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Prologue — Ashes and Rebirth

The world was burning. Not with the heat of flame, but with the quiet cold of indifference. Kingdoms had fallen to greed, forests were blackened by endless wars, and the cries of the forgotten echoed across the ruined lands. It was into this world that a soul drifted, untethered from its past life, drawn by a force neither divine nor mortal.

When the light swallowed him, there was no pain, only silence. Then came a cry. His own.

A child lay beneath an ancient oak tree, wrapped in a tattered cloth, the sky above him painted with a thousand stars. But he was not alone. A shadow moved through the forest, massive, ancient, and regal. Scales shimmered like molten gold, and two burning eyes watched him from the darkness.

The creature stepped forward, each stride bending the trees as if they bowed in reverence. It was a dragon, a being older than nations, a remnant of a world that men had tried to erase. The dragon lowered its head to the infant, and the world seemed to hold its breath.

Within the child's chest stirred a power, deep, infinite, and wild. The mana of creation pulsed with every heartbeat. The dragon sensed it. In the tiny, helpless being before it, the creature felt something it had not known in centuries: hope.

The dragon wrapped its massive wings around the child, shielding him from the cold. And in that silent night, a bond was forged, not of blood, but of destiny.

That night, before the boy could speak or even lift his head, the forest itself seemed to make a decision. The wind that had carried the smoke of burned kingdoms for years softened as it passed through the oak leaves. Owls that had fled the wars returned to the high branches and watched, silent and curious. A stream that had run thin and bitter through the war-scarred hills ran clear again by morning, as if the land had remembered what clean water tasted like.

Draco, for that was the dragon's name, though the boy would not learn it for some time, did not sleep that first night. He lay with his great head resting near the child, listening to a heartbeat that was somehow both new and ancient. He had seen kings rise with armies at their backs and fall with crowns still on their heads. He had seen priests promise salvation and merchants promise plenty, and he had watched both promises curdle into war. What he heard now was different. It was not a promise. It was a possibility, small and warm, like a coal that had survived a burned house and waited, patiently, for someone willing to tend it.

In the years before, Draco had kept to the deep wild, far from the roads where men marched and burned. He had told himself that the age of dragons was over, and that the best a creature like him could do was to endure, unseen, until the world forgot him entirely. The child changed that calculation without saying a word. A soul that carried creation itself could not be left to the cold, and a dragon who had once believed in nothing but endurance found himself believing, again, in beginnings.

For seven years, the boy grew beneath the dragon's watchful eye in the heart of the wild. He learned to listen to the wind, to run with the forest, to shape flame with his breath. His body became strong, his soul steady as steel.

But even in the forest, destiny whispered. On his seventh birthday, the dragon spoke to him in a voice like rumbling thunder:

"The world beyond these trees awaits you. There is a village lost to time. Go, and let your fire burn a new path."

And so, with a heart blazing like the sun, the boy left the safety of the forest. His journey led him toward a forgotten valley between two rival nations, a place where his legend would begin.

The moonlight followed him as he walked, and the forest sang softly behind him. A dragon watched from the shadows, proud and a little sad.

The child of fire and dragon had taken his first step toward becoming a king.


Chapter 1 — The Wild Years

The boy did not remember being born. He remembered warmth, and gold, and a voice that sounded like stones rolling gently down a mountain. He remembered waking under the oak and finding that the world was very large and very quiet, and that he was not afraid of it, because something larger than the world was watching over him.

Draco did not raise him the way a human parent would. There were no lessons at a table, no small bed, no lullabies sung in a soft voice. There was the forest itself. Draco taught him to listen before he moved, because the wind told the truth before any enemy did. He taught him to run without wasting breath, to climb without shaking the branch, to drink from a stream without muddying it for the next traveller.

The first lessons were almost all silence. Draco would set the boy down at the edge of a clearing at dawn and leave him there, not abandoning him, but watching from a distance the boy could not yet measure. The boy learned to tell the difference between a wind that carried rain and a wind that carried strangers. He learned that a rabbit frozen in the grass was not afraid of him, but of something else moving behind him, and that if he waited, the thing behind him would reveal itself. He learned that the forest was not a quiet place at all. It was a loud place, if you knew how to listen, full of warnings, invitations, and small, honest negotiations between creatures that wanted the same water and the same shade.

"Why do we not hunt the deer?" the boy asked one morning, after watching a doe drink at the stream for a long time without startling.

"Because we do not need to," Draco said. "A king who takes what he does not need teaches his people to do the same. Then there is nothing left, and everyone calls it fate."

The boy thought about that for days. He watched Draco eat sparingly, though a dragon could have taken whole herds, and he watched the forest give back what it was given. When he left berries on a bush, birds came. When he left a stream clean, fish returned. The lesson settled into him the way roots settle into soil, quietly, and then all at once, it held him upright.

The boy learned hunger, too. Not the cruel hunger of a siege, but the honest hunger that comes after honest work. He learned to gather roots and berries without stripping a bush bare. He learned to fish with patience rather than with a spear thrown in anger. When he caught something, he thanked the water in his own small way, because Draco had taught him that a king who takes without gratitude will soon have nothing left to take.

There were days when the rain did not stop and the fire would not catch, and the boy sat shivering under a ledge of rock while Draco curled around him like a living wall. Draco did not fix the rain. He did not breathe fire to dry the boy's clothes in an instant, though he could have. He waited, and he talked, in that slow, stone-rolling voice, about the old world: about dragons who had once guarded mountain passes not for gold, but for the villages below them; about kings who had forgotten that a crown was a promise, not a prize; about forests that had burned because one man wanted a field and did not care what else burned with it.

"Did you know those kings?" the boy asked.

"I knew their grandfathers," Draco said. "That is long enough to learn the pattern."

Flame came to him early, and easily, and that worried Draco more than it pleased him. The boy could breathe a small fire to light damp wood. He could warm his hands on a cold night. But fire, Draco said, was not a toy and not a weapon first. It was a promise. If you lit a fire for yourself alone, it would die with you. If you lit it so others could see their way home, it would outlive you.

So the boy practised restraint. He learned to hold the flame back, to shape it small and steady, to let it live in his chest like a coal banked for morning. His body grew strong from running and climbing and carrying stone. His soul grew steadier still, because Draco never praised him for being powerful. Draco praised him for being patient, for sharing food, for helping a wounded bird even when no one was watching.

One winter, a wolf with a broken leg limped into their clearing. The boy's first instinct was fear, and his second was pity, and Draco watched to see which one would win. The boy did not chase the wolf away and did not try to tame it. He left food at the edge of the clearing, day after day, and kept his distance, and when the leg healed enough for the wolf to hunt again, it left without a sound. Years later, the boy would remember that wolf when a frightened stranger arrived at his gate, and he would know, without being told, that help given without a leash is the only kind that lasts.

At night the dragon would curl around the clearing like a golden wall, and the boy would sleep between his forelegs and dream of roads and lanterns and places he had never seen. He did not yet know the word for destiny. He only knew that the forest felt like a beginning, not an ending, and that one day the trees would open and let him through.

On the last night before his seventh birthday, he asked Draco a question he had been carrying for months. "Am I going to be alone out there?"

Draco was quiet for so long that the boy thought he had fallen asleep. Then the great golden eye opened, and the voice came, gentle as thunder heard from far away. "No. You will be lonely, sometimes. That is different. Lonely means you have not found your people yet. Alone means you have stopped looking. Do not stop looking."

The boy slept after that with his hand resting against warm scales, and in the morning, the forest was strangely still.


Chapter 2 — The Seventh Birthday

On the morning of his seventh birthday, the forest was strangely still. No birds argued in the high branches. No deer moved through the ferns. Even the stream seemed to run more quietly, as if it were listening.

Draco was waiting in the clearing. He had not slept, or if he had, the boy could not tell, because a dragon's rest looks much like a dragon's watchfulness. The great head lowered until the golden eyes were level with the boy's face, and for a long moment neither of them spoke.

"You have grown well," Draco said at last. His voice was thunder made gentle. "You can run, and climb, and make fire, and you can sit still, which is harder than all three. The wild has taught you everything it can teach a child."

The boy nodded, though his throat felt tight. He had known this day would come. Draco had spoken of it in hints for months, the way a parent speaks of a road a child must one day walk alone.

Before Draco spoke the words that would send him away, he gave the boy one last lesson, and it was not about fire or fighting. He led him, slowly, through the forest they had lived in for seven years, and he showed him what he had not shown him before: the places where the old world had broken. A stone bridge, collapsed, that had once joined two villages. A field where the trees grew in straight, unnatural lines because an army had camped there and burned everything in rows. A hollow oak where a family had once hidden from soldiers, carving their names into the bark so someone would know they had lived.

"Men did this," Draco said, without anger. "Not monsters. Men, who forgot that the person on the other side of the wall is also a person. Remember that, when you build. Build for the person on the other side of the wall, too, or your wall will fall, and it will deserve to."

The boy touched the carved names with his fingertips. They were small, and worn, and he could not read them, but he understood them. Someone had wanted to be remembered. Someone had wanted a home that would not be burned.

"The world beyond these trees awaits you," Draco said. "There is a village lost to time, a valley between two rival nations, where the houses are broken and the people are gone. Go there. Not to conquer it. Not to claim it. Go, and let your fire burn a new path."

"Will you come with me?" the boy asked.

Draco was quiet for a long time. "I will watch, as I have always watched. But this first road is yours to walk. A king does not inherit a kingdom. He forges it. If I carry you there, it will be my village, not yours."

They ate together one last time in the clearing, a simple meal of roasted roots and berries and fish the boy had caught himself, and Draco ate with a carefulness that surprised the boy, as if the dragon were trying to memorize an ordinary morning. The boy told Draco about his dream the night before, a dream of lanterns along a street he had never walked, and Draco listened the way he always listened, fully, without interrupting, and then said, "Then you already know what to build first. Light, so people can find their way. Water, so they can stay. A roof, so they can rest. Everything else comes after."

The boy packed nothing, because he owned nothing except the clothes Draco had helped him make and the twin wooden swords he had carved himself. He turned at the edge of the trees, once, and saw the dragon standing in the clearing, gold against green, enormous and alone.

"Thank you," he said, and his voice did not shake.

Draco inclined his great head. "Build something worth coming home to."

The boy walked out of the forest and into the open country. Behind him, the forest sang softly. Ahead of him, the valley waited, broken and silent and, to a boy raised by a dragon, already alive with possibility.

He did not look back again, not because he was not afraid, but because looking back would have made the leaving harder, and he had a valley to reach before dark. The road was little more than a track worn by deer and the occasional traveller, and it wound through hills that had once been farmland and were now wild again. He passed a burned farmhouse with a chimney still standing, and he stopped, briefly, and cleared the rubble from its doorway, though no one lived there. It was a habit already, and it would become a kingdom: leave a place better than you found it, even if no one is watching.

By evening, when the valley first came into view, he understood why Draco had chosen it. It was sheltered by hills on three sides, with a river running through it and old roads leading out in four directions, toward two rival nations and the wild beyond. It was a place that could be defended, and a place that could trade, and a place where people could arrive from anywhere and feel, at once, that they had arrived somewhere. The houses were broken. The roofs were gone. The square was choked with weeds. And still, the boy smiled, because for the first time in his life, he was looking at something that was not finished, and he knew, in his chest where the fire lived, that finishing it was his work.


Chapter 3 — The Forgotten Valley

The boy stood at the edge of the broken village, his teal eyes reflecting the dying sunlight. The land had been forgotten, abandoned after too many wars, but to him it felt alive, waiting.

Each day after arriving, he rose with the sun. He cleared stone, rebuilt crumbling walls, and patched the roofs of ruined homes. His hands bled. His back ached. But he did not stop. The dragon's teachings burned in his mind like fire: a king does not inherit a kingdom. He forges it.

At first, the valley was silent except for the wind and the creak of his tools. The houses stood like ribs, the square was choked with weeds, and the old well was dry. He worked anyway, stone by stone, because a place does not become a home by wishing. It becomes a home by work, repeated until the work itself feels like belonging.

The work had an order to it, learned from Draco and from the forest. First, water. He cleared the old well, stone by stone, lowering himself down on a rope he braided from vines, and found, deep down, that the water had not vanished. It had only been blocked by rubble and years of neglect. When the first bucket came up clear and cold, he drank from it standing in the square, and laughed, alone, because a village with water could live again.

Second, shelter. He chose the smallest ruined house, not the largest, because a small roof repaired well was better than a great hall left open to the rain. He patched it with timber from fallen trees, with clay from the riverbank, with stones fitted by hand until they locked together without mortar. He slept in it that first week with the wind finding every gap he had missed, and each morning he fixed another gap, until the house held its warmth through the night.

Third, a fire in the square. Not a great bonfire, but a steady hearth fire, banked and tended, so that any traveller passing through in the dark would see light and know that someone was home. That fire did more than any wall to bring people to the valley. Travellers follow light the way rivers follow a slope, and before long, they began to stop, first to warm their hands, then to ask who lived here, then to stay a night, then to ask if there was work.

As the days turned to weeks, travellers began to notice. Wanderers, merchants, and people cast aside by the world came. A few at first, then more. They watched the boy, a child no older than seven, work with the determination of an army. Some offered to help, lifting timber, clearing rubble, tending the land. Others simply stayed, drawn to the warmth that began to pulse through the valley again.

A blacksmith without a home offered to help at the forge. A merchant opened a stall. A farmer cleared a field that had lain fallow for years and planted it as if he believed in next year's harvest for the first time in his life.

The blacksmith was the first to stay for good. His name was old, his hands were scarred, and he had lost his forge to a lord's tax and his son to a war he had not chosen. He watched the boy work for three days without speaking, and on the fourth day he picked up a hammer and said, "You are doing that wrong. Let me show you." The boy did not argue. He let the man teach him, and the man, who had not taught anyone in years, found that teaching a child who listened was a kind of healing. By the end of the week, the forge was warm again, and the blacksmith had a roof, and the valley had its first citizen who had chosen it, not merely stumbled into it.

The merchant came next, a woman with a cart full of goods no one in the valley could afford, who stayed because the boy paid her in work, repairing her cart's broken wheel, and in honesty, telling her plainly what the valley had and what it did not. She opened a stall in the square, and her stall became a market, and her market became a reason for farmers from neighbouring hills to bring their produce down the road instead of carrying it to towns that taxed them harder.

The Forgotten Village was beginning to breathe.

The boy did not order anyone. He did not claim to be a lord. He simply worked beside them, ate beside them, and slept in a house he had repaired with his own hands. When a roof leaked, he climbed up to fix it. When a wall fell, he was the first to lift a stone. People followed him not because he commanded them, but because he never asked them to do anything he would not do himself.

There were arguments, of course. The farmer and the merchant disagreed about the price of grain. The blacksmith and a wandering swordsman disagreed about who should guard the road at night. The boy settled those arguments the way Draco had taught him to settle questions in the forest: by listening first, by asking what each person actually needed, and by finding the work that served both. He did not always succeed, and when he failed, he said so, plainly, and tried again the next day. That honesty, more than any strength, is what made people trust a seven-year-old with their futures.

At night, when the work was done, he sat in the square and looked up at the distant peaks, wondering if Draco was watching. He liked to think so. It made the loneliness smaller, and the work larger, all at once.

One night, as he sat by the square fire, an old traveller told him the valley's history. It had once been a trading post between two kingdoms, prosperous and proud, until the kingdoms went to war over it and burned it to deny it to each other. The people had fled, and the valley had been left as a warning: this is what happens to a place caught between powers. The boy listened, and then he said, quietly, "Then we will make it a place between powers that belongs to neither, and to everyone." The old traveller laughed, and then, seeing the boy was serious, fell silent, and stayed.


Chapter 4 — Lyra at the Gate

Everything changed one evening.

As the moon rose high, the boy heard rustling in the trees beyond the broken gate. He reached for his twin swords, not the crude wood of training anymore, but blades he had forged himself from iron he pulled from the earth.

A figure stumbled out of the darkness. She wore a tattered cloak, her silver hair matted with dirt, her ears long and pointed beneath the hood. Her eyes were the color of dawn, soft gold but filled with fear.

She collapsed before him.

He rushed to her side and felt her pulse. Alive, but weak. Her voice trembled as she whispered, "Please, do not send me back."

He carried her to the fire in the square. When she finally opened her eyes again, she looked at the boy with confusion.

"You are alone?" she asked.

"No," he said simply, feeding the flames. "I have a dream."

He did not ask her who she was running from, or what she had left behind, or why a girl with ears like that and eyes like dawn was alone in a ruined valley at night. He had learned, in the forest, that a wounded creature will not tell you its story while it still fears you, and that the fastest way to earn trust is to give shelter first and ask questions later, or not at all. So he gave her water, and bread, and a blanket, and a corner of the repaired house that was dry and warm, and he slept by the fire in the square that night, so she would have the house to herself and not feel trapped.

In the morning, she was still there, which surprised them both. She watched him work from the doorway for a long time, as if she expected him to order her to work, or to leave, or to pay for her keep in some way she did not yet understand. Instead, he handed her a hammer, without ceremony, and said, "If you want to stay, you can help. If you want to leave, the road is open. No one here is kept." She took the hammer, and her hands shook, not from weakness, but from the strangeness of being offered a choice.

The girl stayed. Her name, she revealed after days of silence, was Lyra. She claimed to be a runaway, tired of the chains of noble life. What she did not say, what she hid carefully, was the truth: she was the lost queen of a forbidden elven kingdom, fleeing from an arranged future she never wanted.

But the boy did not pry. He offered her a hammer and a place to build.

And Lyra, for reasons she did not yet understand, accepted.

She worked beside him without complaint, though her hands were clearly not used to stone and timber. She learned quickly, and she watched him more than she worked at first, as if she were trying to understand what kind of child rebuilt a village for strangers and asked nothing in return. Slowly, her fear eased. She began to laugh at the small things, a dropped hammer, a crooked roof beam, a meal shared in the square.

Lyra brought something the valley had lacked, even with its blacksmith and merchant and farmer: knowledge. She could read, and write, and reckon, and she knew the names of stars and the histories of kingdoms the boy had never heard of. She taught him letters in the evenings, scratching them into the dirt of the square with a stick, and he learned them the way he had learned the forest, by patience and by repetition, until the marks became words and the words became maps of a world larger than the valley.

She also brought a caution the boy needed. When a group of armed men passed through the valley and asked, too casually, about a silver-haired girl, Lyra went pale, and the boy, without being told the whole story, understood enough. He told the men, truthfully, that many travellers passed through, and that the valley kept no records of them, and he stood in the square with his hand near his sword until they left. That night, Lyra cried, quietly, where she thought he could not hear, and he pretended not to hear, because some grief needs privacy more than comfort.

Word of the rebuilding village spread farther. More people arrived, exiles, farmers, wandering swordsmen. Slowly, the broken streets began to fill with laughter, hammers, and life.

One evening, Lyra sat beside the boy in the square, her hood down for the first time. The teal glow of his fire reflected in her golden eyes.

"You are not like anyone I have ever met," she said softly.

"Good," he replied. "I do not want to be."

Above them, the dragon watched from the distant peaks, unseen. Below, a kingdom was being born, not of bloodlines or conquest, but of will.

Lyra did not tell him, that night, about the pendant she wore beneath her cloak, or the crest it hid, or the future she had fled. She did not need to. She told him something else, which was truer, in its way: "I have never had a place where I could be tired without being afraid. Here, I am tired, and I am not afraid. That is new." The boy nodded, as if he understood, and in a way, he did. He had been tired in the forest, too, and safe, because Draco had watched over him. Now he was learning to be the watcher, and Lyra was learning to be watched over, and the valley was learning to hold them both.


Chapter 5 — The Youngest Adventurer

One morning, a guild official arrived, a woman in a long leather coat with the sigil of the Adventurers' Guild stamped on her breastplate. She looked the boy up and down, taking in his patched clothes, his calloused hands, and the village rising behind him.

"You are a bit young, kid," she said.

"I am old enough," he replied, meeting her gaze without fear.

She smirked. "Barely. Minimum age is seven. You pass by a hair. Welcome to the Guild."

And so, with ink still drying on his new guild card, the boy became the youngest registered adventurer in the region.

The guild official did not leave at once. She stayed for a meal in the square, and she asked him, plainly, why a child rebuilding a village wanted a guild card at all. He told her the truth: because the valley needed roads guarded, and beasts cleared, and lost travellers found, and a guild card meant he could do that work openly, and be paid for it, and use the pay to buy timber and iron the valley could not make itself. She listened, and she looked at the lantern-lit square, and at Lyra teaching a child to read by firelight, and she said, "I have registered lords' sons who wanted glory. You are the first who wanted a ledger." She left a second card, blank, for the valley's guild outpost, and that outpost, in time, would become one of the busiest in the region.

He spent his days rebuilding the village and his nights taking low-level quests, slaying beasts, collecting herbs, escorting lost travellers. The work suited him. Draco had taught him the wild, and the wild had taught him patience. A beast was not an enemy to be hated. It was a problem to be understood, and then solved, cleanly and without cruelty.

His first quests were humble, and he treated them as seriously as any war. He cleared a den of rock-wolves that had been stealing sheep, not by slaughtering every wolf, but by driving the pack back into the deep hills and sealing the den, so the farmers could sleep and the wolves could live. He escorted a merchant's daughter through a pass where bandits waited, and when the bandits came, he did not kill them all. He broke their ambush, took their weapons, and told them to find work in the valley or find another road. Two of them did find work, and one of them, years later, would become a captain in Troy's watch.

He collected herbs for a healer in a neighbouring town, learning their names and uses from Lyra's books and from the forest knowledge Draco had given him, and he learned that a healer's work and a builder's work were the same work: both kept people alive long enough to build something better. He guarded a bridge for three nights while a flood threatened it, sleeping in shifts with Lyra bringing him food, and when the flood passed and the bridge held, the town on the other side began to send its traders through the valley instead of around it.

Slowly, his reputation began to spread beyond the valley's borders. People spoke of the child who rebuilt houses by day and guarded roads by night. They spoke of the girl with silver hair who worked beside him, and of the village that welcomed anyone willing to lift a hammer.

But he cared little for fame. Every quest, every swing of his sword, every ember of flame was for the same reason: "I will build a home. For me. For them. For everyone who needs one."

Lyra often waited for him in the square when he returned late, a bowl of stew kept warm by the fire. She did not fuss over him, and he did not boast about his quests. They sat together in comfortable silence, and that silence began to feel like the most honest thing in the valley.

As the sun set on the village square one evening, Lyra sat beside him, her hood down. The teal glow of his fire reflected in her golden eyes, and for the first time since he had left the forest, the boy did not feel like a visitor in his own life. He felt like someone who had finally found the place his fire was meant to warm.

The boy had a dream. And the world was beginning to follow it.

He did not know, then, how far that dream would travel, or how many people would one day call the valley home, or what wars would come to test it. He knew only the next stone, the next roof, the next road, and the girl beside him who had stopped running. That was enough, for a seven-year-old, and for a kingdom. It is always the next stone that matters most, because a kingdom is not built in a single day. It is built in the days when no one is watching, by a boy with a hammer, and a girl with a book, and a fire in a square that never quite goes out.


Chapter 6 — Sparks of Rebirth

Morning light spilled gently across the valley as the boy opened his eyes. The wooden roof above him still smelled faintly of the tree it came from, a house he built with his own hands, with Lyra's quiet guidance. She was already awake, as always, sitting near the table with a worn book in her lap. Her silver hair caught the light like strands of silk.

"Morning," she said softly without looking up.

"Morning," he replied, stretching.

To outsiders, they looked like two children living together in a half-rebuilt village. But there was something deeper between them, a bond formed not through blood or obligation, but through shared struggle and trust. Lyra, though she appeared his age, carried the quiet weight of ten more years, and with it, a fierce instinct to protect him.

She had taken it upon herself to teach him. Letters, numbers, maps, things the dragon had no use for. His world grew with every page she turned, and he devoured it all, not just because he wanted to learn, but because she was the one teaching him.

Their mornings had a rhythm now, as steady as the forest had once been. Lyra read while the bread baked, and the boy checked the fire in the square, and the well, and the forge, before the village woke. It was a small ritual, but rituals are how a place becomes a home: the same tasks, done in the same order, until the day feels unfinished without them. Lyra taught him that, too, though she did not call it teaching. She simply did it, day after day, until he did it without thinking.

The lessons went beyond letters. Lyra taught him how kingdoms kept their accounts, how roads were measured, how a map could lie if the person who drew it wanted you to take the long road past their toll gate. She taught him the names of the neighbouring kingdoms, their rulers, their grudges, and the wars that had burned the valley in the first place. He listened, and he asked questions that surprised her, not about armies, but about grain: how much a family needed for winter, how much a town could store, what happened when a lord took more than a town could spare.

"Why do you ask about grain, and not about swords?" she asked one morning.

"Because swords do not feed a village," he said. "And a village that cannot feed itself cannot hold a sword for long."

Lyra wrote that down, in the margin of her book, and she kept that book for years, though she never told him she had written it down.

Outside, the village was alive. The people who had come because of his fire now worked alongside him, repairing walls, planting crops, raising new homes from the bones of the old.

But what truly set this reborn valley apart was his magic.

Closing his eyes, he whispered: "Create."

Teal light surged from his fingertips, weaving through the air like flowing silk. He pictured the world of his past life, lamps on streets, running water, sturdy roads, and shaped it with his will.

One by one, mana-lanterns appeared along the main street, their teal flames soft but bright. The villagers stopped their work, staring as if witnessing a miracle. Children laughed, chasing their shadows in the light.

"What kind of magic is that?" a blacksmith whispered.

"A miracle," said another.

To him, it was natural, memories reborn through mana. To them, it was proof: their king-to-be was no ordinary boy.

He did not use the magic to impress them. He used it the way Draco had taught him to use fire, to light the way home. A lantern was not a wonder. A street where children could walk safely after dark, that was a wonder, and it was one he could build with his own hands.

The lanterns changed the valley in ways no one had predicted. Before them, work stopped at dark, and the square emptied, and travellers hurried past rather than stopping for the night. After them, work continued into the evening, not harder, but longer and more sociable: a blacksmith finishing a tool by lantern light, a mother mending clothes while her children played, a merchant keeping his stall open an hour later and selling an extra loaf. The village began to feel, for the first time, like a place that lived at night as well as by day, and that feeling drew more people than any proclamation could have.

He learned, too, the limits of his magic. Creation was not free. It cost mana, and mana cost rest, and food, and patience. He could not create a whole street in a day without collapsing, and he learned, sometimes the hard way, to create a little each day and let the village build the rest with timber and stone. That balance, magic to light the way and hands to do the work, became the pattern for everything Troy would later build: wonder, but not dependence; help, but not a crutch.

Lyra watched him create, and she understood something he did not yet understand about himself. His magic was not like elven magic, which drew on old spells and older bloodlines, and it was not like human battle magic, which burned bright and short. His magic remembered. It remembered a world of street lamps and running water and roads that held in winter, and it tried, gently, to make this world remember, too. She did not tell him that, not yet. She simply sat beside him in the evenings, and read, and let the lantern light fall across the pages, and thought about what kind of kingdom a boy like this might build, if he lived long enough, and if the world let him.

At night, when the lanterns burned and the square was warm, the villagers began to gather without being called, to talk, to trade stories, to sing songs from the places they had fled. A valley that had once been silent except for wind now had a sound of its own, and that sound was the first true music of Troy.


Chapter 7 — The Status Window

Later, while he was working on laying a network of pipes that would bring fresh water to the center square, a familiar screen flashed before his eyes.

Name: Omar Dragon-Heart. Race: High Human, High Elf Hybrid. Class: Creator. Skills: Creation Magic, Elemental Control, Swordsmanship, Mana Control. Title: Child of Flame and Dragon.

He stared at the word Hybrid for a long time. It explained much, his long lifespan, the mana that flowed through him like a river, and why the forest itself had welcomed him. It also explained why he felt older than his years in some ways and younger in others, as if two kinds of life were learning to live in one body.

The pipes were not a small project. He had dug trenches with the help of the blacksmith and a dozen villagers, laying clay pipes he shaped with creation magic and fitted by hand, so that water from the well and from a spring higher up the valley could flow, by gravity, to the square and to the houses nearest it. It was slow work, and muddy, and it taught him something his magic alone could not teach: a system is only as good as its maintenance. A pipe that no one cleans will clog. A well that no one guards will be fouled. A village that builds a wonder and then forgets it will lose it, and blame the wonder, not the forgetting.

So he organized, for the first time, a rota: families who would check the pipes, clean the filters, and report a leak before it became a flood. It was not a grand council. It was a list, written on a board in the square, with names and days, and it worked, because people could see their own names on it, and because the boy himself was on it, for the hardest day, when the pipes needed to be flushed in the cold.

Lyra noticed his distant look as she brought him bread from the market. "You found something, did you not?" she asked, sitting beside him.

He nodded. "I am not like the others."

Lyra smiled faintly, golden eyes soft. "I have known that since the day I met you."

She placed her hand gently over his. The touch was light, barely there, but warm. Neither of them realized the meaning behind it yet. But the feeling stayed.

He told her, that evening, what the window had said, all of it, including the name. Omar Dragon-Heart. He had not known his own name until then, not truly. The forest had given him no name, or rather, Draco had given him no name, perhaps deliberately, so that he would choose his own when he was ready. Now the window had chosen for him, or revealed what had always been true: that he was a dragon's son in more than affection, and a creator in more than habit, and that his life would be long, and his work would be large, and he would outlive many of the people he loved, unless he built something that outlived him, too.

Lyra listened, and then she told him something in return, though not her whole truth, not yet. She told him that she, too, had a name she had not chosen, and a future she had not wanted, and that she understood what it was to be named by others before you could name yourself. "Then we will name ourselves," he said, "by what we build. Not by what the window says, or what a kingdom says. By the village." Lyra nodded, and for a moment, the weight of both their hidden names felt lighter, because it was shared.

That night, they sat together under the newly lit lanterns. Lyra leaned against his shoulder as she read from a book about ancient kingdoms. He listened, not to the words, but to her voice. And for the first time, the valley did not feel empty. It felt like home.

"Lyra," he said quietly, looking at the glowing lights around them. "One day, this place will be more than a village."

"I know," she whispered back. "Because you are the one building it."

Their fingers brushed against each other beneath the table, just enough to make their hearts skip. Neither spoke of it. They did not need to.

Above them, the stars shone brighter than ever. The Forgotten Village was no longer forgotten. It was being reborn, with light, with people, with love.

The years that followed did not arrive all at once. The village grew street by street, and the boy grew with it, from a child with a hammer to a young man the valley looked to when decisions had to be made. The people who would stand beside him as companions and commanders joined him in those years, drawn by the same thing that had drawn the first wanderers: a place that was being built, not taken. By the time Troy was a city, he was no longer building alone.

He kept the status window in mind, but he did not let it rule him. He did not chase skills for their own sake, or titles for their own sake, though both came to him, in time, whether he sought them or not. He chased the next pipe, the next roof, the next road, and the skills grew because the work demanded them, which is the only honest way for a skill to grow. Creation magic grew because he created. Swordsmanship grew because he guarded roads. Mana control grew because he learned restraint, in the forest, and then in the village, and then, much later, on battlefields where restraint mattered more than power.

That is the story of those years, in one sentence: a boy became a man by doing the work, and the work became a city by being done, day after day, without fanfare, until one morning the valley looked up and realized it was no longer a village at all.
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