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	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE: THE FLIGHT FROM YORKSHIRE
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Thomas Arkwright had always known his red hair marked him as different in the grey stone streets of Leeds, but he had never imagined it would be the thing that hanged him.

"That's him! The ginger lad what was seen near the mill!"

The shout went up on a March morning in 1824, cold and wet as only Yorkshire could manage. Thomas was fifteen years old, and he ran. His boots slapped through puddles as he tore down the alley behind the wool merchant's, his heart hammering against his ribs. He had not done what they said — had not been anywhere near the mill when the machinery was sabotaged — but in these days of Luddite fears and harsh justice, being seen near the wrong place at the wrong time was guilt enough for a magistrate with a quota to fill.

His uncle found him that night, shivering in the hayloft above the stable where Thomas's mother had worked before the fever took her three years ago. Uncle John came with a lantern and a face that carried news Thomas was not going to like.

"They'll have you in irons by morning," Uncle John said, setting the lantern on a hay bale and crouching beside him. His weathered face was grave in the yellow light. "I've been asking around quietly. Two men say they saw a red-haired lad running from the direction of the mill. That's all they need, Thomas. You know what the magistrates are doing to Luddite suspects."

"I wasn't there," Thomas said. His voice came out younger than he intended. "Uncle John, I wasn't anywhere near —"

"I know you weren't." The old man's voice was steady but his eyes were not. "I know it and you know it and it will not matter one ha'penny to the men who want someone to make an example of. Listen to me now, because we haven't much time."

Thomas listened.

"There's a ship leaving Hull tomorrow. The Margaret Rose, Captain Blackwell commanding. He owes me a favour from a matter I won't go into, and I've called it in tonight. You'll work your passage — Blackwell's terms, not generous ones. But you'll be on the water before dawn and away from here before they come looking in earnest."

"Where does she sail?"

"The colonies. Nova Scotia, he thinks, though the captain's not a man who shares his plans freely." Uncle John picked up the lantern and stood. "Your mother's gone, lad. I've done what I can. The rest is yours to make of it." He set a small cloth purse on the hay bale beside Thomas — the clink of a few coins, not many. "Keep your head down, work hard, and don't draw attention to that hair until you're far enough away that nobody's heard of Thomas Arkwright."

He was gone before Thomas could find the words for what needed saying. Which was perhaps as well, because Thomas was not certain he could have said them without disgracing himself entirely.

He sat alone in the hayloft with his uncle's lantern and the sound of Leeds going about its night business below him, and he said goodbye to everything he had known.

Thomas Arkwright had never seen the sea.
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Chapter One: The Crossing
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March — May 1824

The Margaret Rose stank of tar, salt fish, and unwashed bodies. Thomas learned in his first hour aboard that working your passage meant exactly that — working every waking moment and a fair number of sleeping ones too. His hands, soft from his brief apprenticeship at the printer's shop, blistered raw within days as he hauled rope, swabbed decks, and climbed rigging that swayed terrifyingly above the grey North Atlantic.

Captain Blackwell was a granite-faced man of fifty who communicated primarily through orders and silences. He had taken Thomas on at the dock in Hull with a look that conveyed exactly what he thought of his debt to Uncle John and the inconvenience of discharging it.

"You'll answer to Mister Graves for your duties," Blackwell said, his eyes moving across Thomas with the expression of a man assessing livestock. "You'll sleep in the fo'c'sle with the crew. You'll eat what the crew eats. You'll work every watch until you've earned your keep, and when we reach Halifax — if we reach Halifax — we're square. My debt to your uncle is paid in full. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, sir," Thomas said.

"I don't want to hear about you. I don't want to think about you. I want you to be a pair of working hands that stays out of trouble and keeps its mouth shut. Can you manage that?"

Thomas thought of the magistrates and the men who had said they'd seen a red-haired lad. "Yes, sir," he said. "That I can manage."

Blackwell turned away without another word, and Thomas was left to find Mister Graves and discover what working his passage actually entailed.

* * *
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The first week was the worst thing Thomas had ever endured.

The North Atlantic in March was a grey and pitiless place, and the Margaret Rose was a three-masted brig that took no account of the comfort of those aboard her. Thomas was seasick for the first four days with the thorough misery of someone who has never been on open water, and the crew watched his suffering with the detached interest of men who had all been there themselves and considered it a rite of passage.

Mister Graves was a compact Cornishman with a red face and very little patience, but he was not a cruel man, and he had the working sailor's pragmatic view of weakness: it was a temporary state, and the fastest cure for it was work.

"On your feet, Fox," he said, on the third morning when Thomas was sitting against the rail with the colour of old wax. The nickname had appeared within twenty-four hours of boarding — the crew had apparently decided Thomas's red hair required acknowledgement and this was the form it took. "Deck won't swab itself."

"I can't," Thomas managed.

"You can. You feel like you're dying — you're not. Get up and work and inside an hour you'll feel less terrible. Lying about feeling sorry for yourself is the worst thing you can do at sea. The ship doesn't care, and neither do I."

It was not sympathetic advice. It was, however, correct. Thomas found that movement helped, that focusing on the work rather than on the horizon kept the worst of the sickness at bay, and that by the fifth day his body had made its accommodation with the motion of the ship and he was, if not comfortable, at least functional.

"There it is," Graves said, watching him work the main halyard with something approaching competence. "You've found your sea legs. Take you about another week to find your sea hands." He examined Thomas's blistered palms without ceremony. "Keep working. They'll harden."

"How long have you been at sea?" Thomas asked.

"Since I was twelve. Thirty years come August." Graves coiled a line with the automatic ease of a man whose hands did not require instruction from his head. "Where are you from, Fox?"

"Yorkshire."

"What did you do there?"

"Printer's apprentice, mostly. Some rope work at the dock." Thomas kept his eyes on the halyard. "I had to leave in a hurry."

Graves looked at him. "Most do, who come aboard the way you did." He said it without judgement, in the tone of a man reporting an observable fact about the world. "Well. You work hard and keep out of trouble, and what you left behind stays behind. That's the arrangement at sea."

"I can work hard," Thomas said. "That much I know."

"Good. Because the Atlantic's a long way across and I've no use for passengers."

* * *
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The weeks settled into a rhythm of watches and work, of learning to read the moods of the ship in the tension of the rigging, of discovering that rope work done at sea was entirely different from rope work done on a dock — more urgent, more critical, the consequences of error immediate and serious.

He learned knots with names he could barely pronounce — the bowline and the cleat hitch and the rolling hitch and a dozen others that Graves drilled into him with the patience of a man who understood that a sailor who didn't know his knots was a danger to everyone aboard. He learned to splice and to coil and to work in the dark by feel alone, because a loose line at two in the morning did not wait for daylight.

The crew of the Margaret Rose were a mixed company: two Newfoundlanders, a Swede, three men from Bristol, an older Scotsman named MacTavish who had been sailing since before Thomas was born, and several others whose origins Thomas was never entirely certain of. They were not, on the whole, unkind to him — they were simply indifferent, in the way of men who have more important things to think about than a fifteen-year-old boy working out his passage.

MacTavish was the exception. He was perhaps sixty, with a thick grey beard and a Scottish accent so dense it operated almost as a separate language, and he had the settled quality of a man who has been everywhere worth going and has decided to be at peace with that fact. He worked alongside Thomas one evening on the running rigging as the sun went down into the Atlantic, and he seemed to decide, without any particular announcement, that he would take an interest.

"You've got good hands," he said, watching Thomas work a splice. "Printer's, you said?"

"Aye. And some rope work in Halifax — I mean, in Hull. At the dock." Thomas caught himself. Halifax was where he was going, not where he had been.

MacTavish either did not notice the slip or chose not to. "Rope walk?"

"Just casual work. Loading, mostly. But I watched the rope makers."

"A rope walk is honest work," MacTavish said. His burr rolled the words like river stones. "And Halifax will have need of rope makers as long as ships come and go. Which they will until the last day there is." He worked in silence for a moment. "You'll want a name when you land. Someone to go to."

"I've nothing but the clothes on my back," Thomas admitted. It felt less shameful to say it out here, on the open water, than it would have done on land.

"Then you'll want a starting point more than most." MacTavish pulled the splice tight and examined it. "There's a man in Halifax — Samuel Cogswell. Runs a rope walk near the dockyards. Good man, fair man. Tell him MacTavish sent you and he'll give you a hearing." He glanced at Thomas sideways. "He won't give you charity. But he'll give you a chance if you show him you'll use it."

"Why are you telling me this?" Thomas asked. Not ungratefully — genuinely wanting to understand.

MacTavish was quiet for a moment, watching the last of the sun go into the sea. "I had a son," he said. "He would have been about your age." He did not say more than that, and Thomas did not ask, and they finished the rigging work in a silence that was not uncomfortable.

Thomas memorised the name that night, lying in his hammock in the cramped fo'c'sle with the ship moving beneath him: Samuel Cogswell. A rope walk. A starting point.

It was not much. But it was more than nothing, and Thomas Arkwright had already learned that nothing was the worst place you could start from.

* * *
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They raised the coast of Nova Scotia on a morning in May when the fog was so thick Thomas could barely see the bow from the waist of the ship. He heard Halifax before he saw it — the sound of gulls and harbour bells and the creak of other ships at anchor — and then the fog thinned and the town materialised out of the grey, climbing the hillside above the waterfront in a jumble of wooden buildings and church spires.

Blackwell appeared at the rail beside him as the Margaret Rose manoeuvred into harbour, which was the first time the captain had spoken to Thomas since Hull.

"Halifax," Blackwell said. "Nova Scotia. I've kept my promise to your uncle. You'll get off this ship in the next hour and we're done." He paused, and Thomas thought that was all there was going to be. Then Blackwell said, in the same flat voice: "You worked well. Better than I expected. Graves says you've got good hands."

Thomas looked at him, surprised.

"Don't make too much of it," Blackwell said. "It's an observation, not a blessing." He handed Thomas a small fold of paper — wages, it turned out, three shillings, which was more than Thomas had expected and which the captain appeared to find embarrassing to give. "Keep your head down and find work quickly. Halifax is full of men looking for work and short on patience for the ones that don't pull their weight. You'll be fine or you won't. That's the general arrangement."

He walked away before Thomas could thank him, which Thomas suspected was intentional.

Thomas Arkwright stepped off the Margaret Rose and onto the dock at Halifax with three shillings in his pocket, blisters on his hands that were hardening into something tougher, and Samuel Cogswell's name.

He was fifteen years old, and he was further from Leeds than he had imagined the world extended.

He thought of his mother, briefly and deliberately, as he always did at moments of beginning. Then he shouldered his canvas bag and went to find the rope walk.
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Chapter Two: Halifax
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May — November 1824

Halifax rose from the harbour like a fortress that had decided to become a town. The waterfront was a press of warehouses and ship chandlers and timber yards and the noise and smell of a working colonial port — all salt water and pine resin and the calls of men loading and unloading vessels from a dozen different nations. After six weeks at sea, solid ground felt strange to Thomas's legs, and he walked the first hundred yards with the rolling gait of someone whose body had not entirely accepted that the world had stopped moving.

The smell of hemp and hot tar led him to the rope walk before he had walked half a mile from the dock. Cogswell's establishment was a long, low building set back from the waterfront, with an open yard where great lengths of rope stretched in the morning sun like brown snakes drying. Two men were walking the length of the yard, moving backwards with the slow steady pace of rope makers, the fibres twisting behind them into something solid and dependable.

Thomas watched for a moment, recognising the motion even though he had only seen it briefly in Hull. There was something satisfying about it — the way raw fibre became something that could hold a ship against a gale. He went inside.

Samuel Cogswell was a bear of a man, fifty if he was a day, with hands that had done the work of the yard for three decades and a face that had assessed a great many young men asking for employment and had developed a considered scepticism about most of them. He looked up from the ledger on his bench when Thomas came in, took in the red hair and the canvas bag and the blistered hands, and waited.

"MacTavish sent me," Thomas said. "From the Margaret Rose. He said you might give me a hearing."

Cogswell set down his pen. "MacTavish." Something shifted slightly in his expression — not warmth exactly, but a relaxation of the default scepticism. "You know him well?"

"He worked alongside me on the crossing. Told me about your rope walk. Said you were a fair man."

"Did he." Cogswell looked at him for a moment. "MacTavish saved my brother's life off Sable Island in the winter of 1818. My brother was in the water for twenty minutes before MacTavish went in after him. I owe that man more than I can easily repay." He folded his arms. "That doesn't mean I hire every lad he sends me. What can you do?"

"I can read and write and cipher. I worked as a printer's apprentice in Yorkshire. And I worked the rope lines on the Margaret Rose for six weeks — before that I'd watched the dock rope makers in Hull."

"Ship rope and shore rope are different animals."

"I know. I'm not telling you I'm a rope maker. I'm telling you I know what one looks like and I'm not afraid of the work." Thomas kept his voice steady. "I've got nothing else to offer except that I'll work as hard as you ask and I won't steal from you and I won't disappear without notice. That's all I can promise."

Cogswell studied him with the unhurried attention of a man who was not easy to rush. "You're young," he said. "And English."

"Yorkshire," Thomas said. "If that makes any difference."

A pause that might have contained something close to amusement. "It doesn't. Sixpence a day to start. You'll sleep in the loft above the shop and eat at my table with the others. You'll walk the yard, learn the grades and gauges, run errands to the ships when I need them run. Prove yourself worth more and we'll talk about it in three months. Slack off or cause trouble and you're out without notice. Fair?"

"More than fair," Thomas said. "Thank you, Mr. Cogswell."

"Don't thank me. MacTavish is the one you owe. I'm just settling a debt." Cogswell picked up his pen and turned back to his ledger. "There's an apron on the peg by the door. Get yourself into the yard and tell Henderson I said to start you on the hemp preparation. He'll show you what to do."

Thomas picked up the apron and went into the yard, and the work of Halifax began.

* * *
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The rope walk was hard in the way that honest physical work is hard — the body complaining steadily but with a kind of integrity, the tiredness at the end of the day earned and therefore bearable. Thomas walked miles every day in that long shed, moving backwards down the length of the building as the fibres twisted behind him into yarn, then yarn into strands, then strands into rope. His arms burned. His back ached. His hands, just recovering from the blisters of the crossing, developed new calluses that were harder and more permanent.

Henderson was a taciturn Nova Scotian of about forty who communicated the essentials of rope making through demonstration rather than explanation, and who appeared to regard unnecessary speech as a minor vice. But he was patient with ignorance that was trying to become knowledge, and Thomas, watching everything and asking questions only when he had thought carefully about whether the answer might become clear on its own, earned a kind of quiet approval from him.

"You've got the walk," Henderson said, after Thomas's first full week, with the air of a man awarding a significant honour.

Thomas had to think for a moment what this meant. "The backwards walk? The pace?"

"Most new men fight it. You relaxed into it by Wednesday. Good pace, even tension." Henderson returned to his work as though he had said rather more than he intended.

Thomas filed this away. In a place where praise was not freely distributed, even a small acknowledgement from Henderson was worth noting.

The months shaped themselves into a routine. Cogswell raised his wages to ninepence after two months, and to a shilling by August, which Thomas understood meant he was doing well without needing to be told. He learned the grades of hemp and manila and the particular qualities each demanded in the making. He learned to read the orders that came in from the ships — which vessels needed what weight of rope, which captains were particular about their gauge and which only cared about price, which chandlers could be trusted to take delivery on behalf of their clients and which could not.

He became, without quite deciding to, useful.

By August he was running errands to the ships and chandleries around the harbour, which brought him into contact with the wider life of the port. He learned the colony's rhythms — the fishing seasons, the timber trade with England, the naval vessels that moved in and out of the harbour on schedules that seemed to have nothing to do with weather or convenience. He learned which taverns would serve a fifteen-year-old without difficulty and which would throw him out, and he learned to read the people who came into Cogswell's yard — the anxious first-mate running an urgent order, the ship's chandler who always tried to negotiate the price down, the naval procurement officer who never negotiated at all but was also never satisfied.

Halifax was a place of newcomers, he discovered. Scots driven from the Highlands. Irish fleeing poverty that had followed several bad harvests. Loyalists whose families had come north after the American rebellion, two generations back. Germans. French. Mi'kmaq who had been here long before any of the others and who moved through the town with the composed dignity of people who have watched many different kinds of newcomers arrive and do not intend to be made invisible by any of them. Everyone had come from somewhere else, and no one asked too many questions about your past, and this suited Thomas Arkwright considerably.

He thought about Leeds less often as the months passed. When he did think about it, it was with the particular quality of distance — not healed exactly, but less raw, the way a scar settles into skin.

It was on one of his harbour errands in late September that he met Duncan MacLeod.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three: The Freighter
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Autumn 1824

MacLeod ran a small freight operation out of a yard near the south end of the waterfront — two solid wagons, four draft horses of no great beauty but considerable reliability, and a one-room office that smelled of tobacco and horse and the particular dusty scent of old manifests. He was looking for someone to help with deliveries and keep the books straight, and Thomas came to his attention through the simple mechanism of delivering a coil of rope to MacLeod's yard on a Tuesday morning and answering a question about the invoice correctly when MacLeod's previous man had answered the same kind of question incorrectly once too often.

"You ciphered that in your head," MacLeod said. He was a compact man, dark-haired and sharp-eyed, with the contained energy of someone who thought quickly and moved quickly and had limited patience for people who did neither. "Without looking at the paper."

"The rope walk keeps a lot of numbers," Thomas said. "You get used to it."

MacLeod looked at him with the assessing quality Thomas was beginning to recognise as a Halifax habit — the direct appraisal of a place where a man was largely what he could demonstrate himself to be rather than what his family or his connections said about him. "You can read and write?"

"Yes, sir. I was apprenticed to a printer, before —" Thomas let the sentence trail.

"Before you came here," MacLeod said, without particular interest in the rest of the sentence. "We all have befores, lad. What's your name?"

"Thomas Arkwright. I work for Samuel Cogswell — the rope walk on Barrington Street."

"I know Cogswell." MacLeod sat back and folded his arms. "Good man. If he's kept you on for —" he glanced at the invoice date "— six months, you're worth something. Here's my situation. I need a man who can read manifests, keep the delivery books straight, and load and unload without complaining. My previous man was honest but he couldn't add. A man who can't add is useless to me in this business — the paperwork is where an honest man can be made to look crooked and a crooked man can be made to look honest, and I've seen both happen." He looked at Thomas steadily. "Can you start Monday?"

Thomas hesitated. He looked across at the rope walk visible through MacLeod's yard gate, where Cogswell was directing Henderson in the splicing of a large hawser. Six months. Cogswell had been fair to him — more than fair. He owed the man proper notice at minimum.

"I'd need to give Mr. Cogswell two weeks," Thomas said. "He's been good to me and I won't leave him short."

MacLeod's expression shifted very slightly, in a way Thomas could not quite read. "Two weeks," he said. "Right. I'll see you a fortnight Monday. Six in the morning, by the yard gate." He stood and offered his hand. "Pay is two shillings sixpence a day to start. More when you've shown me what you're worth."

Thomas shook the hand. Two shillings sixpence was considerably more than the shilling Cogswell was paying, and he felt a brief flush of guilt about that, which he supposed was reasonable.

That evening he told Cogswell he was leaving.

The rope maker received the news with the philosophical nod of a man who had expected it without quite expecting it now. He sat down on a rope drum in the yard and looked at Thomas with the steady attention he brought to everything.

"MacLeod," he said, when Thomas named his new employer. "He's a good man. Straight dealer. He'll work you hard."

"I know, sir. I'm sorry for the short notice. I wouldn't go without giving you two weeks."

"I know you wouldn't. That's why I'm not angry about it." Cogswell was quiet for a moment, watching the last of the day's work being finished in the yard. "You've been a good worker, Thomas. Better than I expected when MacTavish sent you in off the street with three shillings and a canvas bag. You've learned the trade and you've been honest with it." He gripped Thomas's shoulder briefly with one massive hand. "Whatever you were running from in Yorkshire — and I've never asked because it's none of my affair — you've outrun it here. You've made yourself into something worth employing. Remember that, when the next place shows you its difficulties."

Thomas found he did not have words adequate for the moment, which had crept up on him rather suddenly. "Thank you," he said. "For the chance."

"MacTavish is who you thank. I just gave you the yard to work in." Cogswell stood. "Come back if you ever want to. There's always rope to be made."

He went back into the shed, and Thomas stood in the empty yard for a moment with the smell of hemp and tar around him and the harbour sounds coming over the rooftops, and felt something that was not quite sadness and not quite satisfaction but had something of both in it.

Two weeks later, he climbed onto Duncan MacLeod's freight wagon in the early morning cold with his canvas bag and a set of skills he had not possessed six months ago, and headed inland.

He was still only fifteen. But he was no longer running. He was moving forward, which was a different thing entirely.
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Chapter Four: The Road to Windsor
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Late Autumn — Winter 1824

The freight business gave Thomas the geography of Nova Scotia in a way the rope walk never could. For three months he rode beside MacLeod on the wagon box or drove the second wagon alone on familiar routes, learning the rutted tracks that passed for roads, the ferry crossings over the rivers and estuaries, the settlements where they were known and welcomed and the isolated farmsteads where strangers were received with the cautious hospitality of people who saw few enough of them.

MacLeod turned out to be exactly what the directness of his hiring suggested — a man who said what he thought, paid what he promised, and expected the same standards he applied to himself. He did not waste words, but the words he used were reliable. Thomas had worked for enough people in his short career to understand that this was not as common as it should have been.

He also turned out to have opinions about most things, which he shared with the comfortable confidence of a man who has spent enough time alone on wagon boxes to have developed a considered philosophy and an audience of one willing to hear it.

"The secret of the freight business," MacLeod said one morning, three days into Thomas's first run, as they climbed a long hill through birch forest with the horses working steadily, "is not the carrying. Any man with a horse and a wagon can carry. It's the knowing."

"The knowing," Thomas repeated. He had learned to let MacLeod reach his point at whatever speed he chose.

"Who needs what, when, and how badly. Mrs. Fraser in Truro needs her fabric from the Halifax merchant by the first of October or the winter dresses don't get made. Captain Hendricks at the Annapolis wharf needs his rope fittings before the autumn storms come in, or his vessels sit idle. If I know these things before they become urgent, I can plan my runs accordingly. If I don't know them, I'm just a man with a wagon." He glanced at Thomas. "You understand the difference?"

"You're selling certainty as much as carrying," Thomas said.

MacLeod pointed at him without looking away from the road. "Exactly right. Remember that."

Windsor was their furthest regular run — a prosperous town at the head of the Minas Basin where the tides rose higher than anywhere else in the world and where the farmers of the Annapolis Valley sent their apples and their gypsum and their timber to the ships that came in twice daily with the extraordinary tides. Thomas liked Windsor. It had a solidity to it, a settled quality of a community that had been there long enough to stop being surprised by itself.

It was the harbourmaster in Windsor who first mentioned Saint John.

"The Mercy Jane," he said, leaning against a piling with the leisure of a man watching other people work on his behalf, as Thomas and MacLeod unloaded crates one November afternoon. "She's taking timber down to Saint John in New Brunswick. Be gone before the end of the week. Captain Perkins is looking for deck hands if you know anyone who's interested."

He said it as general conversation, directed at both of them, and MacLeod responded with a noncommittal noise. But Thomas felt the familiar pull of it — Saint John, New Brunswick, another set of words that might as well be a door left open.

That night, over salt pork and potatoes at the Windsor tavern, he told MacLeod he was moving on.

MacLeod said nothing for a moment. He chewed, looked at his plate, then looked at Thomas with the expression of a man confirming a prediction he had made some time ago.

"I figured it would come," he said. "You've got the itch. I had it at your age — couldn't stay anywhere long enough to let it root." He counted out coins onto the scarred table, a sum that included rather more than the wages strictly owed. "You've been good company and honest work. The books have been straight every week, which is more than I can say for the last two men."

"Thank you, Mr. MacLeod. For everything you've taught me about the business."

MacLeod pushed the coins across the table. "Take some advice with it. Perkins is a capable captain but he runs a tight ship and a hard one — fair enough, but not generous. Watch the crew before you trust them. A coastal trader carries men who couldn't get berths on the better vessels, and there are reasons for that, most of them not to the men's credit." He picked up his ale. "Stay honest, Thomas Arkwright. It's harder than it sounds, but it's worth more than almost anything else in the long run."

Thomas pocketed the money and shook MacLeod's hand. He spent the night in the Windsor tavern and walked down to the Mercy Jane in the morning with his canvas bag and more money than he had possessed since Hull.

The harbourmaster pointed out Captain Perkins on the deck. Thomas went aboard.
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Chapter Five: The Mercy Jane
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November 1824

The Mercy Jane was smaller than the Margaret Rose had been — a coastal trader of about eighty tons that smelled of pine resin and wood shavings and the particular close-quarters smell of a vessel worked hard and cleaned infrequently. Captain Perkins was a narrow-faced man of about forty with eyes that moved quickly and settled nowhere for long. He took Thomas on without much discussion — an extra pair of hands for the two-day run to Saint John was worth the small amount he would have to pay for them — but Thomas noticed, in the way that six weeks aboard the Margaret Rose had taught him to notice such things, that Perkins took him on without making eye contact once.

The crew was five men. Two of them, the Cobb brothers, were Thomas's age or a few years older — Jacob the elder was perhaps eighteen, solidly built and with a manner that had been reading Thomas since the moment he came aboard with the calculating patience of someone deciding how much he could be worth to them.

Thomas had been assessed like this before, in the alleys of Leeds. He recognised the quality of the attention.

He told himself he was imagining it.

The first day passed without incident. The Mercy Jane made good progress south along the Nova Scotia coast, the November wind cold but helpful. Thomas worked the lines and kept out of the Cobbs' way and told himself that MacLeod's warning had been general advice rather than specific prophecy.

On the second morning he was coiling a line amidships when Jacob Cobb came past, close enough that their shoulders almost touched in the narrow space between the hatch and the rail. Thomas stepped back to give him room. Jacob stopped.

"You're in my way," Jacob said. His voice was conversational, almost friendly. It was the friendliness that Thomas noticed — the particular manufactured quality of it.

"Sorry," Thomas said. "I'll move."

He moved. Jacob did not move with him. Something Thomas's shoulder caught on Jacob's arm — or Jacob's arm caught on Thomas's shoulder, depending on who was telling it — and the coil of line hit the deck and Jacob's expression changed from manufactured friendliness to something else with the speed of a man dropping a mask he had been holding up specifically for this moment.

"You clumsy idiot," Jacob said. "Watch what you're doing."

"It was an accident," Thomas said. He kept his voice level, which cost him something. "I apologise."

This was apparently not the response Jacob was looking for. His hand came up and shoved Thomas hard against the rail. Thomas caught himself, looked at Jacob, and made a decision in the half-second available to him: he shoved back.

It was the right decision in terms of self-respect and the wrong decision in terms of outcomes, and Jacob Cobb's fist arrived before Thomas had fully processed this distinction.

Jacob beat him with the methodical efficiency of someone who had done this before and found it straightforward. Thomas got one punch in that connected — he heard Jacob's breath go out in a grunt of genuine pain, which was something — before the rail caught him across the back and the second punch put him down on the deck. He was kicked twice in the ribs before Captain Perkins arrived.

"Enough," Perkins said, from somewhere above Thomas's head. His voice had the flat quality of someone performing a required intervention rather than expressing genuine objection. "Cobb. Back to your station."

"Boy started it," Jacob said, already moving.

"I don't care who started it. Get to your station."

Thomas lay on the deck and tasted blood and looked up at the grey sky above the Mercy Jane and thought about what MacLeod had said, and felt, beneath the pain and the humiliation, a cold clarity about exactly what kind of vessel he had stepped onto.

He dragged himself to the rail and spat into the grey water. His left eye was swelling shut and his ribs screamed with each breath and his jaw felt wrong in a way he did not want to examine too carefully.

Perkins looked down at him. There was nothing in his expression that Thomas could identify as sympathy, or outrage, or anything other than mild irritation at the disruption to his schedule.

"Get yourself cleaned up," Perkins said. "And stay clear of my crew."

He walked away, and Thomas understood that the captain of the Mercy Jane had known exactly what his crew was before Thomas came aboard, and had taken him on anyway, and that the navigation of whatever came next was entirely Thomas's own problem.

He stayed near the bow for the rest of the voyage and slept with his back against the forward hatch and thought carefully about every lesson he had been given so far about the character of men and the reading of situations, and the ways in which he had failed to apply what he knew.

Saint John came into sight on the morning of the third day, and Thomas Arkwright had never been so glad to see land.
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Chapter Six: The Drinking House
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November 1824

When the Mercy Jane docked at Saint John, Captain Perkins paid Thomas half the agreed wage.

He did it without ceremony or apparent discomfort, counting the coins into Thomas's palm with the matter-of-fact air of a man paying what he had always intended to pay.

"That's half what we agreed," Thomas said. His jaw hurt when he spoke. Everything hurt when he spoke.

"Should be grateful I'm paying you at all," Perkins said. "You started a fight on my vessel."

"Your man shoved me first. I've witnesses."

"You've got no witnesses," Perkins said. "You've got a crew that works for me, and they'll say what the work requires them to say. Take the money, boy. You're off my ship."

Thomas looked at him for a moment — at the narrow face and the eyes that moved quickly and never settled and the absolute absence of anything that might be called conscience — and understood that argument was pointless and that what he was holding was all he was going to get.

He took the money. He picked up his canvas bag. He walked off the Mercy Jane without another word, because the only words that were available to him were ones he could not afford to say to a man in a port where he had no standing and no connections and a face that looked as though it had recently been used as a demonstration of what happened when you miscalculated.

Saint John spread before him in the November morning — a busy port town built on steep hills rising from the harbour, the streets full of timber men and dock workers and the general commerce of a place that lived by the river trade. He could barely take it in through his swollen eye.

He made it perhaps three blocks before the pain in his ribs stopped him. He leaned against the wall of a chandler's shop and breathed carefully and fought the urge to sit down on the pavement, which he suspected he would not be able to get up from.

"You look like seven kinds of hell, lad."

The woman was perhaps forty, broad-shouldered and dressed practically, with greying hair pulled back under a cap and the direct assessing gaze of someone who has spent time in proximity to difficult situations and has developed useful opinions about them. She looked at Thomas's face with no particular alarm, as though battered young men leaning against walls were a category of thing she had opinions about.

"I'm all right," Thomas said, which was so obviously untrue that he felt faintly embarrassed saying it.

"You're not. Can you walk? My place is up the hill — the Anchor. It's a drinking house, nothing fancy, but there's a room out back where you can lie down."

"I can pay," Thomas said, because this seemed the most important thing to establish.

"I'm sure you can. Come on, then. One foot at a time."

He went with her because there was nothing else to do, and because the alternative was sitting down on the pavement.

The Anchor was everything its name suggested — low ceilings and pipe smoke and the smell of cheap rum and the general noise of a place where dock workers came to put the day behind them. Mrs. Callahan — she told him her name when she brought him through the common room — led him out the back to a small shed behind the building, which had been storage and was now kept, she said, for emergencies.

"Used to be where my husband kept the extra barrels," she said, lighting the lamp on the table. "He died three years ago. Now I keep it for when someone needs a place to be horizontal for a while." She looked at him with the same direct practicality she had shown in the street. "You can stay until you're mended. You'll work for your keep — chopping wood, hauling water, whatever needs doing that won't kill you in your current state. Fair?"

"More than fair," Thomas said. "Thank you, Mrs. Callahan."

"Don't thank me yet. What's your name?"

"Thomas. Thomas Arkwright."

"Where are you from, Thomas Arkwright, besides recently off a ship that treated you badly?"

"Yorkshire. A long way away."

She seemed to accept this as a complete answer, which Thomas appreciated. "Lie down," she said. "I'll bring you something hot when I have a minute. Sleep if you can."

She left, and Thomas lay down on the narrow cot and looked at the ceiling and took stock.

He had been in Saint John for approximately forty minutes. He had half his wages, a face like a badly maintained road, ribs that he was fairly sure were not broken only because broken ribs apparently felt worse than this, and no plan beyond being horizontal until he could think clearly enough to form one.

He was, he reflected, not yet sixteen years old and already accumulating considerably more experience than he had expected to acquire in a lifetime.

He slept.

* * *
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He stayed two weeks, and the weeks were, in their modest way, good ones.

His ribs were badly bruised but not broken. His face returned to something approximating its normal arrangement, though his jaw clicked when he chewed and he suspected it would always do that now. He worked for Mrs. Callahan as the pain permitted — slowly at first, then with increasing competence as the stiffness eased. He split wood, carried barrels, scrubbed the floor of the common room on his knees with a brush and a bucket, and did whatever else she asked.

Mrs. Callahan ran the Anchor with the brisk efficiency of a woman who had been doing it alone for three years and had long since stopped having patience for what did not need to be done. She was not a warm woman, precisely, but she was a fair one, and she had the quality Thomas had come to recognise and value above most others — she meant what she said and said what she
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