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Chapter I – The Lanterns Beneath the Sky

	The traveler arrived just as dusk settled over the valley, that quiet hour when the world holds its breath before giving itself to night. He had walked all day along winding paths, following nothing more than a gentle instinct—an unnamed longing that tugged at him like a soft hand guiding him onward.

	The valley lay below him like a bowl carved from twilight itself, calm and wide, and painted in shades of blue that deepened with every passing moment. A cool breeze rustled through the tall grasses, carrying with it the delicate scent of pine and distant rain. He watched as a scattering of fireflies blinked into existence.

	And then he saw them. Not fireflies. Not stars.

	Lanterns.

	Tiny lights, drifting upward from the center of the valley, each glowing with a steady, tender warmth. They rose slowly, gently, as if careful not to disturb the quiet that blanketed the world. Soft orbs—some round, some shaped like long paper teardrops—glowed in colors of moonlit amber, pale gold, and starlit white.

	The traveler felt a hush settle inside him.

	As if, somewhere between one heartbeat and the next, the valley had recognized him.

	He stepped down the slope one slow breath at a time. The closer he came, the more lanterns he saw—dozens, then hundreds—floating upward in a silent procession. Their glow brushed his skin like warm fingertips. Their movement was unhurried, serene, as though time itself had softened for the night.

	At the base of the valley lay a small village, though village was almost too loud a word. It was a collection of cottages with curved stone pathways and gardens where lavender grew in half-wild clusters. Light spilled from windows like soft honey.

	A woman sat at the edge of the lantern field, tying a final knot in the string of a white lantern. When she lifted her head, she smiled with the ease of someone who had long ago learned how to give softness to the world.

	“Welcome,” she said. Her voice drifted like a warm breeze.
 “You’re just in time.”

	“In time for what?” the traveler asked.

	She gestured to the lanterns rising into the violet sky.
 “For the releasing. Every evening, as daylight fades, we send our hopes into the sky. Not wishes, exactly. Hopes are gentler. Less demanding. They simply ask for space to bloom.”

	The traveler watched another lantern lift itself into the darkening air.
 “What hope did you place inside yours?”

	“That tomorrow breaks a little softer than today,” she said.
 “Sometimes that’s all a person needs.”

	Her words settled in him like a warm stone.

	The woman rose and held out a small lantern. It glowed faintly, its light pulsing in a calm rhythm, as if breathing.
 “This one is for you.”

	“I… don’t have anything to hope for,” he said quietly.
 He hadn’t expected to admit it, yet the valley's gentleness loosened things inside him.

	“That’s all right,” she replied. “Then let the lantern hope for you. They have a way of knowing what we forget to name.”

	Unsure, but softened by her warmth, he took the lantern in both hands. The light seeped through his fingers, warm but not hot, and with it came a memory of something he had lost long ago—the quiet comfort of feeling guided, safe, seen. He closed his eyes for a breath and let the sensation wash through him.

	“Just place it on the breeze,” she said.
 “It will know where to go.”

	The traveler lifted the lantern and released it.
 For a moment, it hovered at chest height, as if hesitant to leave him.
 Then slowly—ever so gently—it rose.

	Up.
 And up.
 And up.

	The traveler felt something inside him rise with it.

	“What will happen to it?” he asked.

	“Nothing dramatic,” she said with a small smile. “It will drift, and glow, and carry your quietest longing. And someday, when you’re ready, you’ll notice something in your life shift—very softly. Like a door opening without sound.”

	The lanterns above spread out like a constellation being born in real time. The valley bathed in their glow until the night shone with its own soft magic.

	The traveler sat down beside the woman and watched the procession continue. No one hurried. No one demanded. The world turned slow, easy, gentle.

	After a long moment, the woman spoke again.
 “People come here when they’ve forgotten how to breathe. The valley teaches them again.”
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