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Chapter 1

	The Country Boy

	The morning sun broke over the green hills of County Kilkenny, painting the Feeney farmhouse in gold. Oliver stood in the doorway, watching his father guide the plow through the dark earth of their western field. At nineteen years old, Oliver had known no other life than this, the rhythm of planting and harvest, the smell of turned soil, the bleating of sheep on the hillside.

	He was a slight young man, built more for careful work than heavy labor, with gentle brown eyes and hair the color of autumn wheat. His mother often said he had the hands of a scholar, not a farmer, but Oliver never complained about the work. There was a peace in the countryside, a simplicity that suited his quiet nature.

	"Oliver! Stop your daydreaming and fetch the eggs before your father comes in for breakfast," his mother called from inside the house.

	He smiled and grabbed the wicker basket from its hook. The hens clucked and fussed as he collected their eggs, still warm to the touch. This had been his morning task since he was a small boy, and he knew each hen by sight, the speckled one who always pecked at his fingers, the fat brown one who hid her eggs in the corner, the white one who sang after laying.

	Simple things. Good things.

	But today was different. Today, something was changing.

	Inside the kitchen, his mother Margaret stood at the hearth, her face creased with worry lines that seemed deeper than usual. She'd been quieter these past few days, ever since Oliver had announced his intention to visit Dublin. To visit Mary.

	"Sit down, love," she said, ladling porridge into wooden bowls. "Your father will be in shortly."

	Oliver placed the basket on the table and took his usual seat. The kitchen smelled of turf smoke and fresh bread. Through the small window, he could see the road that wound down through the valley toward the village of Thomastown, and beyond that, the wider world.

	"You're still set on going, then?" his mother asked, though she already knew the answer.

	"I am, Ma. Mary's been asking me to visit for months now. It's been two years since she left."

	Margaret's wooden spoon paused mid-stir. Two years. Had it really been that long since her daughter had climbed onto the coach bound for Dublin, full of dreams and determination? Mary had been twenty-one then, desperate to escape the limited prospects of rural life. She'd found work as a seamstress in the city, sending letters home every month describing the wonders and terrors of Dublin.

	"Mary is a girl," Margaret said carefully. "Girls need to make their way in the world differently. But you, Oliver, you have the farm, you have family here, you have everything you need."

	"I'm only going for a visit, Ma. Three days, maybe four. Then I'll be back."

	The door swung open and Patrick Feeney entered, bringing with him the smell of earth and sweat. He was a solid man, weathered by years of farming, but his face softened when he looked at his son.

	"The eggs, is it?" he asked, washing his hands in the basin. "Good lad."

	They ate in relative silence, as was their way. The Feeneys were not a family of many words, but they were close nonetheless. Oliver had grown up wrapped in their quiet love, knowing he was valued, knowing he belonged.

	It was Patrick who finally broke the silence. "Your mother's worried about Dublin."

	Oliver set down his spoon. "I know."

	"It's not like here, son. It's a big place. Dangerous."

	"Mary manages well enough."

	"Mary is" Patrick paused, choosing his words. "Mary has always been different. Bold. You're more like, well, you're gentle, Oliver. There's no shame in that, but the city isn't gentle in return."

	Margaret reached across the table and gripped Oliver's hand. Her palm was rough from years of work, but her touch was tender. "You hear stories," she said. "Terrible stories. Thieves on every corner. Swindlers who'll take everything you have. And the crime, Oliver, they hang people in Dublin for the smallest things. There's a judge there, Judge Blackwood, they call him. Mary wrote about him. He's hanged more men than the fever took during the bad years."

	Oliver had read that letter. Mary's normally cheerful words had turned dark when she described the public hangings, the crowds that gathered to watch, and the casual cruelty of the justice system. But she'd also written about the theaters, the bookshops, the grand buildings, and the excitement of city life.

	"I'll be careful, Ma. I promise. I'll stay with Mary the whole time. I won't go wandering off like a fool."

	His mother's eyes glistened. "You're my baby boy, Oliver. My last one at home. I know you're grown now, but to a mother, you're always her child."

	"Three days," Oliver said softly. "Then I'll be home, boring you with stories about the city, and everything will be just as it was."

	Patrick cleared his throat gruffly. "Your mother's packed enough food to feed an army. And I've given you money, not much, mind, but enough for the coach both ways and a bit extra. Don't be flashing it about, and keep it in your inside pocket."

	"I will, Da."

	"And if anyone gives you trouble, anyone at all you find a constable. Don't try to be brave."

	Oliver nodded. He understood their fear. They'd never left County Kilkenny, either of them. Dublin might as well be London or Paris for all they knew of it. But Mary had managed. Mary had thrived. Surely he could manage three days.

	After breakfast, Oliver went to his small room at the back of the house. His bag was already packed, a change of clothes, his good shirt for Sunday Mass, the food his mother had prepared. He picked up the most recent letter from Mary, now creased and worn from repeated readings.

	Dearest Oliver, it began in her neat hand. You simply must come visit. I've secured time away from the shop, and I'm bursting to show you everything. The city is magnificent, frightening too, I won't lie, but magnificent all the same. We'll visit Phoenix Park and St. Patrick's Cathedral. I'll take you to the bookshops on Dame Street. You'll love it, I promise. Your loving sister, Mary.

	He folded the letter carefully and placed it in his pocket, close to his heart.

	When the coach came rattling down the road at noon, both his parents stood in the doorway. His mother was crying openly now, dabbing at her eyes with her apron. His father's jaw was set, determined not to show emotion.

	"Three days," Oliver said again, embracing them both.

	"Three days," his mother whispered. "Promise me."

	"I promise."

	He climbed onto the coach, finding a seat near the window. As the horses pulled away, he looked back at the farmhouse, at his parents standing small and fragile in the doorway, at the green hills rolling away in every direction.

	He was nineteen years old. He'd never been further than Thomastown. He'd never done anything remarkable or dangerous or exciting.

	In three days, he'd be home, and life would return to its gentle, predictable rhythm.

	He believed this with all his heart.

	He couldn't have been more wrong.

	

	 


Chapter 2

	The Road to the City

	The coach lurched and swayed as it traveled north, leaving behind everything Oliver had ever known. He pressed his face to the window, watching the familiar green hills of Kilkenny gradually give way to new landscapes. Fields he'd never seen stretched toward horizons he'd never imagined. Villages with strange names passed by, Urlingford, Durrow, Abbeyleix each one a tiny world unto itself.

	Inside the coach, Oliver shared space with four other passengers. Across from him sat a stern-faced woman in black, her mouth set in a permanent line of disapproval. Beside her, a portly merchant dozed, his chin resting on his considerable chest. Next to Oliver was a thin man with nervous eyes who kept glancing out the window as if expecting bandits at any moment. At the far end sat a priest, Father Donnelly, who'd introduced himself kindly when Oliver had climbed aboard.

	"First time to Dublin?" the priest asked, noting Oliver's wonder-struck expression.

	"Yes, Father. First time anywhere, really. I'm visiting my sister."

	"Ah, a fine reason for a journey. Family is a blessing." Father Donnelly smiled, but there was something weary in his expression. "Though I'll warn you, lad, Dublin is not like the countryside. Keep your wits about you."

	The woman in black snorted. "Keep your wits and your coin purse both. The city is crawling with thieves and cutthroats. A country boy like you will be cleaned out before sunset."

	"Now, Mrs. Brennan," the priest said gently, "there's no need to frighten the lad."

	"Frighten? I'm being truthful. My nephew went to Dublin three years ago, full of dreams and foolishness. Within a month, he'd been robbed twice and nearly pressed into service on a ship bound for America. The city chews up innocents and spits them out."

	Oliver shifted uncomfortably. The nervous man beside him nodded vigorously. "She's right to warn you. The roads themselves aren't safe anymore, never mind the city. Highwaymen everywhere. We're lucky we've made it this far without incident."

	"Highwaymen?" Oliver asked, thinking of the romantic tales he'd read in books, dashing rogues in masks who stole from the rich.

	"Not romantic at all," the merchant said, rousing from his sleep. His voice was thick and wheezy. "They're murderers, plain and simple. They'll cut your throat for a shilling and leave you in a ditch. There's gangs of them working the roads around Dublin. The worst is Freney's gang."

	At the mention of the name, the atmosphere in the coach changed. The nervous man actually flinched. Mrs. Brennan made the sign of the cross. Even Father Donnelly's face darkened.

	"James Freney," the merchant continued, lowering his voice as if the name itself might summon the devil. "The most notorious highwayman in Ireland. They say he's robbed over a hundred coaches. Killed a dozen men, maybe more. He and his gang operate mainly on the roads leading in and out of Dublin. Fast as lightning, cruel as winter, and clever enough that he's never been caught."

	"Never caught?" Oliver asked.

	"Oh, they've caught some of his men," Mrs. Brennan said darkly. "Judge Blackwood sees to that. But Freney himself? He's like a ghost. Appears from the darkness, robs you blind, and vanishes before the constables can arrive."

	The nervous man leaned closer to Oliver, his breath sour. "I heard he wears a black hood and rides a horse as dark as midnight. They say he can smell fear. If you show weakness, he shows no mercy."

	"That's superstition," Father Donnelly interjected, though his tone lacked conviction. "James Freney is a man, not a demon. A criminal, certainly, but flesh and blood like the rest of us."

	"Tell that to the families of the men he's killed," Mrs. Brennan said sharply. "There's talk he'll hang before the year is out, mark my words. Judge Blackwood has made it his personal mission to see Freney swing."

	Oliver remembered his mother's letter, the mention of the notorious judge. "My sister wrote about Judge Blackwood. She said he's... severe."

	The merchant laughed, a bitter sound. "Severe? That's a gentle word for it, boy. Judge Blackwood is a monster in judicial robes. He's hanged more men in five years than the previous three judges combined. Doesn't matter if you stole a loaf of bread or murdered a lord, if you stand before Blackwood, you'll likely hang."

	"That's not justice," Oliver said quietly.

	"It's Dublin justice," Mrs. Brennan replied. "The judge says he's cleaning up the city, making the roads safe. But between you and me, I think he enjoys it. There's something wrong about a man who smiles while reading death sentences."

	Father Donnelly cleared his throat. "The judge is... zealous in his interpretation of the law. He believes harsh punishment deters crime. Whether that's true..." He trailed off, leaving the thought unfinished.

	The coach hit a rut in the road, jostling everyone. Outside, the landscape was changing again. They were approaching a stretch of road that cut through dense woodland. The afternoon sun filtered weakly through the canopy of trees, creating shifting shadows.

	The nervous man gripped his seat. "This is the bad stretch. This is where they strike."

	"For God's sake, Maguire, control yourself," Mrs. Brennan snapped, though her own hands clutched her bag more tightly.

	"He's right to be cautious," the merchant said. "Three coaches were robbed on this very road last month. Two people were killed when they resisted. Freney's gang knows every hiding spot, every dark corner."

	Oliver peered out the window into the woods. Was someone watching them even now? Were eyes following the coach from behind those trees? His heart began to beat faster. This was nothing like the stories he'd read, where highwaymen were dashing and honorable. This was real fear, the kind that made your palms sweat and your breath catch.

	"They say Judge Blackwood has offered a reward for information leading to Freney's capture," Father Donnelly said. "Five hundred pounds. A fortune for most men."

	"Blood money," Mrs. Brennan muttered. "Though I suppose someone will claim it eventually. Someone always talks. Greed loosens tongues faster than drink."

	The coach emerged from the woods into open country again, and the collective tension eased slightly. The nervous man, Maguire let out a long breath. "Thank God. I've made this journey six times, and I never feel safe until we're past those trees."

	"How much further to Dublin?" Oliver asked.

	"Another two hours, maybe three depending on the roads," the merchant said. "We'll reach the city by nightfall. Though I'd advise you not to wander the streets after dark, country boy. Stay with your sister. Lock your doors. Dublin at night belongs to a different breed of people."

	Oliver nodded, but inside, his excitement was warring with growing unease. Every word from his fellow passengers painted Dublin as a place of danger and death. Highwaymen on the roads, criminals in the streets, and a judge who hanged people with casual cruelty.

	"Don't let them scare you too badly," Father Donnelly said kindly, noticing Oliver's expression. "Dublin has its dangers, true enough, but it has wonders as well. Great buildings, learned men, art and music and literature. Your sister wouldn't have stayed if it was all bad."

	"That's true," Oliver said, grasping at the reassurance.

	"Just be smart," the priest continued. "Don't trust strangers too quickly. Don't flash money about. Don't get involved in things that aren't your concern. Mind your own business, and you'll likely be fine."

	"And if you see Judge Blackwood," Mrs. Brennan added, "cross the street. That man casts a shadow that brings nothing but misery."

	The coach rolled on toward Dublin. Outside, the sun was beginning its descent toward the western horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange and red. To Oliver, it looked like fire. Like warning.

	He thought of his parents, of the farm, of the simple safety of home. Three days, he'd promised. Just three days, and he'd return to that world.

	The name whispered through his mind, carried by the rhythm of the wheels: James Freney. James Freney. James Freney.

	He couldn't have known that in less than twenty-four hours, that name would become his own death sentence.

	The city lay ahead, massive and unknowable, swallowing the horizon. And somewhere in that sprawling mass of stone and smoke, his fate was already waiting.

	

	 






