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Author's Note on A Bad Day at Duke's East

Jamis Arcolin's life has changed since last summer, when he led a quiet, sheltered life in Vérella with his widowed mother and her parents. Now she's Lady Arcolin, Duke Arcolin's wife, and he's Kirgan Arcolin, the duke's heir.  They live in a stronghold in northern Tsaia where he has a pony to ride, meets gnomes from his new father's tribe, horse nomads from the north, soldiers and recruits in training at the stronghold, and children of retired veterans in the nearest village. A summer's day with no lessons, a whole day to spend in the vill playing with friends?  What could be better?

Publication note: "A Bad Day at Duke's East" is brand new, written exclusively for Deeds of Youth.


A Bad Day at Duke's East

Jamis Arcolin, mounted on his pony, smiled at the man standing on the ground waiting for a mule to be saddled.

"I know the way to Duke's East," he said. "I don't need an escort now. I know you're very busy."

"Expect you don't," the man said. Eddrin, that was, a private working for the Quartermaster through this recruit season. "But expect I'll be in trouble if I don't go with you. Orders is orders. I don't mind; it's a break from counting things."

Jamis nodded. Orders definitely were orders at Duke's Stronghold, the fort and training facility for Fox Company. Orders had been obeyed at his grandparents' home in Vérella, too, but not so quickly or—always—so thoroughly. And here he had more layers of rules and orders: his mother, his father the Duke, Captain Arneson the recruit captain, commanding here in the Duke's absence, and any adult who happened to be around. Kirgan Arcolin he might be, with the king's gift-dagger at his belt—his most treasured possession—but he was still a small boy of only seven winters.

When a groom brought the saddled mule out, Eddrin mounted and they rode out the gate, down the road to Duke's East. Jamis took a deep breath. He had come north in the fall, after his mother's marriage to the Duke; winter had soon closed in, and though he had ridden out whenever the snow allowed, this was his first northern spring and summer. Growing up in Vérella, he had seen only a city spring—flowers appearing in the market, in window boxes, a fresher, greener smell in the air.

Near the fort, early summer grass was spangled with flowers—pink, yellow, white, and blue. Nearer Duke's East, fields of grain showed different shades of green. He could see farther than he'd ever seen before. Birds caroled around them; butterflies flitted low to the flowers. Jamis wanted to breathe in all the air in the world, with all its different smells. If not for Eddrin on the mule, he would have been tempted to kick his pony into a gallop for the feel of wind in his face.

Once past the gate to Duke's East, they rode to Mayor Fontaine's house, where the mayor's wife waved them to the stable gate. "Leave 'em here all day if you want," she said. "Heribert's over at t'mill, some need of a work crew to clean out the tailrace. I'll take care of the lad's lunch."

Behind her, two children bounced up and down. Lia and Sed, the mayor's grandchildren, and among Jamis's favorite playmates. Others were coming down the lane, having seen him ride by.

"I'll leave you to it," Eddrin said. "They'll be wanting help at the mill, no doubt. Come find me when it's time to leave, and don't wait too long."

"I'll see he remembers," the mayor's wife said.

A day free to play in the village meant a day spent running, chasing, climbing trees, gulping down a quick lunch, resting in the shade of Councilwoman Kolya's apple orchard...nothing could be better.

But the day turned out differently, all thanks to the loose latch on the mayor's piggery, which Sed had not secured in his hurry to meet Jamis. The children were hardly into a game of orcs and soldiers when Sera Fontaine found the sow rooting under the laundry she and her neighbors had spread on the village green to dry, and Sera Malander heard a noise in her pantry that turned out to be two of the piglets investigating the day's baking.

All the children were in trouble, Jamis no less than the rest. Sed blamed Jamis for his own hurry with the piggery gate; Sera Fontaine gave him a look that made him redden, though Jamis was sure it wasn't his fault. The other village children took their lead from Sed, for once, and teased Jamis about his clothes, his lack of pig-catching skills, all through the pig-catching. Soon, the others drifted off—those weren't their pigs—leaving all the work to Jamis, Sed, and Lia.

By the time they had the last one—squealing and squirming—back in the piggery, where the women had already herded the sow, Jamis was hot, sweaty, hungry, and dirty. Sera Fontaine scolded the three of them for getting dirty as well as being so slow to catch the piglets, and all they had for lunch was cold porridge and two-day-old bread. "Because when did I have time to fix a proper lunch today, eh?"

When they went back outside, and Jamis suggested going over to Councilwoman Kolya's apple orchard for a rest in the shade, Sed punched him in the face and called him a spoiled weakling trying to lord it over everybody when it was his fault the pigs got loose.

That did it. In moments, they were fighting, adding the lane's dust to the pigs' dirt, punching each other wherever they could. Lia screamed and joined in, pulling Jamis's hair and kicking him. Sera Fontaine came out of the house, wielding her broom; Jamis felt as if a storm had caught him up and battered him by the time she stopped. Sed had a black eye; Jamis felt like half his hair had been pulled out. His tunic was torn where Lia had yanked at it, and his nose had bled right down the front of his shirt.

"Lia, fetch me a basin of water and a rag. Sed, stand by the door and do not move. Jamis, come here." She was white-faced, her lips tight to her teeth, scary in her wrath. But she was an adult, and by the rules, he had to obey. When Lia brought the basin, Sera Fontaine swiped at the blood on his face. "You've no call to complain of Sed," she said. "Look what you did to his eye!"

"I didn't complain," Jamis said. His eyes burned with unshed tears.

"Don't talk back at me," Sera Fontaine said. "Do you want another swipe with the broom? Your father would be ashamed of you, that he would, brawling like any common brat in the street—and you as well, Sed," she said, turning on her grandson. "Your da and grandda will both have a hand on you, for this, no matter whose fault it was." She turned back to Jamis.

"You go over to the mill now and see that you tell a straight tale of what happened, start to finish. You won't be coming back to Duke's East until the mayor has had a word with your lady mother."

Jamis felt every one of the blows he'd taken as he walked off to the mill, but the worst was the way Sed and Lia looked at him. No, the worst, he thought, stumping toward the outskirts of town and the mill, was his father being ashamed of him. His father wasn't there to be ashamed, but Jamis had no doubt he would be, and that meant he had already failed at the task his father had given him as he left.

When he got to the mill, Eddrin had his boots off, his trousers rolled up, and was in the tailrace with the other men. Someone looked up, saw Jamis, and elbowed Eddrin, who looked around. His expression changed from welcoming to glowering in one instant. He climbed up onto the bank.

"What in Gird's name have you been up to?"

It wasn't my fault. Jamis bit that back. Don't make excuses was one rule, and Don't lay blame on others was another. "The pigs got loose," he said instead.

"By themselves, did they?" Eddrin said. One of the other men laughed; Eddrin shook his head. All the men had stopped working now and stared at Jamis. "Since when do pigs open latched gates by themselves?"

"You younglings been playin' in the pens again?" asked another man.

"No, sir," Jamis said. He tried to think how to tell it without laying blame on Sed, but it was Sed who'd left the latch loose. All he'd done was show up in town.

"And was it a pig gave you that bloody nose," Eddrin asked, "or was it that you got in a fight?"

"That was after," Jamis said. "After lunch. We had all caught the piglets by then, but—" He glanced at Mayor Fontaine, who had come closer still. How angry would he be? "It was after lunch," he said. "When we went outside again..."

"You thought a fight was a good way to end a day that started with letting pigs loose?" Eddrin asked. "Are you a fool, boy? Who'd you hit?"

Sed hit me first. No help for it; he had to admit they'd fought and he must not lay blame or make excuses. "Sed and I—" he said. "And then Lia—"

"Gods above, Jamis, your father would take the hide off your backside. Fighting with a girl as well as a boy? You're a disgrace—look at yourself."

Jamis looked down. Dirt all over himself, tunic torn, bloodstains on his tunic and shirt.

Eddrin turned to look at the mayor. "I'm sorry, Mayor, that I brought the brat over here or at least didn't stay with him to make sure he behaved. I'll get him home and be sure his mother will have words with him this very day."

"Boys are to trouble as bees to honey," Mayor Fontaine said. "I'm certain Sed deserves some of the blame."

Jamis looked up, hopeful, but the mayor's face was set, his lips thinned.

"Stay here and do nothing," Eddrin said, "while I fetch our mounts."

The men went back to work, ignoring Jamis. He dared not walk around or say anything, and in a short time Eddrin reappeared with the pony and the mule. He grabbed Jamis roughly and set him on the pony without ceremony, then mounted the mule and led the way to the road home. Jamis felt his eyes burning again and blinked back tears. He tried to think clearly, but his nose hurt. So did all the other places Sed or Lia had hit him. Ahead of him, Eddrin's stiff shoulders showed that he was still angry. Eddrin would tell his mother and Captain Arneson, and soon everybody at the fort would know that he, the Duke's acknowledged son and heir, had been not just foolish but stupid, careless, and rowdy, brawling in the street with the mayor's grandchildren.

He would never be allowed to visit the town again... and truthfully, he did not want to, not if it meant Sed and Lia hating him and turning the other children against him. He could imagine the sneers, the whispers, the end of all his pleasures there. He sniffed, wiped his nose on his sleeve without thinking, and made a new dirty streak. And wiping his nose made it hurt more.

* * *

When they were almost halfway to the fort, in the dip where the road couldn't be seen from the fort gate, Jamis saw a wasp settle on the mule's saddle blanket and walk back to its rump. "Look out!" he said to Eddrin. "Wasp!" He saw Eddrin turn in the saddle, and pointed to the wasp.

But the mule had already reacted, exploding into a series of bucks that sent Eddrin—unbalanced, having turned to look—right up in the air. And the mule's hind hoof kicked out sideways, caught Eddrin as he fell. He landed sprawled out, rolling, while the mule took off for the fort, and Jamis's pony shied, almost throwing him. Jamis managed to stay on, grabbing mane; when the pony finally stood still, he saw Eddrin on the ground, not moving.

"Eddrin? Are you hurt?"

No answer. Jamis looked for the mule—if it went to the stronghold, someone would come and help—but the mule had turned off the road and was rolling on the saddle. No one was in sight. No recruit cohort—it was due back some time in the next hand of days, Captain Arneson had told him. All the troops stationed at the stronghold were busy preparing for recruits to arrive, for training to begin. He saw no one when he looked back to Duke's East, either. Though he could see the very top of the gate tower, he was not at all sure a sentry there could see him from the walkway below it.

The rule for riding out was: never get off your horse between home and town unless an adult tells you to. But there were other rules: when someone is hurt, call for help. Obey the adult who is with you. Never gallop your pony toward home. Think before you act.

Jamis bit his lip, trying to think. Eddrin lay unmoving, unspeaking, his awkward sprawl looking...wrong. One of his legs bent where it shouldn't; blood stained his trouser leg. No one was within hail, so calling for help wouldn't bring any. Riding back to town would take—half a glass at a safe pace; at a gallop it would be quicker. To the fort—but he was not supposed to gallop toward home. But it might be quicker. But Eddrin looked so helpless...and how badly was he hurt? Was he...dead?

And which rule to follow? His pony was quiet now, with the mule far enough away. Jamis looked again at Eddrin, sighed, and slipped off the pony, holding the reins firmly. He led the pony over to Eddrin, and squatted down. "Eddrin!" he said loudly. No response. Yet another rule: never touch a sleeping soldier...but he had to; he had to find out if Eddrin was...well...dead.

He reached out and shook Eddrin's shoulder. No response. Was he breathing? He couldn't tell; he put his ear down near Eddrin's open mouth. He still couldn't tell. When he looked more closely, he could see a pulse in Eddrin's neck, and when he touched it, he could feel it moving against his finger. So...maybe alive? But he couldn't pick up a grown man.

He remembered, then, how the horse nomad had sent his pony home with words that made it leap into a gallop. And his father had come. Could he do that? Would the pony understand? He tried to remember the sounds, those sounds he had heard only once. He had to do something. He tied up the reins in a knot as like the nomads' knot as he could make it, and tried out the words. His pony tossed its head and stepped aside. He tried again, louder, putting all his day's worth of misery and fear into it. The pony pinned its ears and galloped away toward the fort. They would see it when it topped the rise. He looked at Eddrin again.

Eddrin's ruddy, sunburned face had changed color; Jamis bit his lip. It was his fault; if he hadn't said anything, Eddrin might have ridden out the buck. Tears blurred his vision, but he refused to sob. Junior yeomen did not panic and did not quit trying. That's what the Marshal said. He had to think of something— Breathe. Where had that thought come from, like someone speaking in his head? He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Breathe into him.

Could he? Would it work? Would it make it worse? He knelt beside Eddrin, put his mouth right down on Eddrin's dry lips, and breathed into his mouth. Air came directly back at his ear, out of Eddrin's nose. That wouldn't help. Jamis pinched Eddrin's nose tight shut, then breathed into his mouth again. Nothing, though the pulse still beat in the man's neck. Had it slowed?

Breathe hard.

Jamis tried again, sucking in all the air he could, and blowing it out with all his strength. It made a sound inside Eddrin, and then it came back out his mouth with another sound, smelling different, stale and rank. Jamis tried again, sitting up to breathe in, leaning over to breathe out. Eddrin's chest moved a little. Again, harder. Once, two times, three. Then Eddrin stirred, gasped, seemed to choke, gasped again. His eyelids fluttered but did not open. Jamis let go of Eddrin's nose.

"Eddrin!" Jamis said. "Don't die!"

Eddrin groaned; his head moved a little, back and forth. A shoulder twitched. Another groan, louder this time, and a mumbled sound that might have been a word, though Jamis couldn't understand it.

"You're hurt," he said to Eddrin. "The mule bucked you off. It was a wasp."

Eddrin opened his eyes, at first vacant but then focusing on Jamis. "Wha' 'appen?"

"The mule bucked you off," Jamis said again. "Your leg's hurt."

"Go. Help."

"I sent the pony," Jamis said.

"Good." Eddrin's eyes closed again, but he kept breathing, a harsh sound in the quiet afternoon. Another wasp flew near, as if it would land on Eddrin's hair.

Jamis waved it away and then looked around. Had the pony really gone straight back to the fort? How long would it take? It felt like a long time already. There in the dip of the road, sitting on the ground, he couldn't see the fort at all. He could see the tops of the hills that now held gnomes instead of orcs. He could see the top of the ridge to the east. But nothing of Duke's East or any help coming.

He took off his tunic and laid it over Eddrin's face to keep the sun off. He considered walking up the slope toward the fort, where he could see it, but what if Eddrin stopped breathing again? He sat down, watching Eddrin's chest rise and fall, listening to his breath. It seemed a very long time, though the sun hadn't moved even a hand down the sky, when he heard hoofbeats coming from the fort. Shortly then he saw them: a tensquad, one leading his pony, the other Eddrin's mule, a pack now lashed to its saddle—poles and a roll of cloth.

"What's happened, lad?" That was Corporal Danits.

The words tumbled out of his mouth before he could sort them. "It was my fault—a wasp stung the mule and the mule bucked and if I hadn't said look for the wasp Eddrin wouldn't have been bucked off and then he wasn't breathing and I didn't know what to do—"

"He's dead, then? And you covered his face?"

"No, sir—to keep the sun out of his eyes. He's breathing now."

Danits looked at him oddly but said no more, dismounting with a nod to the others, who also dismounted. He lifted Jamis's tunic from Eddrin's face, and his expression changed from doubt to satisfaction. "He's alive after all. And with a broken leg and who knows what else. And what about you, Jamis? You've got blood all down your front—did you come off your pony?"

"No, sir. That was in Duke's East."

"Got in a fight, did you?" Danits grinned. "Happens to us all." He turned to the men. "Beldan. Ride back fast and get the surgeon. A wagon, too. Ker, rig a cloak for shade on Eddrin." He turned back to Jamis. "Now tell me what you did when Eddrin stopped breathing."

That was a hard thing, harder than talking about the fight.

"There was a voice. He said breathe."

"A voice."

"Yes. Could it have been Gird?"

"I suppose. So you breathed, and what then?"

Jamis explained as best he could. Danits' bushy eyebrows went right up his face and his mouth fell open.

"You breathed into him? And then he breathed? How long before he breathed?"

Jamis shrugged before he remembered the rule against shrugging to answer. "Sorry," he muttered. "I don't know. I was just—just trying to breathe hard enough to make his chest come up. That's all I thought about. Not many breaths."

"We'll splint the leg before we move him," Danits said to Jamis. "You know, if you hadn't breathed for him, he probably would have died."

"I—I was afraid he would. Will he get well now?"

"I expect so," Danits said. "If it's no more than a broken leg. But we'll know more when the surgeon comes. It's good you didn't try to move him. That can make things worse. But very good you breathed for him. I wouldn't have thought a boy your age would think of it."

"It was the voice," Jamis said. "That's what he said to do."

With Danits there, and the other soldiers busily unpacking the mule, and then the splinting of Eddrin's broken leg—Jamis had to swallow hard not to puke when he saw the bone ends slide back under the skin—it seemed to take less time for the surgeon to arrive, the wagon already topping the rise behind him.

"Take the lad back to the fort," the surgeon said. "He needs seeing to as well, but if he wasn't bucked off, he can ride back and his mother can clean the blood off him."

Jamis felt shaky but, once on his pony, rode back without assistance, though he had a soldier on either side. They asked no questions but whether he felt well enough to go on, and he always said yes.

His mother's reaction to his bloody nose, torn tunic, and bloodstained shirt surprised him. "Let's get you cleaned up" was all she said, and helped him off the pony, thanking the groom who led it away. Once he was inside, in the kitchen, with his mother washing the blood off his face and the cook clucking and muttering, the miseries of the day rose up like a wave and he could not stop the tears from coming.

All of it—the pigs getting loose, the difficulty of catching them all, the cold porridge for lunch, Sed hitting him, and then the chaos of the fight and Sera Fontaine's fury, then Eddrin's scolding and the miserable ride home and the wasp and the mule and Eddrin—

"Sshh," she said finally. "Try to breathe. Let's get you clean—hot water, please, Cook, for a bath upstairs. I want to be sure there's no more damage."

The bath revealed a bloody place on his scalp where some hairs had been yanked out, and bruises all over his arms and legs. His head ached; his nose was so stuffy he could hardly breathe through it, and he was tired beyond tired.

"We'll sort this out later," his mother said. She went to the cupboard and pulled out a small glass jar. "A mug of sib and honey with a few drops of this, and you'll sleep for a glass or two."

* * *

He woke in the big bed in his parents' room, with a fire crackling on the hearth. His mother sat in her favorite chair, busy with yarn and needles, the very image of safety and home. He felt vaguely sore, but nothing hurt enough to bother, and he was immediately hungry. She looked over at him.

"Better now?"

"Yes, Mother. What—Is it tomorrow?"

"No, not nearly. Are you hungry?"

He was ravenous. He pushed himself up. "Yes, Mother. Shall I get dressed?"

"No need. You can eat in your night things for once, and then I'll warm your bed in your own room and you can sleep until morning. How does a hot ham roll sound? And a mug of soup?"

Nothing more was said of his day as he ate the roll and the soup, while she and one of the servants worked across the passage in his room. Nothing was said but "Good night, sleep well" when he had used the pot and climbed into his own bed.

In the morning, he woke with no worse than a swollen nose and dressed himself before his mother came in. He had the previous day laid out in order in his mind now, and he knew he would have to tell her about it. But she would not hear it during breakfast. Instead, she told him that the surgeon had reported on Eddrin's condition, that he would be off duty for at least eight hands of days with the broken leg, that he had such a knock on the head he seemed to remember nothing for hours before the fall.

"He says you saved Eddrin's life, Jamis. That was quick thinking on your part, to breathe into his mouth—"

"I heard a voice—"

"Yes, that's what Corporal Danits said you told him. What kind of voice?"

"A man's voice. Like Grandda, maybe, but I thought maybe, it might be Gird."

"Why Gird?"

"Because of what Marshal Donag said, in Vérella, that Gird could speak to someone if there was need."

"Hmm. It might be. Well, when you've finished breakfast, it's time for your studies. Today, I think it would be good for you to write down what happened yesterday, as best you remember it. What happened that made Sed angry enough to hit you, for instance."

His heart sank and his stomach clenched; he wanted no more breakfast. He remembered it all too well, and the problem was...how could he tell the truth and not lay blame on Sed? His mother brought a stack of wax tablets and a stylus to the table, and left him to it.

Vivid as his memory of the morning was, he found it hard to organize those memories into a coherent record. Time and again he rubbed the wax flat and started again. He was still working on the sequence of catching piglets—had Mal and Gwurn left before or after the black-and-white spotted one dodged him and made it straight into someone's garden?—when his mother interrupted him.

"Sera Fontaine has come to speak with you," she said. "And Sed and Lia are with her."

"I don't want to see them," Jamis said. "I haven't finished this, and it has to be right—"

"It's a matter for Kirgan Arcolin," she said. "And you must come."

They were waiting in the small courtyard, by the well. His mother had ordered seats brought out, and one of the folding campaign tables, with a jug of sib and a plate of pastries.

"It's very kind of you," Sera Fontaine said. "But I must speak first, if you'll allow, my lady."

"Of course you may speak first," his mother said.

"I was wrong yesterday," Sera Fontaine said. "I was that flustered, with the sow having messed up everyone's laundry and my neighbors all scolding at me, that I didn't stop to think, really. It was like your lad was the same as my lad, and I should have remembered—"

"He is the same as your lad," his mother said. "I told you that the first time we came into Duke's East: he must not get airs above himself."

"He hasn't," Sera Fontaine said. "An' I've told Sed often enough, you make your manners like the young Kirgan, and you'll be better off."

Jamis darted a glance at Sed, who looked, black eye and all, as miserable as Jamis had felt. Was he being told all the time to copy Jamis? That wouldn't be fun. He hadn't liked it in the city, when he'd been told to copy his older cousin's tidiness.
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