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Chapter 1
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The Soul of Monasterevin

In the quiet confines of the eighteenth century, long before the ideas of liberty crossed the Atlantic and lit the spark of the American Revolution, Monasterevin still slumbered in its innocence. The little town, nestled among gentle green hills and fields of golden wheat in County Kildare, seemed to exist outside of time. Its canal—“The Grand Canal,” as the people called it—wound like a liquid vein through the landscape, carrying stories with every boat that glided upon its serene waters.

There, days began with the clucking of hens and the murmur of early conversations in the marketplace. It was a place where the present rested firmly upon the foundations of the past, and where every corner held a tale the elders told with bright eyes and a touch of mystery.

Two families had deeply entwined their fates with that town: the O’Connell’s and the Kellys.

Liam O’Connell, a man with strong hands and a broad back, was the most skilled carpenter in the region. No door failed to fit perfectly under his touch, no roof yielded to storms if it was built by him. His wife, Elleen, was tempered like iron, with a gaze both gentle and firm, mother of three children. The middle one, Conn, just eight years old, overflowed with energy and an imagination as boundless as the sky. His hair was forever tousled, his knees perpetually scraped, and his mischievous smile never faded—even when he found himself in trouble, which was often.

The Kellys, on the other hand, carried a different aura. Maeve Kelly, widowed several winters past, was the village healer. Her knowledge of herbs and natural remedies seemed almost magical, and her home was forever steeped in the scents of lavender and eucalyptus. Her late husband, whom all had called Fionn, was a wise and courageous man, as serene as a lake at dawn. They gave him that name for the hero of Irish legend, and not without reason: Fionn possessed a gaze that seemed to understand everything, and a patience that taught without words. Their youngest daughter, Aria—of the same age as Conn—had inherited both his love of knowledge and his free spirit. She was restless of mind, blessed with a remarkable memory, and had a strange gift for recalling the smallest details of the stories her mother told at night. Known for her spectacles and unruly hair, she always carried a satchel heavy with books and provisions; she liked to be ready for anything, and her books were her proudest treasure.

Since they had first learned to walk, Conn and Aria had been inseparable. Like two halves of one whole, they roamed the village, hid in barns, climbed trees, and explored the paths along the canal. The Grand Canal was their secret kingdom, where reality seemed to yield to fantasy, and where each day promised a new adventure.

It was there, on one of those damp summer afternoons, that fate began to write a different story for them.

They were running, as always, leaving behind a trail of laughter, when Aria stopped abruptly, pointing to a patch of reeds swaying gently at the canal’s edge.

“Conn, look!” she whispered, pressing a finger to her lips. Between the stalks, a small grey duckling with pale feathers trembled, its leg bent at an unnatural angle.

Conn crept closer, his eyes wide as coins. The duckling let out a weak quack but did not move.

“He’s hurt,” Aria said, her voice tight with sorrow.

She knelt gently beside the little creature, still shivering among the reeds. She cupped him in her hands as though he were a secret the world might steal away, and with a tenderness almost sacred, she whispered:

“We’ll take care of you, little one... You shall be Fionn.”
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“Fionn?” he repeated, in a teasing but affectionate tone. “Like your father?”

Aria did not answer at once. Her fingers stroked the duckling’s damp feathers, and her eyes seemed to drift beyond the present, searching some corner of memory.

“Yes,” she said at last, softly. “My father used to say that wisdom did not always come with words... and that courage was not the absence of fear, but the will to keep going despite it.” She paused, then glanced at the duckling with a faint smile. “In his eyes... I see that. Something small, yet brave. Like him.”

Conn watched her quietly for a moment. Then he looked at the duckling, who stared back at him with a mix of bewilderment and surrender.

“I don’t see him as very brave,” he muttered, stifling a laugh, “but I do like the name.”

They both laughed, and in their laughter there was a gentle solace, like the warmth of an old blanket in the heart of winter. The duckling, oblivious to the tribute, gave a faint chirp and nestled closer to Aria. And in that instant, she felt her father was not as far away as she had thought.

“Then he shall be Fionn,” she declared, with the solemnity of one who crowns a king.

From that day on, Fionn became part of their duo. Aria cared for him with near-maternal devotion, wrapping his little leg in bandages made from scraps of old cloth. Every afternoon after school, the two children raced to the canal, where Fionn awaited them with cheerful quacks, following like a feathered sentinel.

“I think he’s an ancient spirit,” Aria would whisper, stroking his downy head. “Perhaps a sage... or a warrior in another life.”

“And the greediest of them all,” Conn would reply, tossing grains into the water.

And so, between puddles and laughter, the world seemed small, kind, and eternal.

But that calm—so beautiful, so fragile—was about to be broken.
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The Storm Approaches
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The peace in Monasterevin, like all beautiful things, was fragile. First came the rumours, like distant echoes passed from adult to adult in hushed voices. It was said that rival clans—the O’Neills and the Fitzgeralds—were fighting for territories in County Kildare, seeking to subdue the smaller towns. Many believed Monasterevin, so small and insignificant, would be spared.

But war does not always choose by reason.

The days grew tense. Glances between neighbours lost their trust, and at night, the sound of hammers strengthening doors replaced the melodies of flutes and fiddles. Night patrols were formed. Even Liam O’Connell set aside his carpentry to build shelters and barricades.

One moonless night, the church bell began to toll without rest.

“They are here!” voices cried through the streets.

Chaos burst forth like fire. Shouts, sobs, families scattering in every direction, children lost in the crowd. Aria and Conn, who had been in the main square, were torn apart by the rushing tide of people.

“Conn!” she cried, stretching out her arm.

“Don’t let go!” he answered, his voice breaking.

But it was useless. A single shove was enough to part them. Conn barely caught sight of Aria being swallowed by the throng, while Fionn quacked frantically, circling, not knowing whom to follow.

Conn felt his mother’s hand gripping his with all her strength.

“Come, Conn! We must leave now!”

“I’ll come back, Aria!” he shouted, his eyes blurred with tears.

“I’ll wait for you, Conn!” was the last thing he heard before her voice dissolved into the uproar.
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Six Years Later...
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War had been a silent thief. It had taken homes, lives, memories. County Kildare was no longer the same. The scars on the land mirrored those etched into the hearts of the survivors.

Aria Kelly, now fourteen, still carried the same curious gaze of her childhood, but her eyes already knew loss. She had grown up among ruins, learning to fend for herself, with Fionn as her ever-loyal guardian. She explored the remnants of forgotten villages, the margins of the canal, gathering plants, books, and artifacts as though trying to rebuild something the world had shattered.

“Books are beacons,” her father had told her before his death. “Even when you cannot see the way, they will always lead you to safe harbor.”

Conn O’Connell had changed as well. His body was now that of a young man, hardened by time, though his chest still bore the heartbeat of the boy who once swore he would return. Every night, in secret, he slipped away to the canal. It was no longer Monasterevin’s—the war had driven them to Banagher—but the water was the same: serene, eternal, witness to all. There, in the stillness, Conn searched without saying so aloud. As if the murmur of the canal might return to him what life had stolen.

That night, just before leaving as usual, Conn noticed something different. His younger brother was sitting on the bed, his eyes fixed on the window. The rain battered the glass insistently, as though it, too, sought to come inside.

No words were needed. Conn recognized that silence: it was fear.

He walked over slowly, as he did every night, and placed the Stone into his brother’s hand—a small sphere like a marble, one of three they shared, identical, inseparable, as though born from the same heart. Each night, Conn had left the stone behind as a silent promise to return. But this time he did not place it on the table, nor tuck it beneath the pillow. This time, he pressed it gently into his brother’s palm... and knelt beside him.

“I know the rain frightens you,” he whispered. “And I know tonight you don’t want me to go.”
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