The lantern flickered again.

A pulse of golden light swept across the chamber walls.

And for one impossible moment—

Kael heard a voice.

“...find me...”

Soft.

Distant.

Almost carried by wind.

He jerked backward instantly.

Nerisa grabbed his shoulder. “What happened?”

Kael stared at the lantern, breathing unevenly.

“I heard something.”

The old man’s expression changed immediately.

“What did it say?”

Kael hesitated.

“...Find me.”

Silence.

The old man slowly closed his eyes.

“So it has begun.”

Nerisa looked between them in disbelief. “Could someone please explain literally anything?”

But before anyone answered—

A violent crash echoed from above.

Dust rained from the ceiling.

Nerisa spun toward the staircase instantly. “That sounded bad.”

Another sound followed.

Heavy footsteps.

Multiple people descending rapidly into the underground chamber.

The old man’s face hardened.

“They came sooner than I expected.”

“Who?” Kael asked.

The old man moved quickly toward a nearby shelf, far quicker than someone his age should have been capable of moving.

“The lantern seekers.”

Nerisa blinked. “The what?”

“No time.”

The old man grabbed Kael firmly by the wrist and pushed the silver lantern into his arms.

The moment Kael held it fully, warmth surged through the metal frame again.

“You must leave,” the old man said urgently.

Kael frowned. “Wait—”

“Listen carefully.” The old man’s voice lowered. “Do not let them take the lantern.”

The footsteps grew louder.

Shadows moved across the staircase entrance.

Nerisa instinctively reached for the small dagger hidden beneath her scarf belt.

“...I knew tonight felt cursed,” she muttered.

Three figures emerged from the darkness above.

Tall.

Wrapped in pale desert robes.

Their faces hidden beneath veils marked with silver symbols.

Kael immediately felt the atmosphere in the room change.

Cold.

Sharp.

Dangerous.

The figure in front stepped forward slowly.

Then stopped the moment he saw the lantern in Kael’s hands.

For several long seconds, nobody moved.

Finally, the masked stranger spoke.

“That lantern,” he said calmly, “does not belong to you.”

His voice carried quiet authority.

Kael tightened his grip unconsciously.

The old man stepped between them.

“It belongs to the one it awakened for.”

The stranger’s eyes narrowed slightly behind the veil.

“So it truly responded.”

Another masked figure glanced toward Kael carefully.

“He’s young.”

“Age changes nothing,” the leader replied.

Nerisa leaned toward Kael slightly. “I don’t like any of this.”

“I noticed.”

The leader extended one hand calmly.

“Give us the lantern,” he said. “And you may leave safely.”

Kael’s heartbeat quickened.

Every instinct told him to hand it over.

To walk away.

Return to his quiet workshop.

Forget this entire night ever happened.

Yet the moment he looked down at the lantern again—

The faint golden light inside seemed to pulse gently against his hands.

Like a heartbeat.

And somehow...

It felt afraid.

Kael lifted his eyes slowly toward the masked strangers.

“...No.”

Nerisa stared at him. “That’s the decision you made?”

The chamber became deathly quiet.

The masked leader lowered his hand.

“A dangerous answer.”

The old man suddenly struck the floor once with the base of his silver instrument.

A loud metallic sound rang through the underground chamber.

Instantly, several lanterns around the room exploded into blinding light.

The strangers staggered backward.

“RUN!” the old man shouted.

Nerisa did not hesitate.

She grabbed Kael’s sleeve violently and pulled him toward a narrow corridor hidden behind the shelves.

Footsteps thundered behind them immediately.

Kael clutched the lantern tightly against his chest as they sprinted through the dark passageway.

The corridor twisted sharply beneath the city, illuminated only by the silver lantern’s growing glow.

Behind them came shouting.

Then the sound of pursuit.

Nerisa looked over her shoulder once.

“They’re following us!”

“That’s usually what happens when people chase you!”

“This is not the time for sarcasm!”

“It’s exactly the time!”

The tunnel curved again.

Ahead, faint moonlight appeared.

An exit.

Kael pushed himself faster.

The moment they burst from the underground passage, cold night air struck their faces.

They emerged into a narrow alley several streets away from the market.

Nerisa bent forward breathing heavily.

Kael turned back toward the hidden tunnel entrance.

Darkness remained still inside.

No footsteps.

No voices.

Only silence.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Nerisa straightened slowly and pointed at the lantern in his hands.

“...You realize our lives became significantly worse approximately ten minutes after touching that thing.”

Kael stared down at the silver lantern in his hands.

The surface no longer looked ancient and lifeless like before. Thin golden lines now flowed softly beneath the metal carvings, illuminating the crescent symbols one by one.

Like veins carrying light instead of blood.

The alley around them remained silent except for their breathing and the distant sounds of the market several streets away.

Nerisa folded her arms tightly.

“Well?” she asked.

“Well what?”

“Are we going to discuss the terrifying glowing object we just stole from mysterious underground people?”

Kael blinked once. “Technically, I didn’t steal it.”

“They chased us.”

“That does complicate the argument.”

Nerisa stared at him in disbelief.

“How are you calm right now?”

“I’m not calm.”

“You look calm.”

“I panic quietly.”

“That is deeply concerning.”

Kael finally allowed himself a weak smile, though it vanished quickly.

Because beneath the humor—

He was frightened.

Not only because of the masked strangers.

Not only because the lantern reacted to him.

But because of the voice.

Find me.
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