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	Author’s Note on Deeds of Wisdom & “In the Valley of Death”

	What, you may wonder, are “deeds” of Wisdom? Isn’t wisdom more cerebral, less active? Well… not exactly. We speak of “wise words,” and words uttered are deeds. People in these stories say things, and do things, which approach different aspects of wisdom (and some folly) at work.

	The roots of “In the Valley of Death” go deep into the history of Paksworld, a part of it not yet explored in the books: Old Aare and what it was like in the many thousands of years that preceded the familiar world of Paksenarrion’s first adventures. At this time, empires and nation-states and city-states had risen and fallen; wars had been fought and peaceful trade restored, many times. But also at this time, the Great Dryness was spreading, sparking more wars, and throwing together peoples who could not find any common ground.

	Publication Note: “In the Valley of Death” is new, written exclusively for Deeds of Wisdom.

	 


In the Valley of Death

	Serendola stared at the long low ridge of land that lay between his troop and the higher forested hills beyond. “We did not need this,” he said.

	Between where they stood and the ridge, the ground grew steadily rockier.

	Nobody answered. They were all hungry, thirsty, exhausted, near half of them walking wounded and three worse-wounded jammed together in a handcart under a bloodied cloak as the best that could be done for them.

	Serendola knew Krikhol, worst wounded of the three, unconscious when loaded on the cart, would almost certainly die by sundown. Behind their troop, the relentless new Emperor pursued any who had ever refused his orders, and his troops were less than a day behind.

	“I’ll go look.” Castrin, second-in-command, started off for the hump, the mass of rocks and scrub and low trees that stretched exactly across their only chance of safety, the forested hills beyond. He walked faster, no longer pushing the cart.

	Going around that hump, Serendola knew, would take too long. Maybe Castrin could find a way through. Maybe they would all die here.

	“Rest,” Serendola said. “Half a sun-hand.” Most of the troop sat where they had stood. Would they get up again? He had no idea why they still did what he told them, when it was clear so many of his decisions had been wrong. Maybe just habit? His own habits took him to the handcart where the three wounded men lay protected from the sun by the cloak spread over all three of them.

	Krikhol had died. Agkert and Menis stared at him, wordless, when he felt Krikhol’s neck for the life-beat and found nothing. Serendola shook his head; expecting that death made it no less painful. They knew, of course. They said nothing when he took his hand away. What could anyone say?

	Serendola pulled Krikhol’s body from the cart and carried it away from the group before laying it straight on the grass. He looked around. If he could find stones, he could pile them… maybe… It would take time.

	Movement caught his eye. Sooner than he’d expected, Castrin clambered down the near slope of the hump and waved, jogging. Serendola sighed and walked toward him.

	“It was a city once, I think.” Castrin said when he was near enough. “Big stones—some carved designs—trees growing out of holes between them. We might be able to hide in there. Awhile, anyway.”

	“Did you find a hidden farm with fruit on the trees and grain in the barn?” Serendola asked. Then he shook his head. “I’m sorry. Unfair. I just… Krikhol died.”

	“We can at least bury him there,” Castrin said. “I did see two fruit trees but no fruit.” Of course no fruit, this time of year. “I’ll help you carry him,” Castrin said.

	Serendola turned back to the others—the blank-eyed, exhausted others, now looking at him as if he should conjure bread and meat and water out of the air itself. “Tell them, Castrin,” he said. Castrin repeated what he had said before. Then Serendola added his own assessment. “It is die here, in the open, when they come upon us—tonight or tomorrow, most likely—or go up that slope, into those broken stones and scrub. They will search. Some may escape, for a time. I give no orders: choose.”

	Then he went to the handcart, where the two worst wounded lay under a stained cloak. Agkert and Menis, cousins, friends of his childhood…

	“We can carry you up there,” he said. “But the cart won’t make it.”

	“Is there shade?” Agkert asked.

	“Pretty girls?” Menis asked.

	“Shade, yes. And some shelter.”

	The two looked at each other. 

	“I’d risk it for shade,” Agkert said. 

	“Not even ugly girls?” Menis said, and coughed. Menis, who had once shared a queen’s bed  though he was never a king.  Beautiful Menis, he had been called, before the wounds that made him a thing to shudder at.

	“No girls,” Serendola said. “Just shade.”

	“Where there’s shade, there’s bound to be water,” Agkert said. “Come, cousin. At least it will be more difficult for the Emperor’s minions.” 

	“You are cruel,” Menis said, “but I will go, that you not be lonely in the dark.” He coughed again. “And to make it more difficult for the Emperor’s minions, Esea darken their light.”

	Serendola had no energy to curse the Emperor or his minions. He turned to the others, and most got up—slowly, so slowly—and they took the two men out of the cart, broke it up, fashioned litters from the wood, and carried the two wounded and one dead up the sides of the long mound. The ground was uneven and progress very slow, taking up the rest of the day as tired men, weakened by hunger, struggled over and around obstacles that once would have been easy for them. When the tail of the troop entered the welcome shade of the trees, Serendola looked back. Late-afternoon sun winked on the foremost spear-points of their pursuers, the rest hidden in the dust cloud they raised between distant hills.

	In the shade, little currents of cooler air moved, and the change from unending sun eased his eyes. He made his way forward, speaking softly to the men, urging them on to find “a good place, more hidden than that” when he found anyone sprawled in the open. Once at the high point of the mound, he shed his weapons and climbed a tree, hoping to spy out something more useful, though he was certain the gods had deserted them utterly. The good gods, at least.

	From the tree branch he saw how narrow the mound was—or mounds, rather, each just touching the next to make what had seemed a single long narrow shape down-valley. He thought back to the barrows he had seen elsewhere. This was bigger, the mounds wider.

	A pretty place to build a city, he thought, though far off any trade routes he knew, and an odd shape as well. To the north, across another grassy plain, forested slopes rose higher.

	If they could have crossed the valley in a sun-hand or two well before mid-morning that day, if they could have made it up those steeper slopes into the forest, perhaps they could have escaped their pursuers, but he knew it was hopeless. They had lost too much. Whatever happened would happen there.

	* * *

	In the deepening dusk, he encouraged those who could still move to work their way along the crest of the mound to disperse, find the deepest holes, in hopes some would survive tomorrow’s carnage. They had no way to make a stand, as they had made stands before and retreated from one to another, each time losing more men, more supplies, until now… every man still had a knife, but many had no other weapon.

	“I’d rather die with my friends,” said one after another. Only a few chose to try their luck alone.

	Evening cooled the air. Darkness thickened; Serendola stumbled in a hole whose depth he had not judged, and barked his shin on a tree root. Finally he found his way back to his closest friends and crouched on a moss-covered boulder above them—Castrin, Agkert, Menis, Juvan, Soldin, others nearby—and watched for the distant campfires. There—finally—they were, red-winking in the dark. They would have food and drink, a night’s sleep in comfort before they attacked in the morning.

	He slid down the rock to join the others.

	“Satisfied?” Agkert asked.

	“To be with you, always,” he said. Castrin’s hand clasped his shoulder.

	“We should sing,” Menis said. Serenola could hear the wet sound in his lungs, but Menis would sing until he died, or try to. “We should sing all those songs the Emperor wants to silence.”

	“All those songs?” Agkert said. “It will take more than one night.”

	“The Elder Singers say time singing does not exist,” Menis said. “And when I heard them, I thought the same.”

	“And then your stomach rumbled and they stopped and looked at you,” Agkert said. A few men chuckled. “But, cousin, I agree; let us sing while we can and be free while we can.”

	A chill breath came from the ground, as if it breathed winter on them. Serendola shivered, but no one else seemed to notice.

	Menis began, in his labored voice, starting the old marching song they’d been taught as youngsters. Everyone knew it, and singing it again raised spirits though it could do nothing for their situation. That song shifted naturally into the chant of the kings of Fuarr, the list of them all as far back as anyone knew.

	Serendola shivered again as chill air filled the hollow in which the two wounded men lay and he and a few others now sat. Menis coughed; the chant paused to wait for him. “Cold,” he said. “Something… blessed Lady, is it winter?”

	No. Sing.

	Serendola jerked as if prodded with a hot needle. “Did you hear that?” he asked.

	“Sing,” Menis repeated. “Someone wants us to sing? Well, then…” And he took up the chant where he’d left off, with Colrador who built a dam and Vasildor his son who planted five hundred trees.

	A faint glow, just enough to see the dark bubble beside Menis’s mouth, rose from the moss in the hollow. Serendola leaned forward and wiped the blood away, singing of Padolk who tamed a spotted cat as tall as his hip, and Rethvin who died of fever. He lifted Menis’s shoulders and laid Menis’s head on his own breast. The ominous gurgle eased, and Menis sang again, of Parwin who started the Golden Tower, and Coldanil and Visran and Rethan who added to it and Bilthan who finished it and set the sun-stone on its top, to light the land in times of danger. Sometime later, when others had taken up the list, and Menis had fallen silent but still breathed, the glow rose, and thickened, and took shape.

	The chant stopped in the middle of Borthlun’s verse as if cut with a knife. There before them, clear and sharp as a carving in crystal, stood the appearance of a man, every feature distinct, a man as tall as Serendola.

	You mourn your king. You sing his lineage. Who then is your new king?

	“The king is dead, and all his lineage,” Serendola said. It was not—quite—true, but it would be, long before dawn. “All the princes of the blood—” His voice failed for an instant. “And the queen and the princesses as well. We were overcome.”

	And yet you live.

	“For this night,” Serendola said. “Death comes with the sun; our enemies are in sight.”

	And yet you sing.

	Serendola shrugged.

	“Should a man whimper before Death and the Long Sleep? Song is a flame in the dark. Had we a king, and were he dying here, we would sing him to his grave.”

	Do you know whose sleep you disturb?

	He glanced around; the eyes of his companions gleamed in the wraith’s light, but none of them answered. “No,” he said.

	Once this was King’s Rest, where kings came to sleep amid their companions.

	Serendola’s skin prickled. He had heard something, an old legend, from a tale—teller in the marketplace, but this was no legend. The barrows he’d seen before had been family tombs, not royal ones. The kings of Fuarr had been burned, returned to the Sun in cleansing fire.

	Time and time, that sleep was broken, and the last time, the Evil Ones broke into the chambers of rest and scattered the bones, even the bones over which you chose to stay this night. We swore revenge on all who violate the fane.

	“We will be bones ourselves ere long,” Serendola said. “If you wish revenge, take it: our enemies will thank you.”

	Silence for a time. Then: Tell me of your king who died.

	King Teriond’s song had not been written; they had no bard but Menis, and Menis now breathed the harsh breaths of one walking the last path into Death itself.

	“Teriond the brave,” Serendola said, seeing in his mind that figure in his armor, astride his battle steed. “Teriond, who foresaw the change in the world in dreams, waves of sand engulfing the grass, and did his best to hold disaster at bay. He made peace with all who wanted peace, but some who wanted peace nonetheless took service with one who did not. Who wanted only conquest. We of the King’s Guard—there were once a thousand of us, arrayed in ten companies, bright with armor and banners, but our enemies had a hand to our thumb, and strong as a thumb is, a hand is stronger.”

	He died in battle?

	“No, alas. He died of poison handed him by an ally who had turned against him. At that same meal also died both his elder sons, commanders of companies. The next morning, we were thrown back, for no one knew who should take command overall, and we who held even small authority had been up all the night.”

	Serendola went on with the whole sorry tale and felt the weight of it on him again, every moment of every day through the long defeat. The deaths, the wounds, the noise and stench and choking dust, the loss of all that kept them fighting as a coherent army, that broke them into separate units, each struggling vainly like a hirk-beetle turned on its back.

	He stopped when he came to the loss of the city, the death of the queen, the torn bodies in the palace they had fought so hard and so hopelessly to save. They had been outflanked; they came too late, and the enemy had backed away, letting them see what was lost. “Forgive me,” he said, his voice thick with tears. “I cannot say more now. Let us sing again, if we can, and go to Death with stout hearts.”

	Light strengthened; more wraiths appeared. Nine he saw now, the kingly one who had come first and eight others. Four men, four women, all in ghostly armor. Behind them ghostly horses, saddled and bridled for war.

	You ask nothing.

	“Let us sing again,” Serendola repeated.

	I offer a bargain. Aid for aid.

	What aid could a wraith need that a live man could give? He asked, despite his doubts. “What is your bargain?”

	When last this place was ruined, some came into our chamber and disturbed our bones. Come down and set them in order, and we will harry your enemies and keep them away.

	Serendola shrugged. “I have friends here who need me for this night,” he said. “And our enemies will be here in the morning.”

	Menis’s head stirred on his breast. “Do… it…” Menis said, each word on a separate breath.

	“Yes,” Agkert said. “For all of us.”

	We will care for your dying.

	“Show me,” Serendola said. Before he could call another to support Menis’s shoulders, cold arms slid under his, cradled Menis, and more cold arms pulled him away. “Menis!” he said, but Menis did not answer. The arms that held Menis looked gentle; a wraith’s chill hand caressed his brow.

	Serendola stood with the aid of the arms that held him and looked around at the troop. “I will do what I can,” he said.

	All come.

	“All? Why? I said I will do it.”

	Many bones. Much to do.

	He looked at the troop again. “Menis is dying. Agkert needs our aid. Let those who can and will come with me, but leave the others here.”

	As you wish.

	The cold arms tugged at him. “Come with me, if you want to help,” he said. Faithful as always, Castrin stood up first.

	“Come on,” he said to the others, and several moved to follow.

	On the far side of the rock on which Serendola had leaned, another hollow led down to darkness. The wraith’s cold hand on his wrist pulled him into a hole through which he had to squeeze; dirt slid along under him, dust rose, making him sneeze and cough, and where the passage went between rocks, he felt every one of his bruises. He heard the others behind him, some muttering loud enough to be heard, though he could not distinguish the words. At last, he fell an arm’s length onto a stone floor.

	Light brightened around him. He was in a burial chamber floored with scattered and broken bones. Smashed pots and boxes, scraps of fabric, small gleams that might be jewels or coins missed by grave-robbers. In the center, a pile of earth and small stones showed where the roof had been pierced by the attack. The walls were covered with faded pictures of a vanished people, painted on one long side to show rooms in which a feast was being held, and on the other a hunting scene: gaily-dressed men and women on horseback, riding in a forest. The short ends of the chamber contained panels of writing Serendola could not read; a script he had not seen before.

	I was old when I died, in a time of peace, and my life-friends died with me at their own will. We and our mounts rested here amid beauty until the Great Time. But we cannot rise then at the gods’ call if our bones are scattered.

	Serendola and the others looked at the bones. “How many of you?” he asked. “If all the chambers were desecrated, we cannot…” 

	I and my eight companions, and nine horses. One of us will assist you in discerning which bones belong together, and I must return to ward your companions from the enemy.

	“You are the king who died? May I have your name?”

	I am, but I have no name in this time. You—you carry your king’s blood, do you not?

	“I am not a prince,” Serendola said. He would neither claim nor deny the king’s blood but told what truth he could.

	We shall see. With that, the wraith vanished, and one he had not noticed, stouter of build, came from the wall.

	In that peculiar light, the work began. Serendola could not have told, of his own knowledge, which fragment of bone went with another to form a whole bone. The wraith directed without words. As they gradually assembled bone after bone, the wraith touched the fragments, and they became whole once more. Then it was putting bone to bone for each individual so all matched. Serendola had never paid much attention to bones in this way; it was wrong to handle them, in his own people’s thinking, but it had to be done.

	Underground, they had no sense of time passing, and became no more hungry or thirsty than they had been before. They had to dig through the pile of dirt and small stones a handful at a time, picking out each bone fragment, each tooth, and setting them in place, then letting the wraith make them whole. Serendola did not notice when the pile of dirt diminished… when the first small stone lifted from the floor and joined the cracked and shattered stones still out of reach overhead. He noticed as more and more rose that way, as they seemed to melt finally into a painted sky.

	One by one they laid the skeletons in place as the wraith directed. The king in the center, the Eight—four men and four women—on his right hand, each with the left hand raised to the shoulder of the one in front. The king’s horse’s skeleton at his feet, the eight horses of the others on his left hand, all facing the same way, all with the right forefoot raised. Overhead, the chamber’s ceiling arched unbroken, the vault bright with shades of blue from pale at one end, with a glittering gold sun just showing to the deep blue-purple of midnight at the other, with bright jewels set as stars.

	Even as it was done, the chamber was plunged into darkness, and Serendola heard the grinding of great stones scraping together. Someone’s warm hand grasped his; he clasped it. He had understood from the beginning they might die underground. The noise went on for a time he could not measure, even by breaths, and then a dim grey-blue light shaped a doorway. The wraiths came in, all of them, and went to stand one by each skeleton. Last came the king.

	You have done well. We honor you. We mourn your dead as our own.

	Menis’s body floated into the chamber, as if on a pallet, then came to rest on the floor alongside the others.

	If you will, we would have him here with us. We have his memories as well as our own.

	Serendola knelt beside the body and laid his hand on Menis’s brow, then bent and kissed him on the brow and on the lips. “Later,” he whispered.

	He looked at the wraith-king.

	“The others?”

	Await above. Your enemy is vanquished; his wealth is yours. But we allow none to settle here again, though for the service you have done, you may remain for a time. Or…

	A long pause. Serendola looked at those who had come down with him. It was silent there, a deep, deep silence. Or as you hold one another as close as we did, you may join us.

	“I am not a king,” Serendola said. “And none are so sworn to me.”

	It is not the oath but the heart. Should one not wish so, he cannot be compelled.

	Serendola looked at Menis again, at the ruin of that once-beautiful face, that once-powerful body. In childhood, he and Menis and Agkert had sworn to live and die together. They had cut their thumbs to make their blood and fates one. And so a prince and a prince’s bastard cousin and a prince’s bastard half-brother had believed in what was not possible, for those who governed them had all said so. Yet there they had come at last to the same decision they had made as stripling boys.

	“I must ask the others,” Serendola said, looking the wraith-king in the face. “They have the right.” 

	All the wraiths bowed. They have the right. Go, take your rest and taste the food and wine your enemies left. Taste life, and decide where your heart lies. But should you choose the Long Sleep together, here is the herb you should eat.

	And the wraith-king held out a sprig of it. It brings death with no pain.

	Serendola led those who had helped in the work up a long, stone-lined passage to the daylight outside. They came out on the side of the mound facing the mountains, and then had to climb back up to where the others were. On the way, Serendola saw many plants of the death herb. They found their companions surrounded by bags of food and jugs of wine, for the wraiths, they said, had moved these things from the enemy’s camp for their comfort.

	“Not just the nine we saw,” Soldin said. He had stayed with Agkert. “Twenty wraith-kings at least, maybe more, each with his eight companions, rose from other tombs under the mound along its length, all glowing like the first, and they cried out in strong voices as they rode through the air, down on the Emperor’s troops. We could not see what they did, but we heard the screams… then silence. Then the wraiths came back, bringing us food and drink, and returned below.”

	“After that,” Algon said, “we were stronger, and some of us went to see. The wraiths left all behind: horses, tents, weapons, but no trace of men, alive or dead. We could not leave, for you were below, but we called out to those who had fled alone. All but one returned.” He looked rested, and his cheeks had a healthy color.

	“Agkert?” Serendola asked.

	“Asleep now,” Soldin said. “He grieves, but says he knows Menis could not have lived.”

	Serendola and the others who had been below ate and drank, then told the rest what they had done and seen. In the heat of afternoon, they fell asleep and woke at first-dawn the next morning.

	“We have a choice,” Serendola told them. “Our pursuers were but one of the Emperor’s armies. You are all bravest of the brave, but we are few, and Fuarr has fallen. We cannot gain it back. We can go on, into those mountains, and make a new home perhaps. The wraiths have given us leave to stay here for a brief time, but we cannot stay forever, not as living men. They offer us a peaceful death and a Long Sleep with them, if we will.”

	A red streak brightened in the east; Serendola turned to it. For the first time in many days, he could sing the sun up in the proper way, and he did so, as if it were his last sunrise. And so it might be, but his hand did not shake when he poured the wine on the stone, and his voice rose steady and strong to the brightening sky. Then he turned back to the others.

	“I am not a king, and you have not sworn your death with mine: what will you?”

	They talked off and on through the day. Serendola said the least, for he needed to hear more than he needed to persuade, even if he had known for certain what he would persuade them to. He walked across to the enemy camp with several others and saddled and mounted a horse.

	He rode around the entire mound, a matter of several sun-hands even at a good pace. The sun warmed his shoulders and his back; the horse’s movement lifted his mood. This was a good place, a peaceful place; if the wraiths had offered a home there, he would have been willing to set a shovel to the land and farm… but they had not.

	And somewhere, he knew, the Sandlord was moving, bringing the desert closer, pushing those who had once lived on the fertile plains to look for new land.

	It had begun generations before, and finally the flight from the Sandlord had reached Fuarr, and Fuarr—though now in the hands of the Emperor—would someday be parched and dry, just like the rest. Those stricken by the Sandlord would try to escape, and come there, when they fled Fuarr.

	What then would the wraiths do? Kill them all?

	When he got back to the little camp on the mound, Agkert motioned him over.

	“I know I might live, but… to be honest. I see no hope for me, as I am. For any of us, but particularly me. I will never be whole again.” He lifted the stump of his right arm. “To lie with Menis in the Long Sleep would give me ease. Will you forgive me?”

	“By the blood we share, there is nothing to forgive. I have thought—”

	“No.” Agkert reached out with his other arm. “Not you, Serendola! We swore a boy’s oath; we are men now. You are the last of Teriond’s blood. You must live. You must sire sons. And some of these others do not want to die and be buried here. They will not tell you so, but they want you to live, to lead them away.”

	His heart sank, heavy as the heaviest stone. “I have no heart for vengeance,” he said. “And the Sandlord will come.”

	“Not in your lifetime. And I am not speaking of vengeance but living. Be their king, Seren. Give them something to live for. And when your sons are grown, and you are near death, come back here if you will. Menis and I will await you. I will see the wraiths let you in. Do this, brother of my blood, for us and for your father.”
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