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            INTRODUCTION: THE BOY WHO DREAMED OF LIGHTNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain came down in silver sheets across the rooftops of the tiny mountain village. It hissed and rattled against wooden shutters and splashed into puddles that rippled in the flickering light of lanterns. Inside one of those homes, a young boy stood at the window, his face pressed close to the glass. His name was Nikola, and storms were his favorite kind of magic.

      Outside, the dark sky rumbled like a sleeping giant stirring from a long nap. Each flash of lightning split the clouds open for a heartbeat, revealing the rolling hills that surrounded the village. The light was bright enough to turn night into day for an instant, then gone again before anyone could blink. To most children, that might have been frightening—but to Nikola, it was thrilling. He could feel the power of the storm hum through the air. It was wild, unstoppable, and alive.

      The wind whipped through the trees, bending them until their branches looked like they were bowing toward the earth. The sound made the small house creak, but Nikola didn’t flinch. He counted the seconds between the flash and the crash of thunder. One... two… three… The thunder exploded, shaking the walls. He grinned. The closer the sound came to the light, the nearer the storm was. He wanted to know everything about it—what made the lightning streak across the sky, where the thunder came from, why the rain seemed endless.

      His mother called from the next room, telling him to step away from the window, but he couldn’t. The air smelled sharp and clean, like metal and rain mixed together. It felt like the whole world was being recharged. Something inside him stirred too—something curious and restless. He didn’t have words for it yet, but it was the beginning of the questions that would one day fill his notebooks and shape his inventions.

      Outside, the river that ran through the village swelled, its waters swirling faster than usual. A flash of light illuminated the church steeple on the hill, then another lit up the rows of tiny houses below. Nikola could see the reflections of lightning in the puddles, spreading and vanishing in a blink. Each flash seemed to speak in its own secret language. He wondered if the sky was trying to tell him something—if those jagged bursts of light were messages only he could see.

      The other children in the village often hid under blankets during storms, but Nikola wanted to be closer to the sky. He pressed his hand against the windowpane, feeling the vibration of the thunder travel through the glass. He imagined what it would be like to touch that lightning, to hold it, to understand how it worked. It wasn’t fear that filled him—it was curiosity, the kind that makes a person’s heart race not from panic but from possibility.

      His father entered quietly, holding a small oil lamp. The flickering flame painted warm shadows across the room. “You’ll catch a cold,” he warned gently, setting the lamp on the table. But even his father smiled a little, seeing the boy’s fascination. Nikola barely noticed him. His thoughts were racing faster than the storm outside.

      The thunder cracked again, close enough to make the lamp flicker. Nikola turned to his father. “It’s like the sky is full of fire,” he said. “But where does it come from?”

      His father chuckled softly. “That’s a question for wise men and scientists,” he replied. “Not boys staring at windows in the middle of a storm.”

      Nikola didn’t argue, but he kept watching. Something inside him refused to believe that only “wise men” could understand such things. Every flash made him feel as though he was closer to figuring it out. He was small and the storm was vast, yet he felt connected to it—like the lightning didn’t just strike the earth; it struck a spark inside him too.

      The night wore on, and the rain softened to a steady drizzle. The thunder moved farther into the hills. The family house, built strong with thick beams, seemed to sigh in relief. His mother tucked the youngest children into bed and whispered old village stories about lightning and spirits. Nikola listened from the doorway, not to be scared, but to collect ideas. Stories were like puzzles to him—pieces of truth hidden inside legends. If lightning wasn’t the work of spirits, then what was it? The idea that something invisible could create light and sound fascinated him.

      When the storm finally drifted away, Nikola stepped outside into the cool, damp air. The clouds were breaking apart, and between them, stars began to shine. The world looked freshly washed, every leaf dripping with silver droplets. He could still smell smoke from the chimney and the faint scent of rain-soaked earth. Somewhere in the distance, frogs croaked in the flooded grass. It was quiet again, but his thoughts were loud.

      He crouched near a puddle and saw his reflection ripple in the water. When he moved his hand through it, the image disappeared, just like the flashes of lightning had vanished. That, too, made him think. Things could appear and disappear, energy could move and change, and perhaps, if he studied long enough, he could understand how to guide it.

      His mother’s voice floated from the doorway, calling him back inside. He hesitated, wanting just one more look at the clearing sky. The last faint rumble echoed in the distance, like the sky giving a final goodbye. He felt grateful for the storm—for the excitement it brought, for the questions it left behind.

      Inside, the house was quiet except for the slow ticking of a clock. His siblings were asleep, and his father had returned to his books. Nikola climbed into bed but couldn’t stop thinking about what he had seen. Every bright flash played again in his mind like a moving picture. He wondered if people would ever be able to use that power—to make it flow through wires or light up houses. That thought made his chest feel warm, the way a candle glows behind its glass.

      As the rain faded to a whisper outside, he whispered to himself, “One day, I’ll understand the lightning.” It wasn’t a boast or a wish. It was a promise.
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            A VILLAGE IN THE MOUNTAINS

          

        

      

    

    
      In the middle of the 1800s, tucked between green mountains and silver streams, there was a small village called Smiljan. It wasn’t a place marked on many maps, and travelers often passed it by without noticing. The roads were rough, made of packed dirt that turned to mud in the rain. Houses were simple, built from wood and stone, with slanted roofs to keep the snow from piling too high in winter. People there didn’t have much, but what they had, they built with their own hands.

      The air in Smiljan carried the smell of pine and wildflowers in summer, and woodsmoke and frost in winter. When the wind blew down from the mountains, it whistled through the tall grass and made the fields seem alive. Streams tumbled over smooth stones, feeding into rivers that glimmered in the sunlight. It was quiet most days, except for the sounds of animals—cows lowing in the meadows, hens clucking in the yards, dogs barking at shadows. Life moved at the pace of the seasons.

      In that peaceful place, Nikola Tesla was born on a stormy night in July of 1856. His family’s house stood near the edge of the village, close enough to the church that his father could hear the bells from his study window. The home was modest but sturdy, with thick walls and a warm kitchen where his mother worked. A small garden grew behind it, filled with herbs and vegetables that she tended carefully. Chickens pecked at the dirt near the door, and the scent of baking bread sometimes drifted into the yard.

      Electric light didn’t exist yet. Evenings in Smiljan were lit by candles or oil lamps that cast soft golden circles on the walls. When the sun went down, people gathered around fireplaces or sat outside under the stars, telling stories or singing old songs. The night sky was darker and clearer than most people see today. Every star looked sharp, and the Milky Way stretched across the heavens like a shining river. It was a quiet world—one where thought and imagination had room to wander.

      The people of Smiljan were hard-working and practical. They farmed, kept animals, and made nearly everything they needed themselves. The winters were long and cold, with snow covering the rooftops until the chimneys were the only things visible in white drifts. During those months, families stayed close indoors, fixing tools, mending clothes, and preparing for spring. Children learned early to help with chores, carrying water from the well, feeding animals, and cutting wood. Even young Nikola would have grown up surrounded by the steady rhythm of village life—work, rest, and wonder in between.

      Though small, Smiljan was surrounded by a vast landscape that seemed endless to a child. The mountains rose like sleeping giants, their slopes thick with forests. Streams carved winding paths through the valleys, and meadows bloomed with colors every spring. The natural world pressed close on every side, teaching its quiet lessons. There were no factories, no telegraphs, no railways yet. The closest city was hours away by horse or cart. For Nikola, that isolation was not a burden—it was a gift. It gave him space to think and listen to the world’s quiet sounds.

      The church stood at the heart of the village, its white walls bright against the hills. It was more than a place of worship—it was the center of community life. Weddings, baptisms, and gatherings all happened there. Nikola’s father was the priest, a tall man with a deep voice and a love of words. When he spoke, people listened. He filled the small church with the sound of stories and lessons, teaching not just faith but language and thought. His sermons mixed philosophy, poetry, and moral tales, and even as a boy, Nikola listened closely, storing away the rhythm of his father’s words.

      Across the village, life was simple but not easy. Each season brought new challenges. Spring meant planting and mending fences; summer brought storms that sometimes destroyed crops; autumn was harvest time, and winter demanded endurance. Yet there was beauty in it too. People knew the value of what they had. A loaf of bread fresh from the oven, a warm coat patched by hand, a full barn after harvest—all these were small victories that made the hard work worth it.

      The children of Smiljan grew up close to nature. They climbed trees, chased sheep, and skipped stones in the creeks. They learned the sounds of the forest—the difference between the cry of an eagle and the whisper of a fox’s paws on leaves. They knew when rain was coming by the color of the clouds and when snow would fall by the silence of the air. It was a kind of knowledge that came not from books, but from paying attention. That same habit—of noticing everything—would later guide Tesla’s life as an inventor.

      There were stories that traveled through Smiljan, too—tales of spirits, storms, and the mysterious powers of the earth. The villagers didn’t have science to explain everything, so they gave names and faces to the forces of nature. Lightning was seen as both a danger and a wonder. Some believed it carried messages from beyond the mountains. On summer nights when thunder rolled across the valley, families would stay indoors, whispering prayers and watching the flashes through their shutters. For a young boy like Nikola, those storms weren’t frightening—they were fascinating. Each strike seemed to light up the hidden power of the world.

      Travel was rare, but sometimes traders came through with goods from distant cities—fabrics, tools, even books. Those moments connected the quiet village to the wider world. Tesla’s father, being educated, often spoke with travelers and collected what knowledge he could. Their stories about cities filled with people and machines must have sparked Nikola’s imagination. In Smiljan, even small details—like a stranger’s tale of a ship powered by steam—could inspire weeks of thought.

      Daily life in Smiljan might seem slow to someone today, but it was full of meaning. Every task mattered, every action connected to survival. When Nikola helped fetch water, he saw how the bucket filled from the well. When he gathered wood, he noticed how the smallest branch could feed the biggest flame. His surroundings taught him lessons about balance, motion, and cause and effect long before he learned those words in school.

      At night, when the wind settled and the house grew still, the only sounds were the creak of the roof beams and the far-off call of an owl. The stars looked endless, and the Milky Way stretched across the sky like a glowing path. In that silence, the mind could wander freely. The young boy who would one day light up the world was born into a place lit only by fire and stars—a world where mystery and simplicity existed side by side.

      His family

      In the heart of that quiet village stood a home filled not only with warmth but with words, ideas, and invention. It was here that Nikola Tesla’s family lived—a family that blended two very different kinds of brilliance. His father, Milutin Tesla, carried the calm authority of a priest, while his mother, Đuka, possessed a creative spirit that never seemed to rest. Between the two of them, Nikola grew up in a world where imagination and discipline shared the same table.

      Milutin’s study was the kind of place that drew attention the moment one stepped inside. The walls were lined with books—thick volumes of theology, history, and literature written in several languages. The air always carried the faint smell of ink and parchment. Milutin loved the written word. He spoke in careful sentences and wrote with precision, his quill scratching steadily across the paper. To him, words were tools, each one chosen to shape meaning, to reach hearts and minds.

      Every Sunday, he led services at the church in Smiljan, his deep voice echoing through the stone walls. People said that when he spoke, his words filled the room like music. He could make an idea sound like a story and a story sound like truth. At home, that same voice turned gentle when he read to his children. He recited poems, fables, and passages from scripture with care, giving each word its rhythm and weight. His language was poetic but exact, and Nikola learned to love the sound of it.

      Milutin expected his children to think, not just to know. He asked questions at the dinner table that made them pause before answering. Why does the sun move across the sky? What makes a bird stay in the air? What does it mean to understand something fully? Nikola didn’t always have the answers, but he liked trying to find them. His father believed that a sharp mind was just as important as strong hands. He often told his children that ideas could be built like machines—piece by piece, until they worked smoothly.

      But there was another kind of creativity in the Tesla home, one that didn’t come from books or sermons. It came from Nikola’s mother.

      Đuka Tesla was known in the village for her skill and cleverness. She had no formal education, yet she could design and make nearly anything her household needed. When a tool broke, she didn’t throw it away—she repaired it, often improving its design. When the family needed a new gadget or utensil, she shaped one from wood, cloth, or metal scraps. Her hands worked quickly, guided by thought as much as instinct.

      She invented practical things—a way to spin thread faster, a better butter churn, a new design for kitchen tools that saved time and effort. None of these were written down or patented; they were the quiet inventions of everyday life. Nikola would watch her as she worked, noticing how she studied each problem before deciding what to do. She’d hold an object, turn it in her hands, and then say softly, “There’s always a way to make it better.”

      That phrase stayed with him.

      Her creativity wasn’t just in what she made, but in how she thought. She had an extraordinary memory, able to recall long poems and stories after hearing them only once. She could tell entire tales from memory, her voice calm and measured, her words detailed and vivid. When she spoke, her children listened closely. She didn’t use big gestures or loud tones—just quiet confidence, as if every story was a truth worth keeping.

      Nikola often said later that his mother’s mind was as inventive as any scientist’s. She could see how things worked without needing blueprints or measurements. Her inventions didn’t light cities, but they lit her family’s daily life. From her, Nikola learned that creation didn’t need permission. It could begin with curiosity and the willingness to try.

      Evenings in the Tesla home often reflected both parents’ influence. His father might be writing a sermon by the soft glow of the lamp, while his mother mended clothes or built something new for the house. Each worked in silence, but their silence wasn’t empty. It was thoughtful, steady, and filled with purpose. The children played nearby or read books borrowed from the church, surrounded by that mix of language and invention.

      When something broke—a latch, a pot handle, or a clock—Milutin and Đuka approached it differently. Milutin analyzed it with words; he described the problem in detail, thinking aloud. Đuka, meanwhile, examined it quietly, turning it over, feeling its weight, finding what was loose or bent. Sometimes she fixed things while her husband was still explaining what went wrong. They laughed about it often. Their minds worked differently, but they respected each other completely.

      From his father, Nikola learned structure. From his
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