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For the Apsáalooke — the Crow Nation.

For the buffalo, and the world that died beside them.

In memory of what was taken. In honor of what remains.

“When the buffalo went away the hearts of my people fell to the ground, and they could not lift them up again.”

—Plenty Coups, Crow chief
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Author’s Note
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Empty Ground is a work of fiction. Declan Shea never existed. But the buffalo did. The Crow Nation did. Their destruction did.

Between 1849 and 1883, hide hunters working the northern and southern plains killed somewhere between fifteen and thirty million bison. The herds that had sustained the plains nations for thousands of years—organizing their economies, their calendars, their spiritual lives, their entire relationship to the land—were gone within a generation. The last wild count, in 1889, found 325 animals.

This was not an accident. It was policy. General Philip Sheridan said so himself.

Declan Shea is a fictional man. He is also every man who rode onto the Powder River range with a Sharps rifle and a mule and did the work the continent made available to him. He understood what he was part of. He filed it away. He kept working. That is the most honest thing this novel can say about the men who did what he did—and about the human capacity to understand a thing completely and continue anyway.

Ashkáale is fictional, too. But the Crow women who watched their world come apart were not. The Apsáalooke—the Crow Nation—made a calculation in the nineteenth century that has been misunderstood ever since. They allied with the United States Army against the Lakota, their most immediate existential threat. They were not naive. They were not collaborators. They were a small nation fighting for survival on multiple fronts, making the best decision available with the information they had. That decision saved the Crow reservation—the fifth-largest in the United States—and it cost them everything else.

I am not Crow. I am not Native American. I have no claim to this history except the claim any human being has to the truth: that it happened, that it matters, and that silence about it is its own kind of erasure.

I visited the Crow Reservation, the Little Bighorn Battlefield, the Bighorn Mountains, the Powder River country, the Black Hills, and Deadwood while researching this novel. I stood in the grass above the Little Bighorn, where the Crow scouts watched what they could not stop. I stood at the edge of the Powder River range where the herds ran. The landscape is as described. The history is as recorded.

The Apsáalooke endure. The Crow Nation is still here—still fighting for sovereignty, still fishing and hunting on the ceded lands their negotiators secured in 1868, rights litigated as recently as 2019 in the United States Supreme Court. The historical notes and sources in the appendix are offered for readers who want to follow this story beyond the final page.

This novel is my attempt, imperfect as it is, to contribute to the work of honest remembering.

William Mann, 2026
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Buffalo Skull Pile
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Buffalo skull pile, Raines, Michigan, circa 1892. In 1849, an estimated sixty million buffalo ranged the North American plains. By 1889, there were 325.

Photograph courtesy of the Burton Historical Collection, Detroit Public Library.
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Deadwood
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Deadwood in the fall of 1884 never quite slept and never quite woke. It went on anyway, noise and mud and the sour stink of ambition, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, indifferent to the men it chewed through.

Elias had been there three months.

Long enough to learn its rhythms. Long enough to know the men worth watching, the streets to avoid after dark, the arguments best left alone. Long enough that Hendricks’s stable felt like another life — the hay and leather, the children playing with Pup, Mrs. Patterson’s quiet gratitude — though it had been only two months since he’d ridden north out of the Black Hills with everything he owned tied behind his saddle.

He’d set up at the edge of town, where the noise finally thinned. A rope corral. A lean-to for gear. Enough grass for the string he’d built, trading up from what Bridger left him. Six horses now. Good animals. He knew each one.

Biter stood apart from the others, the way he always did. Mean and magnificent and entirely unconcerned with anyone’s opinion of him.

Pup lay near the corral gate. Head on his paws. Watching the street.

He was always watching the street.

The man came up the main thoroughfare on a Tuesday morning, moving through the crowd like water around rocks — not avoiding people, just never quite making contact. Big. Maybe fifty, maybe older. Hard to tell with men who’d lived rough. His face had stopped bothering with expressions years ago. Just flat. Watchful. The eyes taking everything in and giving nothing back.

He wore a buffalo coat, worn thin at the elbows, the hide stiff with old grease and something darker. The coat alone told you something. Buffalo coats were common enough, but this one had the look of a man who’d made it himself, from an animal he’d killed and hadn’t cared much about the craftsmanship.

He stopped at the rope corral.

Looked at the horses.

Pup’s head came up.

Elias was replacing a shoe on a roan mare at the far end of the corral. He registered the stillness in the dog the way you registered weather coming. Didn’t look up yet. Just noted it. “You selling?” the man said.

Irish.

The accent worn down by years and distance, but still there underneath, like an old scar under new skin.

Elias set the mare’s hoof down and straightened. Wiped his hands on his pants.

The man looked at the horses the way a man looks at tools. What can this do for me. How long before it breaks.

“Looking for something specific?” Elias said.

“Trail horse. One that’ll cover ground. Don’t need it pretty.”

“Where you headed?”

“North. Maybe east. Wherever the work is.”

Elias looked at his string. Six horses. He knew what each one needed, what each one could give, what kind of man each would tolerate.

He looked at Pup.

The dog was on his feet now. Head level. Eyes on the man. Tail down. Still.

Elias thought of Hendricks. The way the old man would go still when a certain kind of customer stepped through the door. Not tense. Just still. Waiting to see which way it went. And afterward, when the man had gone, Hendricks would go back to his work without comment. Just pick up the hoof again. Keep working. As if some things didn’t need explaining.

“I don’t think I’ve got what you need,” Elias said.

The man looked at him. Something moved behind the flat eyes. Not anger. Just calculation.

“You’ve got six horses,” he said.

“None of them right for what you’re describing.”

The man was quiet. His eyes moved slowly across the string. Then they stopped on Biter.

“That gray,” he said.

“Not for sale,” Elias said.

“Everything’s for sale.”

“Not that horse.”

The man was quiet again. His eyes stayed on Biter. His hand moved — just slightly, toward the rope corral, fingers reaching for the top strand.

The growl came from low and deep, the kind that didn’t start in the throat. Pup hadn’t moved forward. Just stood there, the sound rolling out of him like something ancient and certain. Ears back, head low.

The man’s hand stopped.

He looked at Pup for a long moment. Pup looked back. Neither of them moved.

Something passed across the man’s face. Not fear. Just the recognition of a thing that meant what it said.

He let his hand drop.

“Mule man,” Elias said. “End of the street. Left side. Mule will serve you better on this ground anyway.”

The man looked at Elias. Looked at Pup. Then he turned and walked back into the street. Through the crowd. Water around rocks. Gone.

Pup watched until he was out of sight.

Then he turned and looked at Elias.

“Yeah,” Elias said quietly. “I know.”

He went back to the roan mare. Picked up her hoof. Kept working.

But he watched the street for the rest of the morning.

* * *
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The mule trader’s name was Pruitt. A narrow man with a narrow face and the cautious eyes of someone who’d been cheated enough times to be suspicious of everyone, but not quite enough times to be smart about it.

Declan looked at the mules in the pen. Four of them. Two were too old, legs stiffening, the kind of animals that would get you halfway to where you were going and quit. One was young and green and would spend the first month trying to kill you. The fourth was maybe eight years old. Deep chest. Short back. The kind of mule that would work all day and ask for nothing but water and grain.

“That one,” Declan said.

Pruitt named a price.

Declan named a lower one.

Pruitt shook his head.

Declan looked at the mule. Looked at Pruitt. Looked at the mule again. He didn’t say anything. Just waited with the particular patience of a man who had nowhere else to be and nothing else to want and would stand here all day if that’s what it took.

Most men couldn’t stand silence. Pruitt was one of them.

He came down five dollars.

Declan paid him, most of it, and led the mule out of the pen. Pruitt was still counting the bills when Declan turned the corner.

He’d short-changed him four dollars.

Pruitt probably wouldn’t notice until later. And even if he did, he wouldn’t be sure. That was the thing about men like Pruitt. They were never quite sure.

Declan tied the mule to a post outside a saloon and went in.

Not to drink. He didn’t drink. Drink made men stupid, and Declan had spent too many years watching what stupid looked like to want any part of it. Just to sit for a moment out of the wind and think about the next thing.

The saloon was the kind of place Deadwood had a hundred of. Low ceiling. Tobacco smoke thick enough to cut. Men hunched over cards or drinks or both. A piano in the corner that someone was playing badly.

He took a table near the wall where he could see the door.

Always near the wall. Always facing the door.

He’d learned that somewhere on the road between New York and here. One of the small lessons the continent had taught him. There were men in the world who would take from you if you let them, and the only way not to let them was to see them coming.

He ordered coffee. Sat with it. Thought about the horse trader.

The man with the wolf dog.

There was something about him that sat wrong with Declan. Not threatening. Not weak. Steady in a way that most men in Deadwood weren’t steady. Like he’d seen something that had settled him. Like he knew something Declan didn’t.

Declan didn’t like men who knew things he didn’t.

And the dog.

He’d looked into that dog’s eyes and seen something he hadn’t seen in an animal in a long time. Maybe ever. Not aggression. Not fear. Just clarity. The dog knew exactly what Declan was. Had looked at him like you looked at a thing you’d already decided about.

Declan finished his coffee. Left a coin on the table. Not enough to cover it.

* * *
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He walked out into the street.

Deadwood in the afternoon was noise and mud and the smell of men who hadn’t bathed since summer. He moved through it the way he always moved through crowds. Watching. Calculating. Reading each face for what it wanted and what it had and whether either of those things was any use to him.

He was passing the row of cribs on the east side of the main street when he saw her.

She was sitting in the open doorway of one of them. Young. Maybe seventeen. Maybe less. Dark hair loose around her shoulders. She wore a dress too thin for the weather and too bright for daylight, and she sat with her hands folded in her lap while a man stood over her talking.

Declan didn’t know what the man was saying. Didn’t matter. The man’s posture said enough. The way he leaned. The way his hand rested on the doorframe above her head.

The girl wasn’t looking at him.

She was looking at something else entirely. Something that wasn’t the street or the man or the crib or Deadwood or any of it. Her eyes were open, but she was somewhere else. Gone inside herself to a place the man couldn’t reach.

Declan had seen that look before.

Once.

On a face he hadn’t let himself think about in years.

Maeve at the table in the cottage in Clare while Thomas came through the door. Maeve on the pallet in the room on Mulberry Street when the footsteps came up the stairs. That particular way she had of leaving without moving. Of being somewhere else while her body stayed.

He’d thought it was just Maeve. Something particular to her.

He understood now it wasn’t particular to anyone. It was just what happened to people when the world gave them no other way out.

He stood there for a moment.

The man was still talking. The girl was still somewhere else.

Declan’s hand moved toward his belt. An old reflex. Then stopped.

Not his business.

Never his business.

He’d learned that too somewhere between New York and here. Getting involved in other people’s trouble was how you got trouble of your own. The world was full of girls with that look in their eyes, and there was nothing you could do about any of them, and the ones who tried ended up dead or in jail or just used up.

He turned and walked away.

But the look stayed with him.

Maeve’s eyes in a stranger’s face.

The brush she’d carried across an ocean.

Her hands, empty on the pallet.

He walked to where the mule was tied. Untied him. Swung up.

The mule moved out steady and indifferent beneath him.

Declan rode to the edge of Deadwood and stopped.

Looked north.

Then east.

Then south toward where the hills flattened into prairie.

Wherever the work is, he’d told the horse trader.

That had always been true. That had been true since the day he walked out of the Five Points with a stolen stake and the continent spread out in front of him like something that didn’t know yet what he was going to do to it.

He touched his heels to the mule.

Rode south.

Behind him, Deadwood went on being what it was.

Ahead, the prairie opened up.

And somewhere in the distance between where he was and where he’d come from, the story of how Declan Shea arrived in a place like this was waiting to be told.
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County Clare
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Morning found Declan Shea on the cold floor again, the thatch above him dripping in slow, steady betrayal.

A rat crossed near the far wall. He watched it go. There were always rats. They knew the house as well as he did.

His mother had kept them out once. That was before the cough settled in her chest and refused to leave.

He lay still for a moment, listening. Maeve’s breathing, slow and steady from the pallet across the room. The wind off the Atlantic finding every gap in the stone walls. And beneath it, the sound he’d learned to dread — his father’s boots on the path outside.

He was up before the door opened.

* * *
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Thomas Shea filled the doorframe the way bad weather fills a valley. Big. Wet. Smelling of the docks and something darker underneath. He looked at Declan standing in the middle of the room and said nothing. Just moved past him toward the fire, what was left of it, and held his hands out.

“Where’s your mother,” he said. Not a question.

“Sleeping,” Declan said.

Thomas grunted. Looked toward the curtain that divided the room. Behind it, Eileen would be awake. She was always awake when Thomas came home. But she’d learned, same as Declan had, that sometimes stillness was its own protection.

Maeve appeared at the curtain’s edge. Ten years old. Dark-haired like their mother, with the same careful eyes that missed nothing.

“Go back,” Declan said.

She looked at her father. Looked at Declan. Went back.

Thomas didn’t seem to notice. He’d found the bottle he’d left that morning, checked the level, and sat down in the one chair the cottage had. The chair had been Eileen’s father’s. She’d brought it from her family’s house when she married. Thomas claimed it in the first week and never gave it back.

Declan stood near the door and waited for whatever came next.

Whatever came next was always something.

The good days were the ones when his mother was well enough to sit up.

Not well — she hadn’t been well in two years, not since the winter the cough came and stayed — but well enough. Well enough to call Maeve to her, take the brush from the shelf, and work through the tangles in the girl’s hair while she talked.

She talked about the old stories mostly. The warriors. The kings. Cú Chulainn defending Ulster alone at the ford. Fionn Mac Cumhaill and the Fianna ranging across the hills. The world as it had been before it got small and wet and hungry.

“Your name,” she told Declan once, while Maeve sat still under the brush. “Do you know what it means?”

He shook his head.

“Full of goodness,” she said. “That’s what I named you. Full of goodness.” She looked at him over Maeve’s head, her eyes too bright the way they got when the fever was on her. “Don’t let anyone take that from you.”

He hadn’t known what to say to that. Just nodded and looked at the floor.

He was fourteen and already understood that goodness was something the world worked hard to take.

She died in November.

* * *
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Not dramatically. Not the way the stories went. Just got quieter and quieter over the course of a week until one morning the quiet didn’t stop.

Declan sat with her until the light changed. Maeve pressed against his side, not crying. They’d learned not to cry where Thomas could hear.

His father stood in the doorway for a moment when he came home that evening. Looked at Eileen’s still shape under the blanket. Looked at his children sitting beside her.

Then he went and found his bottle.

That was all.

Declan thought he couldn’t hate the man more than he already did.

He was wrong.

The months after were the months he didn’t think about.

Thomas drank more. Worked less. The money Declan brought home from the docks — loading, unloading, whatever they’d give a fifteen-year-old boy — disappeared into Thomas’s pocket and came back as whiskey smell and broken crockery.

Maeve stayed close to Declan. Followed him to the door in the mornings. Waited for him at the path in the evenings. She’d stopped talking much after Eileen died. Just watched. Those careful eyes taking everything in.

It was the watching that saved her, in the end.

Or maybe it was Declan.

He came home late one evening in the depths of winter, later than usual, a coin in his pocket from an extra hour’s work. The cottage was dark. No fire. That was wrong — Maeve always kept a fire.

He stood in the doorway.

Heard something.

What happened next, he never spoke of. Not on the ship. Not in New York. Not in forty years of moving west across a continent that didn’t care what a man had done before he arrived.

When it was over, Thomas Shea was on the floor, and Declan was standing over him, his hands dark, his breath coming hard, and Maeve was pressed into the corner with her knees pulled up and her eyes on her brother.

“Get up,” Declan said. “Get what you can carry.”

She got up.

She went to the shelf, lifted their mother’s brush, and held it to her chest for a heartbeat. Then she nodded.

They were out the door before the neighbors’ fires began to smoke.
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Mulberry Street
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The ship took thirty-one days.

Declan counted them. Had nothing else to do but count and keep Maeve close and make sure no one looked at her too long.

One man did.

He didn’t look twice.

They came into New York harbor on a gray morning in October, the water the color of old pewter, the city rising out of the mist like something that hadn’t decided yet whether it wanted to be seen. Declan stood at the rail with Maeve pressed against his side and looked at it.

He’d expected something. He didn’t know what. Something that looked like the future.

It just looked like more of the same. Stone and smoke and men moving things from one place to another for other men who didn’t move anything at all.

“Is that it?” Maeve said.

“That’s it,” Declan said.

She had the brush in her hand. She’d carried it the whole crossing that way, not in her pocket, not tucked away somewhere safe, just in her hand. Like letting go of it meant letting go of something she wasn’t ready to release.

“It’s very big,” she said.

“Yeah,” Declan said. “It is.”

He put his arm around her shoulders, and they watched the city come closer.

He didn’t tell her what he was thinking. That big meant more people. More people meant more of everything — more opportunity, more danger, more men like Thomas Shea and the man on the ship whose name he never knew and whose face he was already forgetting.

More predators.

He’d have to be faster than all of them.

* * *
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Castle Garden smelled like fear and cabbage and too many bodies in too small a space.

They processed through it in a line that moved like cold molasses. Men in uniforms asking questions in English that half the people in line didn’t understand. Names written down wrong. Places of origin mangled beyond recognition. A doctor who looked at your eyes and your tongue and your hands and decided in thirty seconds whether you were fit to enter.

The doctor looked at Maeve longer than Declan liked.

“She sick?” the man said.

“No,” Declan said.

The doctor looked at him. Looked at Maeve. Stamped the paper.

They walked out into America.

* * *
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The Five Points was where you went when you had nothing.

Which meant it was where the Irish went.

Declan found them a room in a tenement on Mulberry Street. Room was a generous word. A space, really. Eight feet by ten. A window that looked onto a shaft between buildings where the light came down gray and thin for maybe two hours a day. A pallet on the floor. A nail in the wall.

Two dollars a month. He didn’t have two dollars.

The landlord — a fat man named Coyne who was Irish himself, which made it worse — looked at Declan. Looked at Maeve. Looked at the brush she was still carrying.

“Week by week then,” Coyne said. “Fifty cents. In advance.”

Declan paid him with money he’d taken from a man’s coat pocket on the dock while the man watched his luggage being unloaded.

He wasn’t sorry about it.

He wasn’t sorry about much anymore.

The Five Points was its own country.

Its own language, its own laws, its own economy of violence and hunger and desperate ingenuity. Men who’d arrived with nothing and built something, even if that something was just a corner they could defend. Women who kept their families alive through sheer force of will. Children who ran errands for the gangs because the gangs fed them.

And underneath all of it, the smell. Garbage and offal and the tanneries along the river and the bodies of animals and sometimes people left too long in the heat.

Declan learned it fast. Had to.

* * *
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He found work at a slaughterhouse on the edge of the district. Hard work, filthy work, the kind of work that got into your skin and stayed there. But it paid. Not much. Enough.

He came home every evening with whatever he could manage — bread, a bit of meat, sometimes just a heel of something hard enough to break a tooth on. Maeve never complained. She took what he brought and made something of it the way Eileen had made something of nothing in the cottage in Clare.

At night he sat behind her on the pallet and worked the brush through her hair the way their mother had done. Long slow strokes. Maeve’s eyes closing.

He told her the stories. The warriors. The kings. Cú Chulainn at the ford. Fionn and the Fianna.

He didn’t believe any of it anymore. But she did. And that was enough.

“Tell me the one about the name,” she said one night.

“You know that one.”

“Tell me anyway.”

He kept brushing. “Declan means full of goodness,” he said. “That’s what Mam said.”

Maeve was quiet for a moment. “Are you? Full of goodness?”

He thought about the man on the ship. The man on the dock. Thomas Shea on the floor of the cottage with his hands dark.

“Go to sleep, Maeve,” he said.

She leaned back against him. The brush moving through her hair.

* * *
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Outside, the Five Points went on being what it was.

He was gone longer than usual the day it happened.

A man named Doyle who ran numbers for one of the gangs had offered him work — not gang work, just carrying, delivering, the kind of thing that wasn’t quite legal and wasn’t quite criminal and paid three times what the slaughterhouse paid. Declan had taken it. They needed the money. Winter was coming and the room had no heat and Maeve’s cough — not bad, not yet, just a small dry sound she made in the mornings — worried him in a way he didn’t examine too closely.

He was gone six hours. Maybe seven.

He came back with bread and a bit of salt pork and enough money to pay Coyne for the next month and maybe buy Maeve a coat before the cold came in hard.

The door was open.

Not broken. Just open. The way you left a door when you left in a hurry or didn’t care who came in after.

Declan stood in the doorway.

Maeve was on the pallet. On her back. Her face turned toward the wall.

He knew before he crossed the room. Knew from the stillness of her. The particular stillness that had no breath in it.

He knelt beside her.

She was gone. Had been gone for a while. The body already cooling.

Her hands were empty. The brush she’d carried across an ocean was gone.

He looked at her face. Tried to understand what had happened. No obvious wound. No blood. But the way she was lying — not the way a person lay down to sleep, something wrong in the angle of it, something that said she hadn’t chosen this position.

He sat back on his heels.

He sat there for a long time. The light in the shaft outside going from gray to darker gray to black. The sounds of the Five Points coming through the wall — voices, laughter, someone screaming somewhere, the eternal noise of too many people crammed into too small a space.

He didn’t cry.

He’d stopped crying somewhere on the Atlantic.

He just sat with her until the dark was complete.

Then he stood.

Looked at Maeve.

His mother had named him full of goodness.

His mother had been wrong.

He walked out of the room and left the door open behind him and didn’t look back.

He spent three days looking for the brush.

Asked questions the way you asked questions in the Five Points — carefully, with your back to the wall, reading every face for the lie in it. A brush. Bone handle. Woman’s brush. Belonged to a girl on Mulberry Street.

Nobody knew anything.

Nobody ever knew anything in the Five Points.

On the fourth day he stopped looking.

He took what he needed from a man sleeping drunk in an alley off Baxter Street. Not much. Enough.

Then he went to find out about the West.
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The Hudson
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He’d watched the man for two blocks before making his move.

That was the thing about the Five Points. The neighborhood itself was invisible to men like this one, well-dressed, soft hands, the careful walk of someone moving through territory he considered beneath him but necessary to cross. Men like that didn’t see the Five Points. They walked through it, staring at some point in the middle distance, as if focusing on nothing meant none of it could touch them.

It always touched them.

Declan stepped out of the alley when the man passed.

Not fast. Not slow. Just suddenly there. Beside him. The knife low, where only the man could see it.

“Purse,” Declan said. Quiet. Conversational. “And the watch.”

The man stopped walking.

He was maybe forty. Well fed. The kind of face that had spent its whole life being agreed with. He looked at Declan with an expression that moved through surprise, then fear, and arrived quickly at outrage.

“Do you know who I am?” the man said.

Declan looked at him.

“Purse,” he said again. “And the watch.”

“I am an associate of Fernando Wood,” the man said. His voice had dropped to something urgent and certain. Like the name itself was a weapon. “Fernando Wood. Do you understand what that means?”

Declan saw the man’s hand move toward his coat.

He caught the wrist. Squeezed until something shifted in the man’s face.

“The purse,” Declan said. “Now.”

The man gave him the purse.

The watch came next, the chain snapping when Declan pulled it.

He walked away. Not running. Just walking. Back into the Five Points, where men like Fernando Wood’s associates didn’t follow.

But he heard it behind him. The man’s voice finding itself again, climbing toward something.

“Fernando Wood! I work for Fernando Wood! Someone find a constable!”

Declan kept walking.

He knew the name now.

Didn’t know what it meant. But the way the man had said it — like a shield, like a threat, like something that should have stopped him, told him enough.

This was the wrong man to rob.

He went back to the room on Baxter Street, where he’d been sleeping since Mulberry Street became impossible. Took what little he had. The knife. A spare shirt. The purse — maybe twelve dollars inside, more than he’d expected. The watch, wrapped in the shirt.

He was out the door before the constables started asking questions.

He didn’t look back.

By midnight, he was sleeping in a doorway on Chambers Street, cobblestones cold through his coat, the city dark around him.

His hand went to his pocket before his eyes were fully open.

Still there.

He needed to be north of the city before it woke.

He started walking.

* * *
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He walked north through the waking city, keeping to the side streets where the traffic was thin, and the faces were busy with their own morning, not his.

The Five Points fell away behind him. Then the respectable neighborhoods. Then, the ragged northern edge, where the buildings thinned, and the lots between them grew wider. The smell of the river came in stronger.

By the time the sun was fully up, he was above the city.

The road ran along the high ground above the Hudson, the river visible through the trees below — wide and gray and moving with a kind of authority he hadn’t seen in a river before. The rivers in Clare were intimate things. They knew their banks. This one didn’t care about its banks at all.

He just walked.

The road was busy enough that he didn’t stand out. Men with carts heading north. A woman with a basket. Two boys running some errand. Nobody looked at him twice.

Good.

Two hours north of the city, the road dipping down toward the river through a stand of old oak, he saw them.

Three men sat at the edge of the tree line. Not white. Dark hair, dark eyes. A stillness that wasn’t laziness but something deliberate. Practiced.

The oldest one sat in the center. Really old. The kind of old that stopped being a number and became something else. He wore a blanket over his shoulders despite the morning warmth, and around his neck hung something — beaded, intricate, the kind of work that took more patience than Declan had ever applied to anything. Beside him on the ground sat a basket, tightly woven, its pattern geometric and precise, clearly the work of someone who knew exactly what they were doing. A clay pipe rested in his hand, carved with figures Declan couldn’t make out from the road.

The old man looked at Declan.

Not the cautious look most men gave him. Not the sizing up. Not the calculation of threat. Just looked. Level. Unhurried. The way a man looks when he has been in a place long enough that strangers passing through are just weather. Noted. Not remarkable.

Declan met his eyes.

The old man didn’t look away.

Declan did.

He kept walking. Something about it stayed with him. Not the man exactly. The weight of him. Sitting there like he’d been sitting there forever. Like the road had been built around him, not the other way.

Declan didn’t know what he was looking at. Didn’t know that the beadwork around the old man’s neck told a story older than anything in County Clare. Didn’t know the basket beside him came from a tradition older than the city Declan had just fled. Didn’t know the figures on the pipe were clan markers tying the old man to a lineage older than anything Declan could imagine.

He just saw an old man by the road.

And walked on.

But the old man’s eyes stayed on his back until the road curved and the tree line took him.

Declan felt it the whole way.

* * *
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The freight boat tied up at Albany on the third day.

Declan had worked the whole way. Loading at stops. Unloading. Moving whatever needed moving without being asked twice. The two freightmen didn’t talk much, and neither did he. That suited everyone.

At night, he slept on the deck with his coat pulled over him and watched the stars come out over the river and didn’t think about anything at all. Just the water moving under the hull. Just the dark shore sliding past.

He didn’t dream.

He hadn’t dreamed since Mulberry Street.

Albany was bigger than he’d expected. Not New York — nothing was New York — but a real city. Stone buildings along the river. Warehouses. Commerce moving in every direction. The smell of the river mixed with woodsmoke, horses, and the particular smell of a place where things were bought, sold, and moved on.

He helped unload the last of the barrels and the nearer freight man — the one who’d done most of the talking, which hadn’t been much — counted out coins into his palm.

“Fair work,” the man said.

Declan pocketed the coins. Said nothing.

He walked up from the docks into the city.

Albany felt different from New York. Less pressed in. Like the buildings had room to breathe. Like the people did too. He moved through it without the constant feeling he was prey, the way he had in the Five Points — who’s watching, who’s a threat, which way out if something goes wrong. Here, he looked at the people as if they were prey. He liked that better.

* * *
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He found a tavern near the waterfront. Ate his first real meal in three days. Salt pork, bread, and something that might have been turnip. He sat with his coffee, looking out the window at the street.

Nobody knew him here.

Nobody knew his name or his face or what he’d done two nights ago in a street near the Five Points.

He was just a young man eating salt pork in Albany.

He could be anyone.

The thought sat with him while he ate. Turned it over. He’d never been anyone before — always Declan Shea from the cottage in Clare, Thomas Shea’s son, the boy whose mother died and whose sister — 

He stopped that thought.

After he ate, he walked west through the city until the streets thinned and the buildings gave way, and he found himself standing at the edge of something he hadn’t seen before.

The canal.

It ran east to west, straight and purposeful, cutting right through the earth as if the land didn’t have a say in the matter. The water was flat and brown and busy — boats moving in both directions, mules on the towpath pulling lines, men calling to each other across the water. Lock gates opening and closing with a heavy mechanical certainty.

West of the last lock, the canal disappeared into the distance. Just went. Flat, straight, and seemingly without end.

Declan stood at the edge of the towpath and looked west.

He’d never seen that before. A direction that just kept going. In Clare, the land ran out — into the sea, someone else’s field, a wall that told you this far and no further. In New York, every street ended in another street, every block in another block, the city folding back on itself endlessly.

But this.

This just went.

He didn’t know what was out there. Buffalo, he’d heard men say on the boat. Land for the taking. Gold maybe. Room enough that a man could disappear into it completely and never be found.

Room enough to become something.

Or nothing.

Either would do.

He stood there until the light started to go. Until the canal traffic thinned and the mule drivers headed for whatever shelter they used at night, and the water went dark and still.

Then he turned and went to find somewhere to sleep.

Tomorrow he’d get on the canal.

Tomorrow, the west would start.

In his coat lining, wrapped in a handkerchief, the watch ticked on.

Steady.

Indifferent.

Like time itself didn’t care where he was going.
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The Salt City
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The canal boat tied at Syracuse on a Thursday morning in early spring, the air carrying the smell before the town came into view.

Salt.

Not the clean salt of the ocean that Declan knew from Clare — that cold Atlantic bite that got into everything and meant something. This was different. Heavier. Industrial. The smell of brine being boiled out of the earth in enormous quantities, the steam rising from the works along Onondaga Lake visible before anything else, white columns drifting north in the pale morning air.

He’d heard about the Salt City on the canal. Every boater had something to say about it. A rough town. A working town. Irish labor doing the worst of it the way Irish labor did the worst of it everywhere in America. The salt works ate men — the steam, the heat, the brine getting into cuts and staying there. Men worked a few years, and their lungs went, or their hands gave out. They moved on to something else, or they didn’t move on at all.

Declan had no intention of working the salt.

He helped unload the boat at the Syracuse basin, where the Erie and Oswego Canals came together in a wide commercial sprawl — boats tied three deep, mules being unhitched from towlines, men moving barrels and crates and sacks in every direction with the purposeful chaos of a place that never quite stopped.

The boatman paid him off without ceremony.

“You going on?” the man asked.

“No,” Declan said.

The man shrugged and turned back to his boat.

Declan picked up his bundle — the knife, the spare shirt, the watch still wrapped in its handkerchief — and walked up from the basin into the town.

Clinton Square opened up in front of him.

It was the center of everything. The canals meet here; the commercial buildings ring the square; the weighlock building stands solid at the water’s edge, where boats are brought in to be measured and taxed before moving on. Men everywhere. Canal men and salt men and merchants and the particular type of sharp-eyed men who existed wherever commerce existed and money changed hands in volume.

Declan stood at the edge of the square and looked at it.

He’d been moving for months now. Albany. The canal towns — Rome, Utica, places that blurred into each other after a while, lock after lock, the same flat water, the same mule smell, the same men doing the same work. He’d taken what he needed along the way. Small things mostly. A purse here. A wallet there. Once a horse, he’d sold it two towns later for half what he could have gotten for it legitimately.

He was getting better at it.

Not proud of that. Not ashamed either. Just noting it. The way you noted when a skill was developing. When the gap between what you attempted and what you achieved was closing.

He needed a few days in one place. Needed to eat properly and sleep somewhere that wasn’t a boat deck or a barn floor. Needed to let the road settle out of his bones before he pushed on west.

He found a boarding house on a side street off the square. A German woman ran it, solid and efficient, who looked at him the way German women seemed to look at everything — with the expression of someone doing a rapid calculation of cost versus benefit.

She named a price.

He named a lower one.
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