I can’t be certain, but I believe this is the year I am supposed to die.  I have been keeping careful track of time, except for a few occasions and of course in the beginning, but as best I can figure, this is it.  My mother has no clue as to my condition.  She thinks I am in school.

To explain this carefully enough to convince a skeptical reader will take longer than I have available.  It shall have to suffice then, that I explain what I can, as well as I can, and leave it at that.  I have long since given up on skeptics, and on convincing people of anything.  But there remains in me a desire to account for my life, if only for my own vanities.

It is often said that in the early days, men walked and talked with the creator, and he appeared as one of them.  Although what is said is most often wrong, this is one of the few exceptions that prove the rule.  I know, because I walked and talked in those days with him, and though those days are long gone, as he is, I remember well our last conversation, and that is why I know this is the year.

It was my eighth birthday.  I loved birthdays then.  I always have.  I was walking by the river, toes in the cool mud, and we talked about the questions boys have when they are that age.

“Did you make this river?”

“I made the stuff it is made of, the moment I came to be.”

We walked some more, and a different question came to mind.

“What was there before you came to be?”

“There was no time.  There was no before.”

I thought about that for a while, and it led to another question.

“Do you know everything?”

“I know everything there is at this moment, and all the moments before.  But I made sure there was no way of knowing the tiniest things, so that there would be surprise and mystery.  The big things can be predicted, but they depend on the tiniest things, and so there is just the right amount of uncertainty, and I cannot know the future for certain, I can only predict.  But I can predict the largest things well.”

The afternoon sun was warm, and the soft mud was cool, and we walked along the river slowly, enjoying the day.

“Can you change the future?”

“I can arrange the present in such a way that a particular future is likely.  But the tiniest things add up, and the uncertainties multiply, and what actually happens can be changed by anyone who pushes hard enough in the direction they want things to go.”

“Can you make me fly?”

“I can.  But you would not like the changes that would be required.”

I tried to picture what that meant.  I could not, but decided it was not something to pursue.

“Can you make me live a thousand years?”

“I can give you ten thousand years, but I cannot make you live them.”

“I’d like that.”

“Then it shall be so.”

Eventually, I came to a question that he must have been waiting for, the question that had prompted him to spend the afternoon with a boy on his birthday.

“How long will you live?”

“Today is my last.”

“Why?”

“I have arranged the big things so they will become what I wish them to be.  I have arranged that the tiniest things are unpredictable, so there will always be wonder and hope.  There is nothing more I need to do, and I have been around since the beginning of time, and I do not wish to see its end, or to be here long enough to predict the end of all things.  I cherish that there are things I do not know.”

I did not understand then, and I still do not completely understand.  But that was the last day he was ever seen.  Many have claimed to see him since, and I have searched for any sign they speak the truth, but all the claims are echoes of desire, and nothing more.  I will show you how I know, in the pages that follow.  I have seen nearly ten thousand birthdays since that day, and I have watched as men claim many things about gods and magic and wondrous things, and write false histories as proof.  But I have lived those days, and I know history as it happened, and what happened was not what was written.

I have not aged in ten thousand years.  I have not grown, I have not changed in looks or in stature, and I remain as I was at the age of eight.  I have learned to move on as my adoptive families age, to spare myself the pains of those early days, watching all I love grow old and die.  Because of this, I have traveled constantly, and I know the story of the whole world, for having lived it.  I am ready for my last year.  But first I have a task I wish to undertake, to tell the story, or rather to tell a few stories, of my life and the times as they were.  I do not have time to tell it all, nor time even to choose the best.  I shall tell the stories that come to mind, in the order they come to me, which will not likely be the order in which they came about, or any order at all.

It was on the road to Antuk that I met the crazy woman.

She was barefoot, and wore a loose sack for a dress.  She was talking to someone I could not see.  She walked on the dirt path at a normal pace, but kept stopping to talk, so it was easy to catch up to her.

“I thought he’d be taller,” the woman said to nobody.  She turned to face me.

“Taknar said you would come,” she said.  “But he didn’t say you would be a little boy.”

“Who is Taknar?” I asked.

“Taknar walks with me and tells me things.  He tells me what will be.  Sometimes I don’t like it.”

“What does he tell you?”

“He told me to leave my village before the Scaldar warriors came.  I left, and they came, and from a hill I could see the whole village burn to the ground.  I didn’t like that.”

“Your whole village is gone?”

“The Scaldar warriors come out of the north, and burn villages and kill all the men.  They put the heads of the dead on poles around the village.  They wear masks of painted leather that look like fearsome monsters.  They ride horses and kill with long metal knives.”  She paused to listen to someone I could not see.

“Taknar says they flee an even larger army in the north.  I don’t know about that.  The village to the north of my village was burned, and all the men in my village fled into the woods.  There was no one to protect the houses and the well.  I was up on the hill, far away, so I could not see the Scaldar or their horses, I did not see the masks and the long knives.  But I could see the smoke.  I could not hear the women.  I could not hear anyone; I was far away.  Taknar told me to go.”

“Are you going to Antuk?” I asked.

“I will go to Antuk.  If the Scaldar come to Antuk, and the men all flee, I will go somewhere else.”

“I will go with you to Antuk.” I said.

“That is what Taknar said.”

“How does Taknar know about me?” I asked.

“Taknar knows many things, and can tell me what comes.”

“Did Taknar tell you my name?” I asked.

“He did not name you.  He did not say you would be just a child.”

“I will wait until he tells you my name then.  And he can tell me your name.”

“Taknar speaks only to me,” the woman said.

“Then he can tell you your name, and I will hear it.”

“Only I can hear Taknar,” the woman said.

“Then how will anyone know he is real?” I asked.

“Taknar will tell me, and I will tell you.  And when it comes to pass, you will know Taknar is real.”

“How far is it to Antuk?” I asked.

“Taknar says it is seven days of walking alone.  Except for you.  He said you would come, and you have.  So it is truth.”

We walked towards Antuk for the rest of the afternoon.  The road ran beside a small creek, and we drank when we were thirsty.  I shared my little pouch of ground meal with the crazy woman, and we washed the dry dinner down with cold water.  There were frogs and cattail roots to dig up in the creek, but we did not stop to catch frogs or dig up roots.

When the sun had sunk below the hills, I stopped and began gathering reeds for a bed.  The crazy woman talked with Taknar, but she mumbled low, and I could not hear what she said.  I made the bed large enough for two, and kept the driest reeds to cover us from the cool breeze that night would bring.

I led the woman to the bed, and helped her lie down.  I washed her feet in cold water from the creek, carrying it in my hands.  The cold water helped to numb the pain of the long journey, and she closed her eyes to sleep.  I covered her with dry reeds, and curled up beside her, and pulled reeds over my legs and against my back.  She did not sleep well, and woke several times crying.  I put my arm on her shoulder, and we both slept.

When she woke in the morning, I had dug many cattail roots, and scraped them in the creek.  I found soft fern shoots, and almost caught a frog.  We ate the roots and ferns, and when we could eat no more, I tied them with long grass to keep for midday.  We set out on the road to Antuk.

We walked all morning, and I showed her how to walk in the soft mud to cool her feet, and we turned over rocks in the creek to see what was underneath, and tried to find which clump of grass the croaking frog was in.  We never stopped for long, but kept walking.

After midday, when the ferns and roots were gone, and we were still hungry, I looked for lizards or snakes to catch, but we ended up collecting more roots.  The crazy woman showed me how to crush the roots with stones, and add sweet leaves to form cakes.  She said they would be better with a fire to cook them, but we had no fire.  I knew four ways to make fire, but a fire would draw attention to a woman and a boy on the road alone, and I did not offer to make a fire.

In the afternoon, as we walked again with full bellies, the woman began to sing an old song women sing to children to make them sleep.  I asked about her children, but she said nothing, and tears wet her cheeks as she walked.  She began to argue with Taknar about something, but I could not make out what she was saying.  She began to shout at him, in a language I did not know.  I let her walk ahead, and I walked from one side of the road to another, looking for lizards or snakes, or grasshoppers, until she was far enough ahead that the shouting no longer scared the wildlife.

She was still shouting when I heard the wagon.  I left the road and ducked behind the reeds, and threw rocks at the woman to warn her, not wanting to shout.  She did not see the rocks, and the wagon turned the bend and four men appeared, walking beside the ox that drew the cart.  They were walking with long strides, making good time, in leather sandals that kept the rocks from bruising their feet.

They saw the woman and called to her, and looked in all directions to see if she had any companions.  The woman stopped arguing with Taknar and the men approached her.  She did not run away.  The man in front began to talk with her, and the others crowded around.  He said something that caused her to raise her voice to him, and he struck her with his open hand.  They talked some more, but I could not hear them.  The first man lifted the sack up to her stomach, and she pulled it back down.  He struck her again, and pulled the sack up over her head, so she could not see.  The men touched her, and she drew back, and was struck again.  She let them touch her.  The first man dropped the sack back down and she was covered again.  He pushed the other men back, and they stepped away, leaving the woman to him.  He talked with her some more, and she pointed back down the road towards where I had been walking.

The man called out loudly.  “Come out and show yourself!”

I did not come out.  “Come out!” he said, and twisted the woman’s hand in his, until she cried out.  I stepped out onto the road, prepared to run, but I knew I could not run faster than the men.

When they saw I was just a child, they all laughed, and three of the men began walking the ox forward again.  The first man stayed with the woman, and called out to me.

“We go to Antuk.  You can come with us, but stay where I can see you.”  He turned and led the woman back to the oxcart.  He held her by the wrist until he found a rawhide cord in the wagon, and bound her wrists together tightly, and bound the other end to the cart with knots so tight that they would have to be cut with a knife.  The woman walked behind the cart awkwardly, the cord and the pull of the cart making it hard to balance.  The men walked much faster than the woman was used to walking, but she managed to keep up.

I walked behind, sometimes trotting.  I did not walk in the cool mud, but stayed on the road where I could be seen.  I watched the woman walk and hop behind the cart.  We walked that way for the rest of the afternoon, until the sun touched the hills, and the men pulled the wagon off the road, and let the ox graze in the sweet grass by the creek.

They pulled a tent of skins out of the cart, and sticks to hold it up, and they set up camp.  One of the men built a fire, and they set a copper pot on the fire and filled it with dried meat and roots from the wagon, and water from the creek.  They had dried bread, and dipped it in the stew and ate.  They did not share the food with the crazy woman, and she did not ask.  I waited at the edge of the firelight, where I could be seen, but not too close.

When the meal was finished, and the fire burned low, the first man went over to the woman and cut the cord where it was tied to the wagon, and led her into the tent.  The other men talked by the fire, sometimes laughing, as the coals dimmed, and the darkness drew closer.  At a call from inside the tent, they put out the fire, and carried their blankets into the tent.

In the wagon there were fleeces and a clay jar of dried meat, and another of roots, and a wooden box that held flat bread.  I took what I thought would not be missed, and drew the fleeces around me to sleep.  I woke many times, and when the sky began to gray, I left the wagon and brought dry reeds to the fire pit, and blew on what coals remained until they lit.  When the men awoke, the fire was ready, and I had gathered sticks to keep it going.  I left the fire as they came out of the tent, and held back, standing on the road where I could be seen.  The first man led the woman back to the cart, and tied the cord again.  The woman sat down behind the cart, her hands not quite reaching her lap.

The men prepared the same meal again, but ate quickly, and hitched the ox and started out on the road.  I walked closer, until I was beside the crazy woman, and listened as she talked to Taknar in mumbles.

“Are you all right?” I asked her.

“My hands hurt,” she said, and tried to rub her wrists together where the cord cut into her skin.

I drew back as the first man walked back, and handed the woman a small piece of flat bread.  He walked back up to the other men leading the ox, and I came back up beside her.  She ate a couple bites, then broke the bread in half and handed part to me.  I took some dried meat and roots from my pouch and gave it to her.  She ate quickly.  It was hard carrying water in my hands from the creek, but I made several trips, and she drank from my hands awkwardly, as she walked fast to keep up with the cart, wincing when her bare feet struck a stone in the road.

The next three days were the same, except for what greens and roots I could find to share with the crazy woman.  I stayed out of the way, and always woke before the men, and they ignored me.  On the fourth day we could see smoke from the chimneys of Antuk, and the road became wider and we began to see people in fields, and fresh ox and donkey droppings in the road.  As the road reach the top of a small hill, the town of Antuk lay spread out ahead, larger than any village I had ever seen.  It had buildings made of wood, and a wide mud street ran down the middle, and huts and shacks surrounded the buildings in a muddled net of dirt paths and goat corrals.  The creek was wider and deeper as it wound around the town, and fields of grains and grass spread out on both sides of it.

The first man lifted the woman into the cart, and covered her with the tent skins, and told her to make no sound or movement.  She seemed glad to be off her feet, and did as she was told.  The men led the ox into town, and found the tavern, where they unhitched the wagon and tied the ox where it could reach the grass.  They disappeared into the tavern.

I waited, but they did not come out.

I walked to the wagon, and called quietly to the crazy woman.

“I can untie you, and we can hide outside of town until they are gone,” I said.

“They will find us and beat us.”

“Is that worse than staying here?”

“Can you untie these?”

I climbed into the wagon, and lifted the clay jar and dropped it hard on the wooden box.  The shards were sharp enough to cut the rawhide after some sawing back and forth.  We quickly left the wagon, and headed for the stream and the tall reeds.  We walked until the town was no longer visible, and the huts of the villagers became the huts of the farmers who tended the fields.

The day was getting long when we came to a group of women washing clothes on rocks by the stream.  They were talking and laughing as they worked, and they called out to us when they saw us.

“What news from town?” one of the women called.

The crazy woman joined the group, and I followed.

“Not good news,” she said.  “The village of Arn is destroyed, burned by Scaldar warriors, and Taknar says they are coming this way.”

She told the women about the Scaldar, about the masks and the long knives and the heads on poles.  She told them that she knew this because Taknar told her.  She said she knew about the burned village because Taknar told her.  She told them about Taknar, about how she could talk to him, but no one else could.  The women did not believe.

“How could such a thing be true?” they asked.

“Taknar tells what will come.  If I tell you that Taknar has said the village is destroyed, and you find that it is so, you will know Taknar speaks the truth.  In the town there will come four men in a wagon pulled by a white ox.  They are scouts for the Scaldar warriors, come to find out what defenses the town has, and what riches can be stolen.  You will know them by the tattoo of the crow on the chest of the leader, and the long scar on the leg of one of the men.  Taknar says this, and if you find it to be true, you will know that Taknar speaks truly of what will come to be.”
“We will go to the town tomorrow, and we will see,” said one of the women.  “Until then, come to my house, and be our guest, and tell us of what you have seen in your travels.”

The women continued to wash the clothes, and the crazy woman talked with them, and washed the sack she wore, and the women combed the tangles from her hair, and fed us cakes of meal and white cheese.

“Taknar says that if you kill the scouts and prepare for a great battle, you will destroy the Scaldar warriors.  But if you do not listen to the words of Taknar, the town will burn, and all the people will flee into the hills.  The people of the village of Arn did not listen, and they were destroyed.  But Taknar can tell you how to defeat the Scaldar warriors.  When you see he speaks truly, you will come and listen.”

When the washing was done, we went to the woman’s hut as her guests, and I helped pound the roots for the dinner as the crazy woman talked about the village of Arn and the people there.  The men came in from the fields, and listened as they ate.  I slept with the children and the dogs that night, and was warm for the first night in weeks.
In the morning, the women gathered up the baked cakes of grain meal and pounded root, and the white cheese, and headed to the town to sell them there.  The men brought goats for the market day, and the whole clan walked to the town together.

In the town, there was much talk and excitement.  The road to town was busy with people coming to market day, but among the travelers were refugees from burned villages to the north, with tales of masked warriors with long knives.

“It is as Taknar said!” cried the women, and they told of how Taknar had predicted the burned villages, the long knives, and the masks of skin and feathers.  The men nodded, as they had heard the predictions themselves.  Word spread through the town that the warriors would come, that Taknar had said it, and that Taknar had always been truthful about what was to come.  The women spoke of the white ox and the cart, and the four men.
“We have seen them!” said the people of the town, and soon a large group of men gathered to find the scouts of the Scaldar.  When they found the cart and the ox, the four men were sleeping in the cart, still senseless from much drink.  The townspeople ripped the clothes from the men, and saw the tattoo and the scars.

“It is as Taknar foretold!” they cried, and they beat the men with sticks, until they no longer moved or spoke.

The people of the town quickly set up a table in the road, and placed the crazy woman on the table, and gathered around to hear her speak of Taknar, and what Taknar had to say.

She told them to make ready for the Scaldar, to gather all the men from all around, to fight the Scaldar.  They had killed the four scouts, and Taknar had said that if they did that, they would be able to fight the Scaldar and prevail.

The men and women of the town talked all that night, planning how to fortify the town, how to make arrows night and day, how to put sharpened sticks in the grass around the town to fell the horses, and many more preparations.

Food was brought into the town from all around in the next days, and the town was busy with preparations and discussions about tactics and the skills of warfare.  People continued to come into the town from villages that had been burned in the north, and they were put to work building defenses.
By the time the Scaldar rode down the hill towards the town, yelling war cries and waving their long knives, the people of the town were ready.  Fences of stone forced the horses to run into the tall grass with sharp sticks.  Arrows rained down on the warriors from all sides, and women and children threw stones from behind tall grasses.  The warriors tried to retreat back up the hill, but were met with arrows and stones from the townspeople who had hidden in the woods as the horses passed.  In the end, not a single Scaldar warrior remained, and the town did not burn.

The town was now full of many people from villages far to the north and east.  The councils that had prepared for war now met to prepare new fields and new huts to house and feed the newcomers.  The town grew as new shops were opened, and cobblers made shoes, and potter made pots, and many new goods were created and traded.

In the center of the town they created a large building of strong wood and stone, and in that building lived the crazy woman and the people to take care of her, and to listen to the words of Taknar and take them to the people.  The town prospered, and all knew Taknar was taking good care of them.
I watched as the town grew, and traded widely with towns and villages all around.  But as the years went by, and I did not grow or age, there came a time when I knew I must move on.  I left on a cool morning in spring, walking south.  I did not look back.

The blind man saw it coming before anyone else did.

He was standing in the market square, entertaining the crowd with songs of old kings and wars fought long ago.  Heroes and brave men, building the world as we know it now.  He sang of Gilrud, first king of Antuk, far to the north, and the first priestess of Taknar, and the war of the Scaldar, in the time of their grandfather’s grandfathers.  The crowd laid bread and onions at his feet, and a skin of wine.  The stories were familiar, but at the same time new, as each minstrel brought the story from a different voice and a different eye.

I had heard many of these songs, sung by travelers, and sometimes they sang of things I knew from my own eyes, but my eyes had seen a different story.  So it was with the blind man, but this time the story was more as I remembered, although the first king lived long after the first priestess had died, and longer still since the Scaldar war.  But I had long ago learned to let the song have its way, as the story was often more important than what had really come to pass.  And always more entertaining.

Her in Kirtuk I was a stranger also, having only arrived a few days earlier.  We had that in common, and I approached the minstrel when the crowd had gone, and he had begun to eat what they had left for him.

“I have just come from Caldar in the east,” I said.  “I am considering directions from here – what can you recommend to a fellow traveler?”

“There is nothing to the west, unless you have a caravan of camels to carry water through the desert.  North you’ll find cities and markets and thieves.  South perhaps, but I know only stories of the south.”

“You sing of Antuk.  Do you come from the north?”

“I flee the north; the smell of too many people and not enough wind or river to carry it away.  I flee the rulers and the rules, and those who would tell men what to think.”

“A singer of old songs – do you not tell men what to think?”

“I tell what was.  They can think what they like.”

“How do you know what was?  Tales from your father’s father’s time, things you did not see yourself?”

“I have not seen you – are you really there?  Perhaps you are a voice in my head, like the priestesses hear.  Perhaps all around me is merely imagined, and I am alone in my bed, dreaming you all.”

“How could you tell?”

“I could not.  But I know how to tell whether to believe it or not.”

“What test do you use to tell the real from a dream?”

“I choose to believe what is useful.  If I believe I am dreaming, does it help me to find my way on the road, or to eat?  Does believing I am dreaming help me guess what will come?  Does it predict anything, and does that thing come true?  If not, then it is useless to believe that I am dreaming you.  I might better believe you are real, and learn from you something I do not yet know.  Then I can see if that thing is true, and know I am not dreaming.”

“Do your stories predict useful things that let you know they are true?”

“The songs tell me how men behaved, and when I see men behaving thus, I know that part of the song is true.  But I also find men who sing of other tales that share details of mine.  And when the songs agree, it makes sense to believe what others agree they have seen, or their fathers have seen.  When the songs disagree, then I know at least one is wrong.”

“The tale of Gilrud, king of Antuk,” I said.  “Could it be that the first king was not born when the Scaldar came?  That the first priestess told not the king, but the people of the town of the coming of the warriors?”

“It could be,” the blind man said. “Many songs of the Scaldar mention no kings.  But a mighty chieftain in a small town might become a king in song, to gather more bread for the minstrel.  But the details that do not teach can be changed without harming the lesson.  A city afraid to protect itself is a city that will fall.”

“So you do not believe all of the songs you sing?” I asked.

“I believe the lessons.  I have heard songs from far to the west, past the desert, where the water tastes of salt, and they teach the same lessons.  I do not know if the names of their kings are true, or if the words have been made to rhyme at the expense of history.  But the lessons I believe.  Because that which is the same in all songs is more likely to be true, and that which changes is of no help or importance.”

The night got cold as we talked, and he prepared to sleep on the hard ground of the market square, covered only by his cloak.  I led him instead to the goat pen in the commons, where I had earned my supper by gathering grass.  We slept in the straw beneath a thatch covering, with the warm goats against our skin.

