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            The community they chose to raid that night lay nestled along a bend in the river, its barn large enough to house a dozen animals and its homestead lit only by a faint glow from the kitchen window. It looked defenseless. Isolated, peaceful, exactly the sort of place they had plundered dozens of times with ease. Sadie guided her men ashore with her usual crisp efficiency, the cool night air thick with the hum of insects. Briggs and Bill Kearns crept toward the barn while the O'Doul brothers circled toward the rear of the house. Red Jack remained close to Sadie, knife already drawn.

"Too quiet," Red Jack muttered.

"It is midnight," Sadie replied. "Quiet is what we want."

Yet even as she said it, a prickle of unease crawled across her skin.

Briggs forced the barn door open with his shoulder, the wood splintering under the impact. Sadie expected the frightened bleating of goats or the rustle of startled hens. Instead, she heard the unmistakable thunk of a hammer cocking back.

Then the darkness erupted. Gunfire shattered the night, bright muzzle flashes bursting from behind hay bales and from the rafters above. Men shouted. Animals screamed. Bill Kearns staggered backward, clutching his shoulder as blood sprayed across the doorway. Seamus O'Doul stumbled into the open yard, gasping for breath, only to be clipped across the ribs by a second bullet. The air filled with smoke and splintered wood.
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​Chapter 1

The River’s Child
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Sadie Farrell entered the world in a cramped tenement that pressed its shoulder against dozens just like it, each one groaning under the weight of families who had crossed an ocean only to discover that New York could be as merciless as the country they had fled. The Fourth Ward clung to the East River with the grim determination of the desperate, a maze of leaning buildings, narrow alleys, and streets slick with damp, refuse, and the heavy smell of humanity pressed too tightly together. Her parents, like so many Irish arrivals, lived in rooms barely large enough for a table and two pallets. Rats scratched in the walls. The wooden floor sagged. Yet outside, the noise was worse: shouting dockworkers, horse carts rattling over broken cobblestones, and the endless slap of the river against the piers that fed the neighborhood with both livelihood and danger.

Her father worked the docks from before sunrise until long after sunset, hauling crates until his hands were raw and his shoulders felt carved from stone. Men like him aged early in the Fourth Ward, their backs breaking before their will. He would return home soaked with river water and sweat, dropping onto a stool with a grunt that seemed to contain both pride and exhaustion. Sadie grew up watching those shoulders carry more than cargo. They carried the bitterness of a man who had fled hunger in Ireland only to find that America demanded a different kind of endurance.

From her earliest memories, Sadie understood that their corner of the city was not gentle. The Fourth Ward was alive, but it breathed harshly, exhaling the fumes of taverns and cheap gin, inhaling the cries of children who learned to run before they learned to read. She played in alleys that were little more than channels for runoff from the docks, weaving between older boys who already bragged about the gangs they hoped to join. The girls kept to the edges, unless they were bold or foolish. Sadie found she was often both. She ventured toward the piers with a curiosity that bordered on instinct, drawn to the ships’ towering masts, the thick ropes that smelled of hemp and sea salt, and the rough men who worked there. The river did not frighten her. It seemed like the only place that promised a world larger than the cramped rooms and crowded streets of her birth.

Her father often tried to keep her close, knowing too well what dangers lurked near the water, but Sadie inherited the stubbornness that had kept her ancestors alive during Ireland’s darkest years. One evening, when she was no more than nine, he tried once more to impress upon her the seriousness of staying near home. He sat at the table, his hands stained from the day’s work, as Sadie stood in the doorway with her arms crossed in that way she believed made her look older.

“Sadie-girl, I saw you near the piers again,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face. “You cannot keep running off like that. Those men would bowl you over without a blink.”

“I watch where I’m going,” she replied, lifting her chin. “And the ships are beautiful.”

“They are dangerous,” he countered. “You think the river cares if you fall in? It takes children as quickly as it takes grown men.”

“But I like it,” she insisted. “It feels free there.”

Her father paused, the corners of his tired eyes softening. “Freedom is not found on the docks, Sadie. Only work and worry. Your mother and I crossed the ocean hoping for something better for you.”

Sadie frowned. “This is better?”

He gave a humorless laugh. “It is what we have. And we keep it by being careful.”

Yet even his warning could not dim the pull of the waterfront. The Fourth Ward might have been a home for thousands of families like the Farrells, but to Sadie, it was a test. Every day she watched boys her age learning to pick pockets, older men drinking away their wages, and women with hollow cheeks scolding children who looked too much like younger versions of themselves. She sensed, even in childhood, that survival here demanded sharp eyes, quick reflexes, and a refusal to be intimidated by men who towered over her. Those traits grew within her like muscle, strengthened each time she wandered the streets alone or stood her ground against troublemakers who underestimated her.

Though she was young, she already recognized that the Fourth Ward shaped people according to its own harsh rules. Some bent under the pressure. Others broke. But a rare few, those with the ferocity to match the city’s blunt indifference, learned not just to endure but to carve out their own space. Sadie did not yet know which of these she would become. All she knew was that she felt most alive at the border between land and water, where the river whispered of possibility, and the scent of salt hinted at futures she could not yet imagine. In the dim, crowded tenement where she slept, the world felt too small, too confined. But outside, beyond the leaning buildings and the shouting men, lay the unpredictable, dangerous, irresistible promise of something more.
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​Chapter 2

Unruly One
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Sadie Farrell grew into childhood like a weed between cobblestones, stubborn, sharp-edged, and unwilling to bend for anyone. The Fourth Ward was full of unruly children, but Sadie stood out even among them. She had a knack for finding trouble that seemed less like misfortune and more like a talent, as though she sensed the limits of patience in every adult around her and pushed until they snapped. She scaled fences, darted across the piers where she had been warned not to go, and tested rules with the unwavering focus of someone determined to learn what lay on the other side. Yet for all her wildness, her parents loved her with a fierceness that defied the bleakness of their surroundings. In a neighborhood where affection was often expressed through worry rather than words, they watched her with equal parts frustration and pride, marveling at her boldness even as they scolded her for it.

Like most Irish families pressed into the narrow tenements along the East River, theirs was large enough to stretch the tiny space beyond comfort. Sadie was one of several children, her siblings ranging from toddlers with runny noses to lanky boys who worked odd jobs to help pay rent. Their laughter, arguments, and footsteps filled the rooms from dawn until late in the night, leaving little room for silence. The Farrell household felt loud and alive, chaotic but warm, its cluttered corners holding the kind of intimacy that came not from luxury but from shared struggle. The only quiet moments came when her father returned from the docks and collapsed into a chair or when her mother hummed softly in the evenings, mending clothes beneath the dim glow of a kerosene lamp. Even then, Sadie rarely sat still. She paced, fidgeted, and searched for excuses to slip outside, her restless energy too big for the narrow hallways that confined her.

Her eldest brother, George, had already moved out by the time Sadie reached the age of nine. He had found steady work and married a soft-spoken young woman named Nora, who seemed impossibly calm compared to the rest of the Farrell brood. Their apartment, though small, struck Sadie as a different world—tidy, quiet, and filled with the faint scent of baking bread rather than the constant tang of river air. Sadie adored visiting them, especially as Nora’s belly began to swell with her first child. She was fascinated by it, by the idea that a whole human was forming beneath the stretched cotton of Nora’s dress. Nora laughed when Sadie asked to touch it, but she always guided Sadie’s hand gently to the warm curve.

“There,” Nora would say, smiling. “Wait for it.”

Sadie would press her palm carefully and then gasp when a tiny foot or elbow pushed against her skin. It felt like magic, like something holy and impossible. She liked to imagine what the child would look like, whether it would have George’s thick eyebrows or Nora’s delicate nose. Those moments made her feel older, important, as though she were being allowed to participate in a secret that only grown-ups understood.

“When the baby comes, I’ll help with everything,” Sadie once declared, sitting cross-legged on their wooden floor. “I’m good with babies. Ma says so.”

George chuckled as he polished his boots. “You’re good with running off and causing Ma trouble, that’s what you are.”

“That’s not true,” Sadie insisted, though she couldn’t help the grin tugging at her lips.

Nora reached down to smooth Sadie’s hair. “You’ll be wonderful with the baby. Just you wait.”

But when the baby finally arrived, the world shifted in a way Sadie had not expected. Nora and George became wrapped in the cocoon of new parenthood, sleepless and distracted, their attention absorbed entirely by the small, wailing creature who had taken over their home. Sadie visited once, then twice, standing awkwardly near the cradle while Nora rocked the infant with tired eyes. Each time she asked to come again, they hesitated, apologizing gently with phrases like “We’re just so busy now,” or “Let us settle in a bit longer.” Their home, once open and eager for her company, felt suddenly closed. She was no longer the special guest who touched the growing belly. She was a spare child in a crowded city with one too many demands on a weary family.

Sadie tried not to show her disappointment, but it rooted itself deep inside her, stirring the restlessness that had always simmered beneath her surface. The streets called to her more insistently than before. If George’s world no longer had a place for her, then she would find her own somewhere else. The docks, the alleys, the hidden nooks of the Fourth Ward—these became her kingdom again, a place where she could run, shout, and breathe without feeling pushed aside. In the wake of her brother’s new life, Sadie discovered a sharper understanding of herself. She was not made for waiting quietly in doorways. She was not meant to sit with folded hands while adults talked over her head. She needed space, motion, and a sense of control in a world that offered her very little of it.

And so she grew harder at the edges, still loved fiercely by her parents but increasingly driven by the gnawing instinct that she must carve her own path, no matter how dangerous or unpredictable it might be.
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​Chapter 3

The Bruised and Unbroken
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Sadie Farrell entered her tenth year with a growing collection of black eyes, split lips, and mottled bruises that bloomed like dark flowers along her arms. At first, her mother reacted with alarm each time Sadie burst through the door in the evenings, scuffed and panting, her hair wild and her nose speckled with dirt. But Sadie always had a story ready, delivered with a grin too wide and a shrug too casual to be entirely believable. One day she claimed she had tripped over a loose cobblestone and tumbled headfirst into a stack of crates. Another time she insisted a chicken had chased her through a market stall and pecked her in the eye, though her mother wisely noted that the bruise looked far more like a fist than a feather. Sadie’s imagination became a kind of shield, her outrageous excuses offered so quickly and confidently that her parents rarely pressed her further.

The truth behind the bruises lay in the alleys and courtyards of the Fourth Ward, where Sadie had begun to insert herself into fights with the determination of a child who refused to be overlooked. At first, the scuffles erupted for reasons common among slum children: scraps of bread someone had dropped, a bit of fruit bruised but still edible, or a discarded toy missing wheels or limbs. Sadie never cared about the condition of the prize. What mattered was that someone else had it, and she wanted it. Books, too, became points of conflict, even though she could not read a single word. Their value came not from the stories inside them but from the way other children clutched them protectively. If a thing mattered to someone, then it suddenly mattered to Sadie tenfold.

She fought boys older than herself, girls who scratched and shrieked, and children so small they could barely swing their fists. She fought with her teeth, her elbows, and the wiry strength that came from years of darting through the streets. Her victories were not always clean. Sometimes she came home with a swollen cheek or a scraped knee that left her limping for days. Yet she carried herself with the swagger of someone who saw each wound as proof of her growing power. Her siblings learned not to ask questions when she sauntered through the doorway with a grin that showed a loose tooth or a lip crusted with dried blood. She waved off their concerned looks, as though the fights were nothing more than an inconvenience she had accepted as part of her routine.
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