
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE ROPEMAKER’S APPRENTICE
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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'd 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 be. 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 hadn't done what they said—hadn't been anywhere near the mill when the machinery was sabotaged—but in these days of Luddite fears and harsh justice, being seen was guilt enough.

His uncle found him that night, shivering in the hayloft above the stable where Thomas's mother had worked before the fever took her.

"They'll have you in irons by morning," Uncle John said, his weathered face grave in the lamplight. "There's a ship leaving Hull tomorrow for the colonies. The captain owes me a favour. You work your passage, keep your head down, and maybe you live to see sixteen."

Thomas had never seen the sea.
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Chapter One: The Crossing
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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 some 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.

The captain, a granite-faced man named Blackwell, told him nothing about their destination until they were three days out from Hull.

"Nova Scotia," Blackwell said, spitting over the rail. "Halifax harbour, if the weather holds. Then you're on your own, boy. I've kept my promise to your uncle—got you away from the noose. What you do with that gift is your affair."

Nova Scotia. Thomas had heard the name whispered in Leeds taverns—a cold, forested land across the ocean where men could disappear into timber camps or fishing villages, where the past didn't matter as much as what you could do with your hands. It might as well have been the moon.

The crossing took six weeks. Thomas learned to tie knots with names he couldn't pronounce, to read the moods of the sea in the colour of the sky, and to keep his mouth shut when the older sailors drank rum and told stories of press gangs and shipwrecks. His red hair earned him the nickname "Fox," and he answered to it without complaint.

One night, in the cramped fo'c'sle where the crew slept in hammocks strung so close they touched, an old sailor named MacTavish took pity on him.

"You'll want work when we land," MacTavish said, his Scottish burr thick enough to cut. "You've got good hands for rope work now—I've watched you. There's a man in Halifax, Samuel Cogswell, runs a rope walk near the dockyards. Tell him MacTavish sent you. He might give you a chance."

Thomas nodded in the darkness, memorizing the name. Samuel Cogswell. A rope walk. It wasn't much, but it was more than he'd had when he fled Leeds with nothing but the clothes on his back and the memory of his mother's voice telling him to be good, be honest, work hard.

The irony wasn't lost on him that honesty had nearly gotten him killed.
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Chapter Two: Halifax
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Halifax rose from the harbour like a fortress, all wooden buildings and church spires climbing up from the waterfront. It was May when they arrived, and after the crossing, the land seemed to pitch and roll even when Thomas stood on solid ground. He had three shillings in his pocket—wages the captain had grudgingly paid for the crossing—and Samuel Cogswell's name.

Finding the rope walk wasn't difficult. The smell of tar and hemp led him through the maze of warehouses and ship chandlers that crowded the waterfront. Cogswell's establishment was a long, low building with an open yard where great lengths of rope stretched like brown snakes in the sun.

Samuel Cogswell himself was a bear of a man, fifty if he was a day, with hands like ham hocks and a sceptical squint.

"MacTavish sent you?" He looked Thomas up and down. "You're young. And English."

"Yorkshire," Thomas said, as if that made a difference. "I can work. I worked the Margaret Rose all the way across. I know rope."

"Ship rope and shore rope are different animals, lad." But Cogswell's expression had softened slightly. "MacTavish is a good man. Saved my brother's life in a storm off Sable Island, back in '18. For his sake, I'll give you a trial. Sixpence a day, and you sleep in the loft above the shop. Prove yourself worth more, and we'll talk. Slack off, and you're out. Fair?"

Thomas would have agreed to less. "Fair."

The work was brutal. A rope walk required constant movement—walking backwards down the length of the building as you twisted fibres into yarn, then yarn into strands, then strands into rope. Thomas walked miles every day in that long shed, his arms burning, his back aching. But the work was honest, and Cogswell was fair, and slowly Halifax began to feel less like exile and more like possibility.

He learned the colony's rhythms. The fishing boats that came and went with the tides. The timber ships loading great pines bound for England. The naval vessels that kept watch over the harbour, reminder that even here, six weeks from home, the British flag still flew. He learned which taverns would serve a fifteen-year-old lad and which would throw him out, which boarding houses were honest and which would rob you blind.

And he learned that Nova Scotia was a place of newcomers, like himself. Scots driven from the Highlands. Irish fleeing poverty. Loyalists who'd fled the American rebellion two generations back. Germans. French. Mi'kmaq who'd been here long before any of them. Everyone had come from somewhere else, and no one asked too many questions about your past.

The months passed. Summer brought warmth and long days when the light lasted until nearly ten o'clock. Thomas's hands hardened into leather, and his arms grew thick with muscle. Cogswell raised his wages to nine pence, then a shilling. By August, Thomas was running errands for the rope walk, delivering orders to ships and chandleries around the harbour.

It was on one of these errands that he met Duncan MacLeod.
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Chapter Three: The Freighter
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MacLeod ran a small freight operation—two wagons and four draft horses—hauling goods between Halifax and the settlements scattered along the coast and inland. He was looking for a strong back and didn't much care that Thomas was only fifteen.

"You can read and cipher?" MacLeod asked. He was a compact man, dark-haired and shrewd-eyed.

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

"Before you came here. We all have befores, lad. I need someone who can read manifests and keep the books straight. The hauling is just hauling, but the paperwork is where an honest man can be made to look crooked, or a crooked man made to look honest. I've seen both. Can you start Monday?"

Thomas looked back at the rope walk, where Cogswell was directing two workers in splicing a hawser. Eight months he'd been here. Eight months of walking backwards and twisting hemp until his hands bled. It was good, honest work, and he owed Cogswell his gratitude.

But something in him wanted more. Wanted to see beyond the harbour and the rope walk and the same dock warehouses day after day. Wanted to know what lay in those dark forests he could see from the hilltops, in the settlements whose names he heard in taverns—Lunenburg, Shelburne, Annapolis Royal, Windsor.

"I need to give Mr. Cogswell proper notice," Thomas said. "Two weeks fair?"

MacLeod nodded approvingly. "Two weeks is proper. Shows character. I'll see you a fortnight Monday, then. Six in the morning, by the old market."

That evening, Thomas told Cogswell he was leaving. The rope maker took the news with a philosophical nod.

"I knew you wouldn't stay," Cogswell said. "You've got the wandering look about you. That's all right, lad. You've been a good worker, and you've learned the trade. You ever need work again, you come see me. And Thomas—" He gripped the boy's shoulder with one massive hand. "Whatever you were running from in Yorkshire, you've outrun it here. You've proved yourself. Remember that."

Two weeks later, Thomas Arkwright climbed onto Duncan MacLeod's freight wagon, his few possessions in a canvas bag, and headed inland toward his next adventure. He was still only fifteen, still red-haired and marked by fate, but he was no longer running.

He was moving forward.
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Chapter Four: The Road to Windsor
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The freight business taught Thomas the geography of Nova Scotia in a way the rope walk never could. For three months he rode beside MacLeod, learning the rutted tracks that passed for roads, the ferry crossings, the settlements where they were welcomed and the ones where strangers were viewed with suspicion.

Windsor was their furthest regular run, a prosperous town at the head of the Minas Basin where the tides ran higher than anywhere else in the world. They delivered bolts of cloth, barrels of rum, tools and hardware to the merchants there, and hauled back barrels of Annapolis Valley apples, loads of gypsum, and whatever else needed moving.

It was in Windsor that Thomas heard about the ship heading to Saint John.

"The Mercy Jane," the harbourmaster said, leaning against a piling as Thomas and MacLeod unloaded crates. "She's taking timber down to Saint John in New Brunswick. Captain's looking for deck hands if you know anyone."

Thomas felt that familiar pull, that restlessness that had brought him to MacLeod in the first place. Saint John. New Brunswick. More names on a map that might as well be doorways to different worlds.

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

"I figured," MacLeod said without rancour. "You've got the itch, lad. I had it myself at your age. You've earned your wages fair." He counted out coins onto the scarred table. "That's what I owe you, plus a bit extra. You've been good company and honest work."

Thomas pocketed the money—more than he'd ever had at once. "Thank you, Mr. MacLeod. For the chance."

"Don't thank me. Just stay honest, Thomas Arkwright. It's harder than it sounds, but it's worth it."
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Chapter Five: The Mercy Jane
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The Mercy Jane was smaller than the Margaret Rose had been, a coastal trader that smelled of pine resin and wood shavings. Captain Perkins took Thomas on without much question—an extra pair of hands for the two-day run down to Saint John was worth the pittance he'd have to pay.

Thomas should have noticed the tension among the crew. Should have seen the way two of the sailors, brothers named Cobb, watched him with calculating eyes. Should have recognized the signs of men who'd been drinking more than water from their flasks.

The fight started over nothing—a perceived slight, a bump on the cramped deck, words Thomas didn't even remember saying. The older Cobb brother, Jacob, shoved him hard against the rail. Thomas shoved back. Then Jacob's fist caught him across the jaw and the world exploded into violence.

Thomas had been in scraps before, in the narrow alleys of Leeds, but never against a grown man who'd spent his life hauling nets and cargo. Jacob Cobb beat him methodically, professionally, while his brother watched and the rest of the crew either cheered or pretended not to see. When Thomas went down on the deck, tasting blood, Jacob kicked him twice in the ribs before the captain finally intervened.

"Enough! Cobb, back to your station. Boy, get yourself cleaned up."

Thomas dragged himself to the rail and spat blood into the grey water. His left eye was swelling shut, his ribs screamed with each breath, and his jaw felt like it might be broken. The rest of the voyage passed in a haze of pain.
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Chapter Six: The Drinking House
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When the Mercy Jane docked at Saint John, Captain Perkins paid Thomas half what he'd promised.

"Should be grateful I'm paying you at all, starting fights on my vessel," Perkins said, though both of them knew who'd started it.

Thomas stumbled off the ship with his canvas bag, his wages, and pain that made each step an ordeal. Saint John spread before him, a bustling port town built on steep hills rising from the harbour, but he could barely focus on it through his swollen eye.

He made it three blocks before he had to stop, leaning against a wall, fighting the urge to vomit from the pain in his ribs. That's when he heard the voice.

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

The woman was perhaps forty, broad-shouldered and practical-looking, with greying hair pulled back under a cap. She studied him with the assessing eye of someone who'd seen plenty of broken men.

"Can you walk? My place is just up the hill. The Anchor. It's a drinking house, but we've got a room out back. You can rest there."

"I can pay," Thomas managed through his split lip.

"I'm sure you can. Come on then."

The Anchor was exactly what it sounded like—a rough establishment catering to sailors and dock workers, all low ceilings and pipe smoke and the smell of cheap rum. The woman, who introduced herself as Mrs. Callahan, led him through the common room to a small shed behind the building.

"Used to be storage," she said. "My husband died three years back. I keep it for emergencies. You can stay until you're mended, but you'll work for your keep. Chopping wood, hauling water, whatever needs doing that won't kill you in your state. Fair?"

"Fair," Thomas said, and collapsed onto the narrow cot.

For two weeks, Thomas healed. His ribs, mercifully, weren't broken, just badly bruised. His face returned to something approximating normal, though his jaw clicked now when he chewed. He worked when he could—slowly at first, then with increasing strength. He split wood for Mrs. Callahan's fires, carried barrels from the suppliers, scrubbed floors, and did whatever else she asked.

In the evenings, he listened to the talk in the common room. Saint John was a timber town, and the talk was of lumber camps upriver, of the great drives when logs floated down the Saint John River to the mills, of fortunes made and lost in the forests of New Brunswick.

"You want to see country," one old logger told him, "follow the river north. Goes all the way to the interior, past Fredericton, past the settlements, into timber country. That's where a strong lad can make real wages, if the work doesn't kill him."

Thomas thought about that as he healed. He thought about Windsor and Halifax and Leeds, about how each place had been a stopping point but never a destination. Maybe that's what he was—someone always moving toward something he couldn't quite name.

When he was well enough to leave, Mrs. Callahan refused his offer of payment.

"You worked it off fair," she said. "But Thomas—and yes, I learned your name—take this." She pressed a small package into his hands. "Bread, cheese, some dried fish. And a bit of advice. The river road north is long and lonely. Keep your wits about you."
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Chapter Seven: The River Road
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The Saint John River was unlike anything Thomas had seen. Broad and powerful, it cut through endless forests of pine and spruce, with settlements scattered along its banks like beads on a string. He walked north, sometimes finding work for a day or two at a farm or mill, sometimes sleeping rough in the woods.

He learned to fish with a line and hook traded for a day's labour. Learned to set snares for rabbits using techniques an old Mi'kmaq man showed him in exchange for help mending his canoe. Learned which berries were safe to eat and which would leave you retching in the bushes. The forests of New Brunswick were different from anything in England—darker, deeper, older. At night, he heard wolves howling in the distance and tried not to think about how alone he was.

Woodstock was his goal, though he wasn't sure why. Just another name he'd heard in the drinking house, another town upriver. A place to aim for.

He was three days from Woodstock when they found him.

Thomas had made camp in a clearing beside the river, a small fire burning against the October chill. He'd caught two small trout and was roasting them on sticks when the three men emerged from the trees. They weren't loggers—their clothes were too poor, their manner too furtive.

"Well now," the tallest one said, grinning through a patchy beard. "What have we here? A young gentleman traveller?"

Thomas stood slowly, assessing. Three men, all older and harder than him. His canvas bag with his few possessions lay by the fire. His wages from MacLeod, carefully hoarded, were wrapped in cloth inside it.

"Just passing through," Thomas said, trying to keep his voice steady. "I've got nothing worth taking."

"We'll be the judge of that."

They rushed him before he could run. Thomas fought—threw a punch that connected with someone's nose, heard a satisfying crunch—but three against one was no fight at all. They knocked him down, kicked him until he stopped struggling, then rifled through his bag while he lay gasping on the ground.

"Look here," one of them said, holding up Thomas's coins. "Not so poor after all."

They took everything. His money, his extra shirt, his fishing line, even the bread Mrs. Callahan had given him. They left him his canvas bag only because it was worn and worthless, and his boots because they didn't fit the tallest man who tried them on.

"Nothing personal, boy," the leader said, pocketing Thomas's hard-earned wages. "But you shouldn't be traveling alone with money in your pocket. That's just asking for trouble."

Then they were gone, melting back into the forest, leaving Thomas with nothing but his battered bag, the clothes on his back, his boots, and the two fish still roasting forgotten by the fire.

Thomas sat up slowly, testing for injuries. Nothing broken this time, just bruises on top of bruises. He looked at his empty bag, at the dark forest around him, at the river flowing endlessly north.

He'd fled Yorkshire with nothing. Been beaten on the Mercy Jane with nothing. And now he had nothing again.

For a long moment, he considered giving up. Considered walking back to Saint John, back to Halifax, maybe even trying to find passage back to England to face whatever waited for him there.

Then his stomach growled, and he remembered the fish. He pulled them from the fire—burned on one side, raw on the other, but food nonetheless. He ate them both, bones and all, while the fire died to embers.

Tomorrow he'd reach Woodstock with nothing but determination and the clothes on his back. It wouldn't be the first time he'd started from nothing, and he suspected it wouldn't be the last.

Thomas Arkwright was sixteen years old now, though he'd lost track of the exact date of his birthday somewhere between Halifax and here. He'd crossed an ocean, learned three trades, been beaten twice, and robbed once. His red hair was longer now, shaggy and unkempt. His hands were scarred with rope burns and work. His face was leaner, harder.

He pulled his thin jacket tighter against the cold and lay down beside the dying fire. Tomorrow, Woodstock. After that, who knew? But he'd keep moving forward. It was all he knew how to do.
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Chapter Eight: The Giant
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The morning dawned cold and grey, with frost silvering the grass at the edge of Thomas's camp. His ribs ached from the beating, and his empty stomach reminded him sharply of his situation. He kicked dirt over the dead fire and shouldered his nearly empty bag. Woodstock couldn't be more than a few hours' walk now.

The road—such as it was—followed the river through farmland that grew more settled the closer he came to town. He passed a few homesteads, smoke rising from chimneys, but kept his distance. He had nothing to trade for hospitality, and his battered appearance might invite questions he didn't want to answer.

It was mid-morning when he heard the barking.

Not the ordinary bark of a farm dog at work, but a deeper sound, almost a roar, mixed with yelps and snarls. Thomas crested a small rise and saw the source. In a muddy yard beside a weathered farmhouse, a pack of dogs circled and snapped at each other in some kind of canine chaos. Most were ordinary farm mutts, but in the centre of the melee stood a creature that made Thomas stop in his tracks.

The dog was enormous. It stood as high as Thomas's waist, with a massive head like an Irish Wolfhound, the towering frame of a Great Dane, and the solid, muscular build of an English Mastiff. Its coat was a mottled grey-brown, shaggy and unkempt. As Thomas watched, it wheeled on two of the smaller dogs that had been harrying it, and its deep bark scattered them like leaves.

A man emerged from the barn, cursing and waving his arms. He was thin and elderly, moving with the stiffness of old injuries or harder years than he'd deserved.

"Get on! All of you, get!" He threw a stick that bounced harmlessly off the big dog's flank. The animal barely noticed. "Damned strays. Been eating my chickens, fighting with my own dogs. I ought to shoot the lot of them."

Thomas found himself walking down the slope toward the farm without quite deciding to do so. The old man noticed him and straightened, instantly wary.

"You looking for work? Because I can't pay, if that's what you're after."

"No, sir. I was just..." Thomas gestured at the dogs. "That big one. Is he yours?"

The old farmer snorted. "Him? No. Showed up about a week ago with this pack of devils. I've chased them off three times, but they keep coming back. That giant one, he's the leader. Smart as they come, but mean. Or at least, wild. Won't let anyone near him."

Thomas watched the big dog. It had backed away from the pack now, standing at the edge of the yard, assessing the situation with an intelligence that seemed almost human. Its eyes were amber-coloured, bright and calculating. As Thomas watched, the dog's gaze fixed on him, and for a moment they regarded each other across the muddy yard.

"What if someone could catch him?" Thomas asked. "Would you sell him?"

The farmer laughed, a harsh bark of sound. "Sell him? Boy, you can have him if you can catch him. Hell, I'll give you a rope and count myself lucky if you take him away from here."

Thomas set down his bag. He had no food to offer as bait, no treats, nothing but his bare hands and something the old man had said: smart as they come. Intelligence could be reasoned with, sometimes, if you had the patience.

He walked slowly into the yard, not directly toward the big dog but at an angle, as if he might pass by on his way to somewhere else. The pack of strays scattered—they wanted nothing to do with a human. The big dog held his ground, watching, muscles tensed to run.

Thomas stopped about twenty feet away and sat down in the mud. He didn't look directly at the dog, just sat there, breathing calmly, making himself as non-threatening as possible. He'd seen a drover do this once in Leeds, with a skittish horse. Patience and calm, the man had said. Let them come to you.

Minutes passed. The old farmer watched from his doorway, shaking his head. The big dog stood perfectly still, studying this strange human who had entered his territory and then simply sat down.

Thomas began to talk, softly, not quite singing but letting his voice rise and fall in a gentle rhythm. It didn't matter what he said—he spoke of Yorkshire and the Margaret Rose, of Halifax and rope walks, of the river and the road. Just sounds, just a voice that held no threat.

The dog's ears pricked forward. One step closer, then another. Thomas kept talking, kept his eyes averted, his posture relaxed. He thought of his mother, of how she'd gentled him through fevers and nightmares with nothing but her voice and patience.

The big dog came closer. Five feet away. Three. Thomas could smell him now—wet fur, old mud, the wild scent of the forest. He felt the dog's breath on his face as the massive head lowered, sniffing, investigating.

Thomas slowly extended one hand, palm up, fingers loose. The dog sniffed it thoroughly, then—wonder of wonders—licked it once with a tongue like warm leather.

"That's a good lad," Thomas murmured. "You're all right, aren't you? Just hungry and lost and tired of fighting. I know how that feels."

He slowly reached up with his other hand and touched the dog's massive head, scratching gently behind one ear. The dog leaned into the touch, and Thomas felt the animal's whole body relax, as if it had been waiting for this moment, for this permission to stop being wild and frightened.

"Well, I'll be damned," the old farmer said from the doorway. "I've never seen the like."

Thomas stood slowly, keeping one hand on the dog's head. The animal stood beside him, reaching almost to his chest, enormous and powerful and no longer wild. The farmer fetched a rope from the barn—good hemp rope, Thomas noted automatically—and Thomas fashioned a simple collar and lead. The dog accepted it without protest.

"You've got a way with animals, boy," the farmer said, respect in his voice now. "Where are you headed?"

"Woodstock," Thomas said. "Looking for work."

The old man disappeared into the house and returned with a small cloth sack. "Not much, but there's some bread and salt pork. And that rope is yours—call it payment for clearing my yard of strays. That dog will eat a lot, mind. You'll need work soon if you mean to keep him."

"Thank you, sir." Thomas took the sack gratefully. He looked down at the enormous dog standing calmly beside him, and made a decision. "His name's Bear. I think that's what I'll call him."

The dog looked up at the sound of his new name, and Thomas could have sworn he saw understanding in those amber eyes.

They set off together toward Woodstock—a sixteen-year-old boy with nothing but a canvas bag, a rope, and a sack of provisions, and a dog the size of a small pony. Thomas had started the day with nothing. Now he had a companion. It wasn't much, but it was something. In the past year, he'd learned that something was always better than nothing.
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Chapter Nine: Woodstock
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Woodstock was larger than Thomas had expected, a proper town with a main street lined with shops and businesses. The Saint John River ran broad and strong past the settlement, and everywhere Thomas looked he saw signs of the timber trade—lumber yards, saw mills, men with axes and cant hooks, wagons loaded with logs.

Bear drew stares. People stopped on the wooden sidewalks to watch them pass, and Thomas heard the whispers: "Look at the size of that beast," and "Is that a dog or a bear?" Thomas kept his hand on the rope and kept walking. He had three goals: find a place to camp outside town, find work, and find food for himself and Bear.

He solved the first problem quickly, finding a spot in a clearing near the river, far enough from town to avoid trouble but close enough to walk for work. He tied Bear to a tree with enough rope for the dog to move freely, and left him with half the salt pork from the farmer's sack.

"I'll be back," Thomas told him. "Don't eat anyone."

Bear lay down, resting his massive head on his paws, and watched Thomas go with those intelligent amber eyes.

Thomas used the last of the daylight to walk through Woodstock, looking for work. The lumber yards were hiring, but only for experienced sawyers and mill workers. The merchants wanted clerks with references. The taverns had all the help they needed. By the time darkness fell, Thomas had learned two things: first, that work would be harder to find than he'd hoped, and second, that his stomach was very empty.

He bought a small loaf of bread with the last coins he could spare from the money the old farmer hadn't given him—which was to say, with nothing at all. His pockets were empty again. He'd have to find work tomorrow or start going hungry again.

He was walking back toward his camp, tearing off chunks of bread and eating them as he went, when he heard the footsteps behind him. Fast, light, purposeful. Thomas turned just as the figure emerged from the shadows between buildings.

It was a young man, perhaps seventeen, dressed in buckskin and moving with the fluid grace of someone completely at home in the wilderness. His skin was copper-brown in the moonlight, his black hair worn long, and he carried himself with a confidence that spoke of strength and skill. His eyes fixed on Thomas with an intensity that made the hair on the back of Thomas's neck stand up.

"You camp by river," the young man said. It wasn't a question. His English was accented but clear. "You have big dog."

Thomas's hand instinctively went to his empty pocket where a knife should have been. "I do. Is there a problem?"

"I watch you come to town. Watch you walk, talk to people, buy bread." The young man took a step closer, studying Thomas's face. "You are alone. You have nothing. But you have strong dog, and you know how to make him obey. How?"

"Patience," Thomas said carefully. "And because he was tired of being alone. Same as me."

The young man smiled then, a quick flash of white teeth in the darkness. "You speak truth. Good. I am called Two Rivers. My people camp one mile north. We trade with town, sometimes hunt together with them. My father wants to meet you."

"Why would your father want to meet me?"

"Because," Two Rivers said, as if it were obvious, "you make friends with giant dog in one morning, and you have red hair like fox. My father says these are signs. He wants to know what kind of man you are."

Thomas thought about refusing, about saying he was tired and had to get back to his camp. But something in Two Rivers' manner suggested that refusal wasn't really an option. And besides, Thomas had learned that opportunities came in strange forms, and a man with nothing couldn't afford to turn them away.

"All right," Thomas said. "Should I bring Bear?"

Two Rivers' smile widened. "Yes. Bring Bear. My father will want to see this dog."

They walked back to Thomas's camp together, Two Rivers moving through the forest with barely a sound while Thomas crashed along behind him, aware of how loud and clumsy he seemed by comparison. Bear greeted Thomas's return with a tail wag that nearly knocked Thomas over, and regarded Two Rivers with cautious interest.

"He is very big," Two Rivers observed, keeping his distance. "What do you call him?"

"Bear."

Two Rivers laughed at that. "Good name. Come. My father waits."

They followed the river north for what Thomas guessed was about a mile, Bear trotting beside Thomas on the rope. The forest opened into a clearing where several bark-covered lodges stood in a loose circle around a central fire. People moved between the structures—women working on hides, children playing, men sitting and talking. The smell of cooking meat made Thomas's stomach clench with hunger.

Two Rivers led Thomas to the largest lodge, where a man sat cross-legged by the fire. He was perhaps forty-five, powerfully built, with streaks of grey in his long black hair and a face carved by weather and experience. His eyes were sharp as he looked up at Thomas's approach, taking in the red hair, the ragged clothes, the enormous dog.

"Father," Two Rivers said, switching to his own language and then back to English. "This is the red-haired man with the great dog."

The war chief—for that's what he was, Thomas realized, seeing the deference the other men showed him—studied Thomas in silence for a long moment. Then he spoke, his English slow but precise.

"I am called Painted Sky. I am war chief of my people. We are Maliseet, though the white men call us other names. Sit."

Thomas sat, grateful to be off his feet. Bear settled beside him, watchful but calm. Painted Sky's eyes moved to the dog, studying him with the same intensity he'd given Thomas.

"My son tells me you tamed this animal in one morning. That you spoke to him and he obeyed. Is this true?"

"I wouldn't say tamed," Thomas said carefully. "He was frightened and hungry. I was patient. We understood each other."

"Understood each other," Painted Sky repeated. "You are young. Younger than my son. Where is your family?"

"Across the ocean. England. My mother is dead. I came here alone."

"Why?"

It was a simple question, but it deserved an honest answer. "Because men were going to hang me for something I didn't do. My uncle put me on a ship. I've been working my way north since I landed in Halifax, eight months ago."

Painted Sky nodded slowly, as if this confirmed something he'd suspected. "You have been tested. Beaten. Robbed. Yes?"

Thomas blinked. "How did you—"

"Your face shows old bruises. Your clothes are poor but your boots are good—you kept what mattered. You walk like a man who has been hurt but keeps moving. These are signs I know how to read." He gestured to a woman, who brought a wooden bowl of stew and handed it to Thomas. "Eat. We will talk."

Thomas didn't need to be told twice. The stew was venison, rich and hot, and he forced himself to eat slowly despite his hunger, knowing that eating too fast after days of little food could make him sick.

Painted Sky watched him eat, then spoke again. "You have nowhere to go. No family, no home. Winter comes soon. The forest is not kind to those who do not know her ways."

Thomas set down the bowl, meeting the war chief's eyes. "I can work. I'm strong, I learn quickly—"

Painted Sky held up a hand, silencing him. "I see this. My son sees this. You have skill with animals. You have... patience. These are valuable things." He paused, considering. "I make you offer. Stay the winter with us. Learn our ways. Work for your food and shelter. When spring comes, if you wish to leave, you leave. If you wish to stay longer, we talk again. Fair?"

The word echoed in Thomas's memory—Cogswell, MacLeod, Mrs. Callahan, all asking the same question. Fair? He'd learned that fairness was a rare thing in the world, and when it was offered, a smart man took it.

"Fair," Thomas said. "Thank you."

Two Rivers grinned, clearly pleased. Painted Sky nodded once, as if the matter was settled. "Tomorrow, my son begins teaching you. You have much to learn."
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Chapter Ten: The Year of Learning
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Winter came early that year, and with it, Thomas Arkwright began an education unlike any he'd imagined. The Maliseet village became his world, and Two Rivers became his constant companion and teacher.

The first lessons were practical ones—how to construct a proper winter shelter, how to dress for the cold, how to find and prepare food when the forest seemed barren and dead. Thomas worked alongside the men, learning their language word by word, phrase by phrase. Bear became a fixture in the village, beloved by the children who used him as a furry mountain to climb, tolerated by the adults who appreciated his presence as a guardian.

But it was the deeper skills that Two Rivers taught him through that winter and into the spring that truly transformed Thomas.

"White men walk through forest like they are angry at trees," Two Rivers said one morning in early December, as they moved through fresh snow. "You must learn to walk like you belong here. Like you are part of forest, not fighting against it."

Thomas learned to read the land with new eyes. Where he'd seen only trees and snow, Two Rivers showed him the tracks of deer, rabbit, fox, and bear. He learned to judge the age of tracks, to tell male from female, to know if an animal was healthy or injured, fleeing or feeding. He learned which plants could be eaten even in winter, where to find water when streams were frozen, how to predict weather by the behaviour of birds and the feel of the wind.

"Tracking is not just seeing what is there," Two Rivers explained as they crouched over a set of prints in the snow. "It is understanding the story. This deer—" he pointed "—walks calmly here. See? Even steps, no drag marks. But here—" he moved forward ten paces "—the steps are longer, deeper. She knows wolf is near. And here—" another few paces "—she runs. But we see no wolf tracks. Why?"

Thomas studied the snow, thinking. "The wolf came later? After the snow?"

"No. Look at the prints. Same snow, same time. The wolf..." Two Rivers pointed up. "Is there."

Thomas followed his gesture and saw the marks where a large animal had bedded down on a rocky outcrop overlooking the deer trail, waiting in ambush. He'd walked right past it without seeing.

"You see now? The deer smells wolf even though she cannot see him. She knows. The forest speaks, always. You must learn to listen."

Through the winter months, Thomas's skills grew. His hands, hardened by rope work and freight hauling, learned new tasks. Two Rivers taught him to work with wood and bark, shaping and binding them into tools and vessels.

"We build war canoe in spring," Two Rivers promised. "Big canoe, for raiding and long travel. You will help. But first, you must understand wood."

They worked with cedar and birch, ash and pine. Thomas learned which wood split clean for building, which bent without breaking, which burned hot and which made the best coals. He learned to peel bark without killing the tree, to steam and shape it, to sew it with spruce roots so fine and tight that no water could penetrate.
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