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Aland parried the incoming thrust then laid his sword menacingly at his brother's neck. He paused a moment then lowered it again, a massive grin filled his face from having such an obvious advantage over his twin. 

'I can't believe you get me with that one every time,' Hugo shook his head in disbelief. 

Aland laughed at his brother's rising frustration. 'Come, I will show you again. Because I kept dropping my guard I lured you into thrusting forward at an open target, then I simply rolled my blade across the top of yours which gave me a clear target of your neck,' he explained patiently. In truth, their father had shown them the move together, but Hugo had paid little attention at the time.

The twins were so identical that their mother had taken to dressing them in different clothes in a bid to save her embarrassment of mixing up their names. The tactic had worked while they were young but as the boys grew they came to understand the reason behind their different attire, so mischievously began swapping clothing. Although they loved to play their mother up, there was no real malice in them. 

Samia had strongly protested her husband's decision to give their sons the wooden practise swords but as a captain of the king's patrol, he hadn't given it a second thought.

'It won't hurt them to learn a little self-defence, my dear,' he said, trying to justify his actions. 

'It all starts with innocent sword play but then sows the seed for violence,' she chastised. She deplored fighting of any sort but she wasn't so naive not to realise force was sometimes necessary for the good of the nation.

'Sorry dear,' the captain said, planting a kiss on his wife's cheek just before mounting his horse. He knew she wasn't one to hold a grudge but it wouldn't be the last he would hear of it either.

*

[image: ]


Just one week later, Samia sat in the cool shade of the broad oak, watching her boys happily playing with their wooden swords. She worried about their newfound desire to follow their father's path and become soldiers. It was a noble profession of course and the nation needed more men like her husband to keep the people safe, but the thought of her two little boys facing danger too made her shudder. 

Samia was concerned that raids against the weak and vulnerable seemed to be occurring more and more these days. Occasionally, brigands would amass in large enough numbers to necessitate several of the king's patrols to come together in order to bring them to justice.  

A servant appeared and set a jug of cool water down on the shaded bench for Samia and her boys. Samia appreciated just how good her life was compared to others but she still spent too much time worrying about things. Not only was her husband a good and honourable man, she had also been blessed with two wonderful boys. Their modest sized farmhouse was just an hour's ride from the sea and they now had several servants to look after them. It was such a far cry from her childhood poverty that she constantly lived in fear of losing it. She had hoped that her boys would eventually grow up to become doctors, magistrates, or anything else but soldiers. 

The sound of a distant rumble of thunder caused her to sigh. The summer's day would be spoilt by a thunderstorm but maybe it would relieve some of the oppressive heat. A deep foreboding began to grip the pit of her stomach as the rumbling continued and began to grow louder. Fear washed over her as she spotted the dust cloud in the distance, thrown up by riders galloping in their direction.

'Raiders! Go and hide immediately and don't come out until I call you,' Samia screamed to her boys. Seeing the fear on their mother's face, they quickly obeyed without question.

Unopposed, the riders jumped the ornate picket fence and set about trampling the well-tended gardens, on their lust for pillage and destruction. The old gardener rushed over to the rampaging raiders, waving his arms about, heavily protesting, but he was met with a kick to the face. As he staggered back, another of the raiders finished him off with the tip of his sword, laughing as he went. 

Samia screamed in horror as she witnessed the old man's face separate in a spray of crimson. The rest of the servants tried desperately to flee for cover but they were either hacked down mercilessly or dragged away for sport. 

A tall, thin faced man jumped down from his horse and casually strolled over to Samia. His long, thick, greasy hair partially shaded his shifty eyes and the dirty white tunic he wore reeked of stale sweat. Without warning he violently grabbed her long, smooth hair and yanked her head back. 

'You and me are going to have some fun if you don't mind, my beauty,' he said, in a heavy, guttural accent as he threw her to the ground. Sounds of cheering and laughter erupted from his men as he ripped Samia's dress from her. 

With one hand around the woman's throat the raider had just untied his britches when he received an unexpected blow across his shoulders, causing him to stumble forward. The sudden appearance of two young boys from the bushes valiantly wielding wooden swords made his men roar with laughter. The tall man, his passion unexpectedly doused, failed to share their mirth though.

'So, you want to fight, eh?' he laughed, menacingly. 'You can’t fight me properly with those wooden swords though, it wouldn't be fair now, would it?' he hissed, re-fastening his trousers. 

One of the raiders hurled a sword which landed at Hugo's feet. Without hesitation, the young boy picked it up, ready to do battle. The tall brigand towered over Hugo but the young boy still bravely rushed forward, tears rolling down his cheeks as he hacked at the evil man before him. The raider laughed, stepped to one side then counter-attacked with a savage reverse thrust that pierced the small boy's throat. Samia screamed as she watched the blade exit the back of her son's neck in a spray of blood.

No matter how hard she thrashed about, spitting and screaming, Samia just couldn't break free from the strong grip the other men were holding her down with. 

Aland bravely took the sword from his dead brother's hand and cautiously approached the evil man.  

'I must be seeing double,' Hugo's killer laughed. 'Come to meet the same fate as your brother, have you?' 

Aland said nothing. Instead, he just rushed forward with his sword held low, replicating the same dummy move he had used on his brother earlier. The brigand took the bait and thrust his sword towards his unguarded opponent but as Aland tried to parry the blade, the tall man quickly stepped back. 

'It seems we have a real swordsman here,' the raider mocked. Then, without warning, he stepped forward and violently slashed the boy cleanly across his throat, almost decapitating him. 

Samia fainted. The grief of witnessing Aland fall silently to the ground, life-blood pumping from his severed arteries was just too much to bear. 

As the crowd of raiders began to cheer at the sickening sight, the tall brigand started to cry out in pain, clutching his hand. With his utter contempt for the boy’s abilities, he had carelessly swung his blade at the child, only to find his young opponent had managed to raise his sword in an attempt to block the strike. The action did nothing to alter the child's fate, but Aland's upraised sword had managed to slice cleanly through his attacker's thumb. 

The child killer's men fell silent. No longer in the mood to take the boys mother, he nodded in her direction, 'Kill her, collect anything of value and leave no survivors,' he hissed. With the colour fast draining from his face, he tore a piece from Samia's discarded dress, wrapped his hand in it, then mounted his horse to go in search of his ship's surgeon.

It was two days later before Samia's husband returned home. With a successful campaign behind him and the thought of seeing his family again the captain was in high spirits. His mood quickly darkened though as he rode beneath the overhanging trees of his drive and noticed part of their fence had been trampled. Unease grew within him as more and more signs of a recent disturbance became evident. By the time he reached the house, the full extent of the horror was clear to be seen.

Servants bodies were strewn across his lawn; his gardener lay dead amongst the flower beds with a fatal wound across his face. He cast his eyes around the garden in the desperate hope of not finding his family but he spotted two small figures laying close by. With shaking legs, he climbed down from his horse and approached the bloodied bodies of his sons. Lying close by was his dead wife, naked and her throat cut. The unimaginable image would haunt him forever.

* 
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A flash of lighting momentarily lit up the small village, followed almost immediately by a loud clap of thunder. The driving rain meant no one was around to witness a hooded figure, carrying what looked like a bundle of rags, emerge from the tree line. Stealthily, the figure crossed the sodden field and headed towards the monastery. With the storm in full swing now, every flash of lightning revealed the stranger's progress in staccato like images. 

At the monastery doorway, rather than immediately seek refuge from the deluge, the stranger paused, the small storm porch doing little to stave away the rain. The figure pulled back their hood, revealing a woman, her tangled mass of long, dark hair now blowing wildly in the wind. She peered lovingly into the roll of cloth for a brief moment, agonising over her next course of action, seemingly unaware of the storm. Eventually, she laid the bundle at the threshold and hammered the heavy brass knocker with as much force as she could muster then quickly slipped back into the shadows. 

After a lengthy wait she had almost given in to the urge to retrieve her little rain-soaked bundle, when a giant of a man in a brown robe opened the door. The bushy faced monk looked out into the stormy night, at first oblivious to the bundle at his feet. Suspecting the village children of playing pranks again he began to step back into the monastery, then noticed the object at his feet. Bending down, curiously he lifted the bundle of sodden rags and carefully unwrapped them. A look of shock suddenly appeared on the big monk's face as he discovered the babe within. Tenderly cradling the child within his giant hands, he briefly looked up and down the dark road, scanning for movement. 

'Is anyone there?' he called out into the gloom, but there came no answer. The cold, driving rain and another flash of lightning made the decision to not go looking for who had left the child slightly less painful. He stepped back into the sanctuary of the monastery and quietly closed the door. 

The dark-haired woman in the shadows turned and walked away, her tears lost in the rain as they ran down her cheeks. 

*
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Even though it was still cold, the low morning sun hinted that summer was just around the corner. The end of the persistent rains meant that the people of Woods End village, creatively named for its close proximity to The Great Northern Forest, could now venture out once more. 

Woods End was a small community, consisting of no more than thirty or so permanent residents, mainly farm workers, but at the heart of the village, was a monastery. Not only was it home to five monks and one abbot, it also doubled as an orphanage and hospital to any who could make the journey. In addition, annexed alongside the monks residence, was a small brewery that produced large quantities of thick dark ale, a staple part of everyone’s diet, which they sold on to the local tavern. The revenue it brought in was then used to stock the infirmary with all necessary equipment and medicines. Any surplus money was donated to help those less fortunate.

Up until today, Father Gylbart had kept Bassett cooped up indoors studying while the rains persisted. It wasn't that the young orphan boy disliked studying, quite the opposite really. It was more to do with his dislike of the long, disproportionate winter nights, drowning in the constant haze of the cheap tallow candles.  

Bassett felt that both the abbot and the monks had gone out of their way in order to keep him occupied. Somehow they had seemed to find him new chores or fresh study just at the point of him having a moment to himself.  Now, however, with the long rainy days gone, they had finally allowed him out.

The smell of damp, rotting vegetation hanging in the air was not entirely unpleasant to Bassett as he sat motionless upon the old fallen oak. To him, it indicated the end of a long term of confinement. With so few years available in life, Bassett felt it was wrong having to spend them locked up inside a stuffy monastery. 

A female blackbird landed and stood less than an arm's span away, cautiously eyeing him in an attempt to decide if the boy posed a risk. Bassett knew it was a female by its brown colouring, as described in one of the many books in the library. As an avid reader he usually spent any free time from chores surrounded by the abbot's books. 

Being an orphan at the monastery, he knew there was a high degree of expectation that he would become a monk as he grew older. Although Bassett was grateful of the home and education he had been given, life as a monk just didn't appeal to him.

He absently broke up small pieces of twig and held them out in the palm of his hand for the small bird to take as he sat contemplating his future. Strangely, the blackbird showed no sign of fear as she happily hopped onto his thumb, took the offering, then flew off again. 

The moment of peace and tranquillity was eventually broken by two of the village boys, shouting and laughing as they approached. The noises from Ashton and his brother Jaxon, recently ejected from the house by their mother, grew louder as they approached. 

Although a year younger than Bassett, Jaxon still stood almost a head height taller. Jaxon was usually a quiet boy with a pleasant nature but his older brother, Ashton, liked nothing more than the sound of his own voice. Because of his age and intimidating size, Ashton saw himself as some sort of leader of all the other children within the village. He believed that the smaller children were there to carry out errands for him. Any who didn't conform, usually came to grief.

Bassett remained dead still as he sat against the fallen oak, hoping not to catch either of the brothers eyes, but it was too late. Jaxon had already spotted him and had just shouted out his name when a stone clashed against a nearby tree. With a sigh, Bassett climbed down from the fallen oak and walked towards the boys. He knew it was the last he would see of his feathered friend today and unless he quickly came up with a way of avoiding another conflict with Ashton, he would end up in front of the abbot once again.

Last year, Bassett had found himself in deep trouble for a fight he'd had with the older brother. Because of his size and mild nature, Ashton had mistaken Bassett as being an easy target. The bully had continuously goaded him about why his parents had abandoned him and even though Bassett tried to ignore the taunts, rage had built within. 

Bassett had gone with tears in his eyes to Brother Bradford to beg him to stop Ashton from being so cruel to him. The monk had been the one who discovered Bassett all those years ago in the middle of a storm. He was a giant of a man with a great black, bushy beard that made him look like a grizzly bear but he also had the gentlest of natures. Even though the monk's patience was tested regularly he had become a father figure to Bassett. 

Brother Bradford had put his arm around Bassett's shoulder, 'Boys like Ashton may look strong on the outside but they are weak within. They need to surround themselves with enough followers to bolster their confidence. No matter how hard it seems, if you stand up to a bully, they will eventually back down,' he mused. 'If I confront Ashton on your behalf, he will see you as weak and will then pick on you all the more.'

Bassett went away, totally disheartened, but Brother Bradford's words had remained at the forefront of his mind. He spent most of last summer avoiding Ashton by staying indoors to concentrate on his studies and by carrying out extra chores for the monks but that tactic only delayed the inevitable confrontation. 

Just as the weather began to deteriorate, Bassett found himself cornered by Ashton and a few of his minions at the edge of the woods. At first, he tried to walk away but the other boys blocked his escape and Ashton released a tirade of insults at him. Eventually, the breaking point came when Ashton suggested that his mother had been a whore and his father could have been anyone within a dozen villages. 

Bassett flew at Ashton in such a rage that he completely took the bigger boy by surprise. With Brother Bradford's words ringing in his mind, Bassett unleashed his pent-up fury in a flurry of blows. One of Bassett's first punches landed squarely on Ashton's windpipe, immediately felling the bully as he gasped for breath. 

Luckily for Ashton, the other boys eventually prised Bassett off the bigger boy as he slowly began to turn blue from lack of air. It was the quick action of the monks, combined with the abbot's medical experience, that saved Ashton's life that day.

At a hastily called village meeting, Ashton's father called for Bassett to be exiled there and then for the brutality that he had unleashed on his son. Brother Bradford immediately stood up to confess that it had been he who had directed Bassett to defend himself against his bullying son. Other witnesses stepped forward in Bassett's defence and vouched that it had been Ashton's poor behaviour that had instigated the fight. Ashton's father had been forced to apologise for his boy's behaviour in the end and withdrew his demands. 

Now, for the first time since that fight, the two boys found themselves facing each other again. Slowly, Bassett rose from the log and walked towards the brothers, ready to confront the big boy once more. 

'Hello Ashton, Jaxon,' he said calmly, all the time keeping eye contact with Ashton. A brief moment of awkwardness passed between the trio, broken only when Bassett innocently raised a hand to move his long, tangled hair away from his eyes, causing Ashton to flinch slightly. The movement was small but Bassett resisted a smile as he realised the big boy was wary of him now.  

'I wasn't throwing stones at you,' Ashton said, defensibly. 'I was just aiming for the bird on the branch above you'. It was the closest Ashton came to apologising for his actions. Whether he had been warned about his previous behaviour by his father or he was now wary of Bassett, he never taunted him or the other boys again. Brother Bradford had been spot on in his assessment of bullies.

*
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Even with such a pious upbringing, Bassett's refusal to blindly accept the existence of a divine presence frustrated some of the monks. From an early age, Bassett's constant questioning of God's actions had earned him many a wallop. Eventually, Bassett learnt to keep his thoughts to himself but he also realised, becoming a monk was not his future. 

He regularly dreamt of travelling around the world and discovering new places but these dreams were unlike other peoples. Although unable to compare directly, he knew the images that came to him in his sleep were of real places. At first, Bassett had put the detailed images down to the books he had read but soon came to realise there was more to it.

Bassett knew Brother Bradford had travelled extensively by the way he talked about far away places. Occasionally he would describe the beautiful scenery and magical sights that he had seen freely but when pressed as to why he had been there, Bradford would quickly change the subject. It was clear by the tattoos and his muscular frame that he hadn't always been a monk but no one ever spoke of it. The other monks had unconditionally welcomed him as one of their own, regardless of his past.  

*
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'Why do you think my mother left me?' Bassett suddenly asked, looking up from his book on medicine. He had such a gift for memorising text that even the abbot had taken to asking the young boy to recall recipes for medicinal potions now. The abbot put his own book down and sighed. 

'I truly wish I could give you a definite answer. I could suggest many possibilities but they would just be guesses I'm afraid.' It wasn't a satisfactory answer but it was honest. 

'She will come back for me one day.' Bassett's gaze fixed on nothing as he spoke.

The abbot looked at Bassett, a little surprised, 'How can you be so sure?'  

'I dreamt it,' he answered simply.

The abbot had become increasingly uncomfortable with Bassett's dreams. At first, they had been far too vague to mean anything other than that of a typical dream but now they were becoming much more lucid. The young boy's statement of seeing his mother again was born out of a vision, not some random dream influenced by desire. 

'Did you see what she looked like?' the abbot quizzed cautiously. 

'No, not yet but the dreams are becoming clearer now,' Bassett replied, picking up the thick journal once more. 

The abbot felt a little uneasy at the boy's prediction. It was becoming more and more evident that Bassett was developing into a seer and seers made ordinary folk nervous.

*
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As springtime moved on, the usual mundane chores began to occupy everyone's spare time in Woods End. Villagers came together to plough the fields and plant the crops in preparation for the coming seasons. The majority of the fertile soil was planted with wheat to be used for flour but a fairly large portion was set aside for hops and barley in preparation for the annual batch of ales. 

Bassett had first tried a cup of ale from the great oak vats at a very young age. The bitter taste had made him screw his face up, much to the amusement of the monks. 'Why do people drink that stuff?' he had asked, handing the mug of brown liquid back to Brother Bradford, unwilling to drink any more of it. 

The big monk just laughed, 'It's an acquired taste. One that once gained can often see the ruin of a man'. 

Bassett gave the large monk a puzzled look. 'Why drink it if there is a chance of it causing problems then?'

Brother Bradford sat alongside Bassett, his jovial expression fading. 'That's just the nature of man I suppose. It is hard to explain the tangled web of thoughts inside another person's head but a jug of ale often provides a temporary escape from life's harsh realities,' he said. 

'You've not always been a monk have you?' The youngster's direct question took the brother by surprise.  

'No,' Brother Bradford answered simply, as he stood and left the room.

*                                                                    
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Lord Oldham paced across his daughter's bedroom and stared out of the window once more. As appointed keeper of the Northern territories he was used to dealing with problems daily but today, he felt useless. The last time he had felt it necessary to summon the abbot was four years ago when his wife had fallen sick with the fever.

He had taken the advice of his own physician at first who had assured him that with plenty of rest and regular bathing in cool water she would get better. It was only when his wife began to lose consciousness that he panicked and called for the abbot.

When he eventually arrived the abbot immediately ordered the complete isolation of Lady Oldham before taking the Lord to one side to prepare him for the worst. 

'Thomas, my dear friend. I must be frank in this matter,' the abbot warned.

'She is going to die isn't she?' Colour drained from Oldham's face as he realised his wife might not survive.

'That, I can't be certain. If she does survive this though there is a very big chance the high temperature she has endured for so long may have damaged her mind.' The abbot laid a hand on his friend's shoulder. 

For three days the abbot tended to Lord Oldham's wife, and just when she began to show signs that her fever was breaking, she died peacefully in her sleep.

Although he couldn't prove it, Lord Oldham believed that had he summoned the abbot immediately, his wife would still be alive. With the painful memories of his wife’s death still clear in his mind, he had taken no chances this time by sending for the abbot immediately when his daughter fell ill. 

As the afternoon shadows grew longer, Oldham's mood began to darken. He had already uncharacteristically snapped at one of the maids for insisting he come to eat and drink something. Even now, with a fear for his daughter's life, he felt pangs of guilt for shouting at her. None would accuse Lord Oldham of being a tyrant but he had become extra protective towards his daughter since losing his wife.

Standing at the window, he noticed a group of riders emerging from the distant edge of the forest. He studied the group intently as they steadily approached until eventually, he could just make out the awkwardness of the abbot’s riding. Relieved, he shouted down to the servants to send the abbot immediately to his daughter's room upon his arrival.

*
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'Forgive me Father for calling you at such short notice,' Lord Oldham said, simply gesturing towards the bed where his daughter lay. 

The abbot waved the apology away and approached the young child, opening his leather bag to begin his medical examination. 

As Lord Oldham stepped back, nervously awaiting the diagnosis, he noticed for the first time a young boy accompanying the abbot. Although no more than in his early teens, he was clearly a very competent assistant to the abbot. Without being asked, the boy handed a mushroom shaped device to the abbot who then placed it on his daughter's chest and pressed his ear against it. After a few moments of listening, the abbot handed the mushroom back, then felt the sides of the girl's neck. He then made a close inspection of the small, red spots on her back and arms before laying her down again. He tucked the blankets over her then stood. 

'Isobella has chicken pox,' the old abbot exclaimed, with half a smile. 

'Is that serious?' Lord Oldham asked, clearly unaware of the severity of the illness.  

The abbot smiled, 'She is in no danger. It is just a common childhood illness. I will get young Bassett here to mix the herbs to lower her temperature and make a white liquid to coat the spots, otherwise they will itch like mad.' He patted Oldham on the shoulder as reassurance. 'Do not scratch those spots or else they will leave scars on you young lady,' the abbot warned. 'Basset will also give you a potion to help you sleep,' Father Gylbart added, as he began to steer Lord Oldham from the room. 

Oldham paused at his daughter's doorway and looked back at the young boy who had just begun to place small bottles of potions from the abbot's leather case onto the dressing table. 'Are you sure he knows what he is doing? He is after all very young,' he asked, clearly uneasy.

The abbot turned and looked the lord in the eye. 'I would trust Bassett to administer the exact medication far greater than I would trust myself,' he replied, with genuine sincerity. 'Come, I will tell you all about him over a drink, and perhaps a bite to eat?' the abbot lifted his brow in suggestion. 

Lord Oldham suddenly looked embarrassed. 'Forgive me Father. I have dragged you away at the break of dawn, made you journey all day on a horse that, let us just say, might not be your preferred method of travel, rushed you to aid young Isobella and I haven't even offered you a drink yet. My manners are inexcusable,' his face reddened as he spoke. 

Father Gylbart dismissed the apology with another wave of his hand. 'We both know your reason for such concerns; your haste is entirely understandable. Let us speak no more of manners my friend.'

By the time Lord Oldham had led the abbot to his sitting room, the atmosphere within the manor had quickly changed. The staff seemed more at ease now and went about their business no longer feeling the need to keep their distance. 

The hour had long passed for a safe daylight return journey so Oldham called for rooms to be aired and food to be prepared for his guests. Once they had all dined, the abbot once more looked in on young Isobella, who was now fast asleep and her temperature returned to normal.

Eventually, after Bassett retired to his room, the abbot joined Lord Oldham in his study. 

'I am forever in your debt for coming so quickly.'  

'You must never feel indebted to ask me for help,' Father Gylbart said. 'I am just as relieved as you that it was nothing serious. Young Bassett, on the other hand, may relish a little time with your extensive book collection as a reward,' the abbot grinned.

'Who is he?' It was obvious the boy was the abbot's assistant but he didn't know any more than that.

'He was abandoned as a baby fourteen years ago now. Left at our door in the middle of a storm. It was Brother Bradford who discovered him and eventually gave him the name Bassett. Of course we have cared for him as we would do for any orphan but there is something extra special about this boy. He is small for his age but his ability to learn is far above that of any scholar I have ever known, young or old. He can already recite text accurately from any of the books within the small collection I have at the monastery.'  

'I now understand why you are keen to show him my library then,' said Oldham.

Father Gylbart laughed. 'He would stay and read every single word of every book if permitted.' After a few moments of reflection, he continued, 'Last year, we had a victim of a dreadful assault bought to us. It turned out that he was a sailor travelling on a ship from Chize. Of course, no one could speak his tongue but after just one week of tending to this stranger, Bassett had somehow learnt enough of his language to hold a conversation with him!' the abbot exclaimed. 

'Unbelievable,' Lord Oldham gasped. 'Surely a gift from God?'

'I like to think so but there is something else I must tell you.' The abbot paused, knowing what he was about to tell could be detrimental to Bassett. 'He has dreams.'

'Dreams?' Oldham asked, unsure what the abbot was getting at.

'Occasionally he tells me of his dreams. Most of the time he imagines himself to be looking through the eyes of wild animals, watching events that unfold before him. At first, I thought nothing of them, just the ramblings of a boy's imagination until one day, about five years ago, a small boy from the village went missing. Two days prior, Bassett had described one of his dreams to me, where he was a small fox cub. He had watched the boy fall into the well. Naturally I took no chances and inspected the well straight away but found nothing but water down there. As soon as I heard of a missing boy I rushed back to check the well. The boy was clinging to the sides, suffering from the cold and barely alive,' the abbot explained. 

'Could that have been just a coincidence?' Oldham asked.

The abbot shook his head, 'The same thought crossed my mind at first but there have been several other prophesying dreams come true since.'

'You think he is a dream seer?' Lord Oldham now understood the implications. 'If the villagers ever find out, they would most likely hound him from the village for witchcraft.'

'A dream seer, a mystic, a witch!' the abbot emphasised the last word. 'They are all words that frighten people. What they do not understand, they simply associate with the Devil.' 

'What do you believe? Surely, as a holy man, you must be troubled too,' Lord Oldham asked.

The abbot let out a small humorous laugh and shrugged his shoulders, 'I believe Bassett has a pure soul. There is not a single drop of malice in the boy and I feel he is destined for great things.' Father Gylbart looked to his friend to see if his words held meaning. 

'What have you said to the lad?'

'Only that he should speak to no one but myself about these dreams,' the abbot replied. 

'And he is OK with that?' 

The holy man sighed. 'The boy is no fool. He realises these are not simple dreams and they always have to be interpreted carefully. They are random and cannot be summonsed but he knows they are indeed visions.'  

Oldham stood and walked across to his drinks cabinet. 'You are wise to keep this quiet,' he said, as he poured two glasses of brandy. 

'I do not claim to even begin to understand this but if Bassett's mother had the same gift, it could explain her decision to leave him with us.' 

'She may have been driven from her home, labelled a witch.' Oldham understood what the abbot was saying.

'Bassett is no witch and he has a good heart,' the abbot said, taking the offered drink, 'but there is no changing the fact that he could be feared for being different.' 

'I've heard wild stories of people with those sort of gifts. Some say that they have the ability to read minds, or have superhuman strength. There is even talk that they can live forever,' Oldham replied.  

The abbot laughed, 'Just irrational fear. Stories grow each time they are told. Bassett is just a very clever boy who has the occasional vision, nothing more.' The abbot took a sip from his glass and winced as the fiery liquid ran down his throat. 

The two men sat in a comfortable silence for a while. Eventually, Lord Oldham gave a short nod. 'He is a good lad no question. He is welcome to stay as long as he wants and I will grant him access to as many books as he can read.' 

The abbot smiled and gave a short nod.

The following morning, Lord Oldham had his carriage brought to the front of the house, ready for the abbot's return journey. He regretted not sending it when he had called for the abbot yesterday but he hadn't been thinking clearly at the time. 

Father Gylbart had checked in on Isobella's progress during the night just to reassure her father, but there had been no complications. Come this morning, even though she was still covered in red spots, she was sitting up comfortably eating breakfast.

'I will leave young Bassett here to put your mind at rest. He will prepare fresh ointment for Isobella's spots and monitor her temperature.'

'You are most kind. Maybe Bassett would like to spend some time in my library while he is here,' Lord Oldham said, directing his question to the young lad.

'Very much so sir,' Bassett grinned. Not only was it a chance to delay returning to the mundane life at the monastery, it was also a rare chance to absorb new information.

'I can't thank you enough my friend for your help and understanding,' Oldham said, closing the door to the carriage.

'You are a good man and a great father too. I am always happy to help.' Father Gylbart shook his friend's hand. 'I think it will be young Bassett who benefits the most from this episode. Having access to so many new books will be a blessing to him,' he added.  

'There are a few priceless books I would not let out of my sight but there are also a lot of reference books that he is welcome to borrow when he returns to you,' Lord Oldham promised. 

As the carriage trundled under escort towards The Great Northern Forest, Father Gylbart realised that Bassett's time at the monastery was coming to an end.

*
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Throughout the following week Bassett found he had more time to himself than expected. Each day he would mix several powders together from Father Gylbart's medicine bag to form a white paste then hand it over for Isobella's maid to apply to the spots. Isobella's normal temperature meant there was no need for him to create any additional potions. The majority of his spare time was then spent in Lord Oldham's vast library, only leaving when the servants insisted he should come to dinner. On the third day, Bassett declared Isobella well enough to continue her studies if she so wished.

Both Lord and Lady Oldham had believed Isobella should be educated equally to that of a son. Because of that view, Lady Oldham had managed to secure the services of Master Hardy, one of the finest scholars in the North, to teach their daughter. Master Hardy had been given the use of a large room within the manor house to use as a classroom in which to teach Isobella and a select few other students.

Although the respected tutor was still only in his middle years, his thin frame and receding hair line made him appear much older. It was his kind nature and strong passion for teaching, combined with the patience of a saint, which made him a very likeable member of the manor, however.

'Good morning my Lord,' Master Hardy said, greeting Lord Oldham as he appeared at the classroom door. It was still too early for the students but the tutor preferred to organise his day's lesson before they arrived. 'How is Isobella this morning?'  

'That's one of the reasons I am calling on you,' Lord Oldham said, smiling. 'Although she still has a few spots left I have been assured she is no longer contagious. She will be able to return this morning,' he added.

'That's wonderful news,' Master Hardy said, genuinely pleased to hear of Isobella's return.  

'I wonder if you wouldn't mind including another student for the rest of the week?' Oldham asked.

'Of course not, I would be only too pleased to help. Who is this person?'

'His name is Bassett, he is Father Gylbart's young medical assistant. He has been preparing the potions for Isobella these last few days. He will be returning back to his village soon but I think he would benefit from some of your marvellous tuition,' Lord Oldham flattered. 

'I look forward to seeing him then.' 

'I think you may be pleasantly surprised by his learning abilities.' Oldham smiled as he left the classroom. 

At the end of the day's lessons Lord Oldham approached Master Hardy once more to enquire of his daughter's progress. 

'She was a little distracted by her recent sickness but her progress is steady my Lord,' the tutor replied tactfully. 

'And young Bassett?' Oldham lifted an eyebrow in question. 

'He is a remarkable young man. I need only explain an equation once and it is fully understood. I envy such a gift; I would love to teach him more.' Master Hardy tried desperately to hide his overflowing enthusiasm.

'You may yet get that chance,' Oldham replied, absently. 

Later that evening, Lord Oldham summoned Bassett to his study.

'Ah, Bassett, please come in and sit down,' Oldham said, as a servant led the young boy into the room. 'I need to ask you a delicate question, one in which your answer may upset the abbot?' 

'I have no wish to upset Father Gylbart, my Lord.' Bassett looked concerned by the announcement.

'Neither do I, but I will ask it nonetheless as I feel it is important to us all, you especially. How would you like to come into my service Bassett?' Lord Oldham leant back in his padded leather chair and let the question sink in for a while before continuing. 'You are to return to the monastery tomorrow but I feel you would gain a far greater education here. You are under no obligation to say yes, of course, but I would urge you to consider your future,' he added. 

'What would you have me do here, my Lord? ' Bassett asked, slightly taken back at the offer. 

Oldham spread his arms, 'I am the keeper of the North. I am responsible for all the people who live and work this side of The Great Northern Forest. I would have your education completed first, then we can see what role would best suit your talents. You must realise by now that you have a special gift for learning?' Oldham replied honestly. 

Bassett sat quietly, clearly working through the offer in his mind. 'I owe so much to all at the monastery. They took me in after I was abandoned, they have fed me and they have educated me. They are my family, yet,' Bassett paused, as he knew his destiny was unfolding before him, 'I've always known that becoming a monk was not the right path for me. I would be honoured to come into your service, my Lord, but would you permit me to inform the abbot personally, sir?' Bassett asked.

'Of course. You are a remarkable young lad, and a thoughtful one at that. They will always be your family,' Oldham assured.

*
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The little fox cub walked cautiously along the narrow forest trail, fully aware he was being hunted. The trees that he walked amongst were unfamiliar. If he broke cover to run, the wolves would give chase and surely catch him. It was only a question of time before they picked up his scent though.

Bassett woke to the sound of a tray being dropped somewhere along the landing. Sleep had not come easily but when it did, he had been dreaming through the eyes of a little fox cub once more. He lay still a moment longer, trying to recall as much detail before the vision faded. Even though his dream made no sense now, he knew it may reveal meaning at a later date. 

As Bassett sat in the corner of the busy kitchen, eating the bowl of porridge cook had made especially for him, a servant handed him a piece of paper. On it, Lord Oldham had written: Good luck with the abbot later, I hope all goes well. I have arranged for an escort to accompany you through The Great Northern Forest but first, go and see Munroe the stable master, he is expecting you.

Once Bassett finished his breakfast, one of the servants led him to the stables.

'I hear you're coming to stay with us young man.' The stable master released the hoof of a giant horse that he had just been examining, wiped his hands on his apron, then offered one of them, 'The name's Munroe.'

'Bassett,' Bassett replied, shaking the strong, calloused hand. He gauged Munroe to be in his early fifties by his flock of white hair and the wrinkles around his eyes. The stable master's weathered face bore testament to a life spent outside in all conditions.  

'Lord Oldham has asked me to find you a horse of your own,' Munroe smiled.

'To keep?' The idea of having a horse of his own shocked Bassett. Of course, they had horses at the monastery but they were only good for pulling ploughs or wagons.

'Can't have you constantly borrowing other people's horses now, can we?' Munroe said, looking Bassett over as if weighing up a prize fighter. 'I know just the animal for you, young man.' He beckoned Bassett to follow him.

Munroe led him to a line of stables that backed out onto a large, enclosed paddock. At the last but one stall a chestnut mare hung her head over the low-level door and watched them approach. 

'This is Bess, she's not quite fully grown yet but I don't expect she will get that much bigger when fully matured,' Munroe said, stroking the mare's muzzle. The horse looked for food in Munroe's hand then pulled her nose away in defiance when none was found. 'She is still a little skittish at the moment but will soon grow out of that. You can try her if you feel up to it but be warned, she will want to be the boss.' 

Bassett felt overwhelmed at the thought of having his own horse. He stroked the mare's nose as Munroe had done but this time, she dipped her head and nuzzled the youngster. 

'Looks like she has taken a shine to you lad. We'll give her a short try with you on her back then.' Monroe sent the young stable boy off to fetch a saddle and bridle while Bassett fussed over his new horse. 'If you keep talking to her while we get the saddle on, she will become accustomed to your voice,' Munroe added. 

Once saddled, they carefully helped Bassett onto the mare's back. The addition of a stranger on her back made Bess flare her nostrils and pin her ears back but Munroe held her reins while Bassett spoke a few calming words in her ear. Eventually, the mare relaxed enough for Munroe to release the reigns and back away.

Bassett carried on stroking Bess on the neck for a little while longer then gently clipped his heels against the mare's side to prompt her slowly forward. Tentatively, they began moving around the paddock. Slowly at first, then gradually picked up the pace turning left then right until eventually moving as one. By the time Bassett returned to the waiting stable master, his face ached from smiling. 

'Looks like you two were made for each other,' Monroe said, nodding his head in approval.

*
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Although the track that passed through The Great Northern Forest was long, it was well maintained. The wide, smooth road was easily capable of accommodating two large wagons side by side. Massive pine trees fought each other for sunlight, casting the road below into dark shadows. Only around noon, when the sun was directly above, did the trail ever feel its warmth, and then just for a short time. Away from the road, the tightly packed trees hid all sorts of mysteries. 

The long ride back allowed Bassett plenty of time to contemplate what he was going say to the abbot. The monks had been his family all his life and now he couldn't help feeling guilty for wanting a life away from them. 

As they rode on deeper into the forest, Bassett became aware that his escorts had become more alert, even occasionally resting a hand on their sword hilts.  

'Are we in danger?' he asked. 

'I doubt it, but attacks have become more frequent lately,' Jordan, the stockier of his two escorts, replied. 'A merchant was robbed along here just two weeks ago so it doesn't hurt to be on guard,' he said, patting his sword and offering Bassett a wink.  

'We might not have much coin on us, but we'll put up a damn good fight to keep it,' Leonard, the taller of the two, laughed. 

Bassett cast his eyes towards the darkness within the treeline and realised a surprise attack would leave them very little time to react. With only leather jerkins for protection, even his guards would stand little chance against bowmen hidden within the trees.

Listening to the good natured banter between his escorts as they rode helped Bassett relax a little but he noted, they still never dropped their guard. By early afternoon, they emerged on the other side of the forest, unchallenged. 

'We will leave you to make your own way from here,' Jordan said, pulling his horse to a halt just outside the treeline. 'It's a long ride back and we would rather do it in daylight,' he added. 

'In seven days time we will come and escort you back. Good luck with the abbot,' Leonard said, understanding the delicate task ahead of the young boy.  

Bassett thanked his two escorts and sat for a while, watching the pair disappear back along the forest path. With a heavy heart, he turned Bess and headed towards Woods End village. Although the place had been his home all his life, it now felt alien to him. 

Arriving at the monastery, he knew he should go and face the abbot straight away but instead he made his way to the meagre stables where the scruffy looking plough horse stood chewing hay. He unsaddled the mare and gave her a good brush down like Munroe had instructed, then led her to the paddock. 

With no further opportunities for delay, Bassett went to face the abbot. The modest sized monastery felt cold and empty as he stepped through the same doorway that Brother Bradford had found him on all those years ago. Within the large hall, various doors led off to rooms used for study, private prayer and also a small kitchen. At the far end of the hall, a short corridor housed two more doors. One led to the hospital annex, housing half a dozen pallet beds for those in need of medical treatment, and the other led to the abbot's private room.

Bassett noticed, for the first time, that his boots echoed as he made his way across the hall. Through the partially open kitchen door he could just make out one of the monks, washing pots. He was tempted to find out who it was and talk to them for a while but he knew he had procrastinated long enough. 

Bassett paused at the abbot's door. 

'Come on in young Bassett,' came the familiar voice of the abbot, calling out before he even had a chance to knock. 

Bassett briefly wondered if some sort of divine power had tipped the abbot off to his arrival as he quietly entered the room. 

The abbot's private room was sparsely decorated and had little in the way of luxuries. The large, heavy leather-bound books next to the chimney had caused the shelves to sag. Bassett had read each from cover to cover and could most likely recite them from memory now. The abbot had few indulgences apart from a deep padded leather chair, used to relieve some of his discomfort from spending so much time sitting. His desk had been recently re-positioned closer to the window in order to help with his failing eyesight.

'How is our patient?' Father Gylbart asked, indicating Bassett to take the hard backed chair at the other side of his desk.

Bassett gave a light shrug of his shoulders, 'She is fine, her temperature remained low so all I had to do was occasionally mix the calamine for her.' 

'So, I expect you are about to tell me that you're leaving us then?' The abbot smiled at Bassett's expression of surprise. 'I'm glad after all these years this old man can still manage to surprise the gifted,' he chuckled.

'How could you know that?' Basset asked, incredulously. 

'I have always known that one day you would leave here. At first, we hoped you might want to join the order as a brother but it soon became clear that your inquisitive nature would never allow it. Whilst I was talking to Lord Oldham last week, he asked about your future and which path I thought you may choose. I knew then he would most likely offer to take you into his service. The fact that you have ridden in on an expensive looking horse and left it in our paddock brings me to conclude, you will be riding it away again in the near future.' The abbot smiled at his deduction. 

'I hope you are not too disappointed with me Father,' Bassett eventually replied.

The old abbot smiled warmly at the youngster whom he had watched grow over the years. 

'I could no more be disappointed in you as I could be in the salmon swimming up the river. We all have our own path to follow and I truly believe you are destined to do great things. My feelings are that God has given you a great gift to ease the suffering of those less fortunate,' Father Gylbart explained. 'You should go and find Brother Bradford. After all, it was he who found you that stormy night all those years ago. Even though he wears a stern face most of the time, he has a soft spot in his heart for you,' the abbot suggested.

After leaving the abbot, Bassett immediately went in search of Brother Bradford. He found the big monk in the brewing room annexed at the far side of the monastery, mixing yeast into the liquid containing hops and barley. It was one of the most important steps of brewing and if it wasn't done just at the right temperature it could lead to the ale being unfit to drink.

Brother Bradford looked up as Bassett approached, 'So, you are moving on?' he grunted.

'News seems to travel fast around here,' Bassett said, quietly relieved at not having to tell the monk himself. Bradford had been a father figure to him all his life. They had argued, they had laughed, and they had shed tears together. 

Bassett suddenly felt his emotions bubble up. 'I'm going to miss you,' he said, as moisture began to gather in the corner of his eyes. 

The monk laughed, then embraced the youngster in a bear like grip that had Bassett fear for his spine. 

'It will be quiet around here without you that's for sure,' he said. 'How long do we have before you leave?'  

'Lord Oldham is sending an escort for me in seven days,' Bassett sniffed. 

'Well, we had best make the most of our last week together in that case,' Brother Bradford smiled.

*
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After prayers the following morning, Brother Bradford and Bassett took a long walk alongside the stream to an old fallen tree, uprooted by the swollen winter waters. The big monk sat on the edge of its trunk and beckoned for Basset to sit next to him. 

'I know you have often wondered why you were left with us all those years ago. I too have pondered the same question but I'm afraid I don't have that answer. I hadn't been with the order very long when you arrived. But because of the troubles I was enduring at the time, your unexpected arrival felt like a message from God to me.' Brother Bradford seemed lost in his thoughts for a moment. 'I can't tell you anything about your parents I'm afraid but I can share a theory based on your abilities. We suspect, as I'm sure you do, that your dreams are in fact visions. Maybe some are just dreams, who knows. What we do know though, is folk become scared of people who are different. They refer to those who have gifts like you do as seers, someone who can describe events of the future. They also fear that your talents are linked to witchcraft or born from the Devil.' Brother Bradford patted Bassett on the shoulder. 'I don't know where your talents come from lad but I know you are not evil. However, people are easily led. 

My personal theory is that your mother may have been hounded from her village if she had similar talents. She might well have been accused of witchcraft and by leaving you in our care, she may have been trying to give you a fresh chance in life.'  

A long period of silence passed between them as tears began to run down Bassett's cheeks. Eventually, he regained his composure and spoke again.

'My mother is still alive, I'm sure of it. One day I will meet her. I have dreamt it many times.' 

Bassett openly wept. Brother Bradford embraced the lad tightly, tears in his own eyes.

'I hope so. You are a good lad Bassett and I know you will do great things, but I suggest it would be wise to keep your talent concealed to all except those you really trust.'  

The monk picked up the small parcel that he been carrying and handed it to Bassett. After wiping his eyes on the end of his sleeve, Bassett took the package and slowly unwrapped it. Inside, was a small, simple woollen blanket, washed and neatly folded. 

'It is what you were delivered to us in,' the monk said.

Bassett held the small blanket up in front of him, then pressed it against the side of his face. It was the only link to his mother and the wool felt soft and comforting. Then, with a lump in his throat, he neatly re-folded it and handed it back to Brother Bradford. 

'You have been both a father and friend to me. I would like you to keep it to remember me by,' he said. 

The monk simply nodded and took the offered blanket back, emotions clearly high for both of them.

Throughout the rest of the week Bassett began to feel more of a guest rather than a young apprentice monk. He still helped out with his usual chores but no extra requests were bestowed upon him. The spare time allowed him a chance to venture out on Bess and get to know her a little better.  

By the end of the week, Bassett had said all his goodbyes. Although he never really had much to do with any of the other children, he did talk with Jaxon a little. He wanted to make peace with Ashton but he always seemed to be too busy helping his father running errands.  

On the seventh day, just before noon, Jordan and Leonard arrived back at the monastery. 

'Are you ready young man?' Jordan asked, reigning his horse to a stop. 

'I'm all packed and ready to go.' Bassett pointed to the small bundle he had just secured behind his saddle. It was only after he had gathered all his belongings together that he realised just how simple his life had been. Although he had never craved materialistic possessions, having no reminders of anything exciting in his life made him feel a little sad.  

As Bassett was making the final adjustments to his saddle, Father Gylbart came out to say a last farewell. 

'Take care of yourself young man and come visit often.'  

'I will, Father,' Bassett replied, embracing the abbot. 

As Brother Bradford emerged from the doorway to say goodbye, Jordan instantly recognised the larger than life figure. Immediately, he dismounted and offered a formal salute while Leonard and Bassett watched with puzzled expressions upon their faces. 

'Please, there is no need for that these days,' said Brother Bradford, looking slightly embarrassed. 

'Captain, it is so good to see you looking well again. We were all saddened by your loss,' Jordan said, earnestly.

'Thank you for your kind words and it's just “Brother” these days, my friend.' 

Although the revelation of Brother Bradford's past came as a bit of a surprise, Bassett realised now was not the time to ask questions.  

'I hope Lord Oldham is treating you well,' the big monk smiled at the two escorts.

'He is a good man, sir, and a pleasure to serve under. Young Bassett will be well looked after,' Jordan reassured.

'That's good to know. Please make sure no harm comes to him. He has become family, you understand?' 

Jordan dipped his head to the monk understanding fully, 'You have my word, sir.'
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'Please, come in and sit down,' Lord Oldham said, indicating the padded leather chair on the opposite side of his desk. 'I imagine you are eager to know what it is that I have planned for you?' He pushed a pile of papers to one side as Bassett sat down. 'First of all, I want to give you as much education as we can possibly give a young man of your abilities,' Oldham smiled. 'As Keeper of the North, I am responsible for the safety and welfare of the people this side of the Forest. Crops and livestock must be carefully monitored to ensure we have enough food to keep us through the winter and any shortages we must buy from overseas.' Lord Oldham had no doubt Bassett knew this already but he wanted to outline his responsibilities nonetheless. 'I would like to teach you all that is needed to achieve these things and I would have you become my assistant when you are ready.' 

'I don't know what to say, my Lord. I am honoured by your faith in my abilities. I will work hard not to disappoint.' Bassett felt suddenly overwhelmed at the offer of such a responsible position being trusted to him.

Lord Oldham smiled at Bassett's response, 'I also think that it wouldn't hurt for you to have a little training with both sword and a bow. Our patrols are there to protect the people and bring justice to those who wish us harm but unfortunately brigands still occasionally roam our lands. How do you feel about using a weapon?' Oldham asked, knowing that it may clash with Bassett's pious upbringing. 

'Although I know the idea of wielding a weapon against another man goes against the abbot's beliefs, I feel those willing to attack the vulnerable must face the consequences. I am not sure how I would feel if the need arises but I welcome the chance to learn to protect myself and those around me, my Lord,' Bassett replied.

'I think you will have a bright future here.' Lord Oldham leaned back in his chair, assessing the young boy opposite him.  

'I will serve you to the best of my abilities and with honour, my Lord,' Bassett replied dutifully. 

'Of that, I hold no doubt,' Oldham offered a warm smile. 'If you see one of the lads who escorted you here, they will show you your new accommodation within the barracks, they're not far from here. Spend some time getting to know your way around the place and I'll arrange for your lessons to start tomorrow.'

*
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The training sword, although only made of wood, felt heavy and clumsy in Basset's hand. Even though there was no risk of cutting, the constant taps to his fingers and wrists meant he was now beginning to have trouble holding the weapon. 

'I hope no one comes to depend on my swordsmanship,' he groaned, as sword-master Silas rapped him once more on his knuckles for leaving them exposed. 

'Don't despair, yet. You are still young and have some serious learning ahead of you. Your tendency to just use your weapon for defence means your opponent will keep building confidence.'

'How can I build confidence when I obviously have no chance of beating you?' Bassett asked, despondently. 

Silas lowered his sword, 'I am not teaching you to beat me. I am simply trying to teach you to better yourself. You are frustrated because this is unnatural, and it doesn't come as easy to you as your academic abilities. Regardless of whether you gain enough skill to beat me or not, each improvement that you make here may increase your chance of survival at some point in your life.' 

Bassett nodded his understanding, 'Forgive me sir, you are right, I am indeed frustrated. This is by far the hardest thing I have ever done but I will do my best to learn.'

'Good, that is all I ask,' Silas replied, offering a reassuring smile before lifting his wooden sword once more.

*
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'Ah, young Bassett, welcome back,' schoolmaster Hardy said, noticing Bassett waiting in the doorway. 'Well, come on in and take your seat,' he added before returning his attention to what he had been scribbling on the board. 

Bassett made his way across the classroom to take a seat next to the large window, overlooking the well-kept gardens. Lord Oldham's daughter, Isobella, politely acknowledged him with an awkward smile as he passed by. Her plain blue dress and dark scarf did nothing to distinguish her as being high born. 

Two other students who had been there when he sat in previously watched him walk across the room. One was Lady Moira, a young woman with dark hair and a darkened complexion which accentuated her beauty. Her slightly rounded face offered a smile that looked like she had never seen an unhappy moment in her life. The other, was Lady Gwendoline, daughter to a wealthy merchant family. Her jet black hair and dark green eyes gave her a mysterious look. She wore a dark, close-fitting gown which involuntarily drew Bassett's eyes to her womanly curves. 

'Forgive me, sir, I didn't realise I was late,' Bassett said, suddenly realising that Gwendoline had caught him staring. 

'No apologies needed young man,' Master Hardy replied, as he continued to chalk upon the slate board. 'I am just preparing today's lesson.'  

As Bassett sat down, he looked out at the beautiful gardens which were being maintained by a group of gardeners. The hedges were freshly trimmed and the maze of little gravel pathways, running symmetrically around beds of wildly coloured blooms had been freshly raked. He wondered if anyone else appreciated just how much knowledge the gardeners had needed to plan such a visual spectacle. 

Following the morning's lessons, Bassett made his way to the barracks for lunch. The few men who sat at the long tables at the far end of the mess hall paid him no attention as he entered. A young serving boy, Bassett judged to be no older than ten years of age, stood at the low counter and watched him approach. The boy cast a brief suspicious glance at the unfamiliar face in front of him then, coming to the conclusion that the new arrival wasn't a threat, handed him a steaming bowl of stew and a chunk of fresh bread. 
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