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The Treat


Everyone knew that on the gasping road at night there is one type of monster for each spot on the leopard but I, Farati, had no choice in the matter, as had always been the case with me. I had always been traipsing down a long, dark, winding road of which the gasping road itself was just a brief distracting section.

My overflowing gratitude went to the god Mr. Eyes, for his gift to humans of the sixth sense: to feel when someone is watching you. It was one thing to know that this is happening; in my mind it was clear, because no fact could be more obvious on the gasping road that seemed to yawn so widely that it was a wheezing wind tunnel through the material world that should not have been there. It was another thing to feel the gazes on my skin: the scent-seeking sniffs of the eyeless, the hunger of the ravenous on my thighs, the lust of the rapacious on my breasts, the covetousness of the vain on my long braided hair.

A masked nommahi came out to fight me. I was happy to see it because as far as monsters went it was quite normal. You may not be familiar with the masked variant. Only the valiant may wear a war mask. Actually only from our perspective is the fish-man’s hard-shelled face covering a mask. To them it reveals the truth. And this nommahi’s real face told a horrifying truth of a skilled warrior, one confident in traveling the gasping road alone. Even the nommahis had cause to fear it. You say you have fish-men? Well, ours were different. Space, air, time, and earth all yielded to its movements. Humans all have to walk in a certain way, of course: one foot in front of the other. But nommahis tumbled through reality. A foot, an arm, the bottom end of a magic staff, and most importantly the tail. It didn’t matter. If a nommahi wanted to get to you it would get to you even if it looked ugly, which it usually did. The mask obscured the great googling eyes. The mask was screaming and toothy.

I was unsure whether this was a man or a woman; doubtless it had the same thought about me as I was tall and armored. Nommahis boasted hard, shimmering scales and with their teeth as long as an adult’s thumb they were never unarmed— unless you could bash them right in their arrogant grin with a bludgeon or hammer, as I had managed to accomplish once before. This watcher, this wiggler, was as adept and agile outside of water as in it. It wielded a spear because they were hunters. The battle was the water spear versus the fire spear, a poetic match; what I was holding looked like a staff to mislead highwaymen into believing I was a sore-backed caster but I, Farati, for all my flaws, was one of the thrusters of the burning spear. The spear’s business end incandesced to searing life at my silent command and in shine, rain, or night looked spectacular— either it drew attention or it discouraged it, depending on who saw, and I had to accept both possibilities.

As trained, I moved the spear in lockstep with the invisible air columns that allowed it to be guided toward the enemy in ways that were improbably or taxing for regular humans holding sharpened sticks. Oh, how the nommahi wished it were in the lake— though to its credit it didn’t flinch when the spear ignited, maybe their bodies are not capable of that. I whirled the spear with showmanship so that the heat would create distance between my and my opponent and so that anyone watching would understand the peril of menacing me. The nommahi squelched and croaked some obscene prayer to Mr. Bubble. One purpose of the burning spear is to pierce that which is beyond comprehension. Its point lanced right through the prayer and into the side of the fish creature like a cattle brand. Now the creature more than flinched— it convulsed wetly, doubtless irritated with itself for experiencing so much pain from only a glancing blow. It honed its focus and in short order caught my spear in its trident and with its deep reservoir of fishy strength my weapon aside so that it lay half on the road, the deadly half off the path. Only a singer would have known the symbolism of that. For me it was just a sign that I had lost my touch and had arrogantly expected to navigate the gasping road without much trouble.

Angry mostly at myself for my cracking belief in my specialness, I rushed the nommahi and tackled it before it could swing its weapon back around. It squirmed away and I kicked it; it used its amazing self-righting panoply of limbs to remain creeping upright. I charged again to keep the spearhead away from me and two tines of fish smell went up my nose. In no mood for this, I hammered my elbow into the right spot on its arm to snap the bone, then grabbed its face by the mask and shook it like I was trying to give up on a baby. No one usually got this close to a masked nommahi it revealed one of the great weaknesses of the custom, which was that the ornate stone carving could be seized and manipulated. We fell off the road and kicked up a cloud of red dirt as mace-like rock formations jutted overhead. It did what must have been unthinkable for it just a moment ago, and took its own mask off just as I gave it a great tug to throw me off and unmask itself. I bashed it with its own mask like one might do with a stone tablet but it caught the blow and batted the disgraced artifact aside, so I slammed my fist into its gaping eye. The eye yielded sideways, not like that of other creatures where you can shred it into jelly, but I did get a handhold around the beast by the orbit of its eye and smacked its nose with my free hand, feeling cartilage between its nostrils crumple. When I thought I had impressed it enough I made my move, lunging off its body to get my spear back, and it did the same thing, but I was quicker, and there was a sickening sizzle noise and the brightest light in the area went out as the burning weapon transfixed the monster, and the spearfishing quest was complete.

Unfortunately we did not eat nommahi, but my burning spear did eat the trident, absorbing its glory as victors do. This episode on the gasping road was important for its mundanity. Mr. Eyes winked at me through the moon, letting me know there was more to come.

An hour passed and the stars fizzled away behind the milky clouds. This was the point of the road where to leave it would be to snap oneself painfully upon strange angles of reality; the geography’s geometry was broken here because of what fools did almost a thousand years ago. I saw the oafish omens of improvised clay monuments, bones arranged neatly into impotent spells, and overturned, rotting yam carts, and I ignored them.

The gasping road was of course the domain of Mr. Breath, who was no friend of Mr. Eyes… when the one touched the other, they recoiled in disgust. But I was still not sure that was who was watching. Just because something spoke on the wind, that doesn’t mean it was Mr. Breath.

“Farati…”

“Oh, is that my name, Mr. Breath?” I said, trudging onward. I had my staff set to a low glow in the almost utter absence of light as stars had fled. Staying on the road was really a simple matter but I wanted it to be over with. Something clattered on the left side of the road, but then on the right side. I looked up to see if the moon and stars were blocked by a great beast that could straddle the entire road, but I was lucky enough to have this be my fate. “Whoever you are, you are pacing around. You have something on your mind.”

A couple minutes later the wispy, cold voice said, “You walk like food.”

“Tell that to the nommahi back there. Do not bother me while I am on my road here. Either eat me or leave me alone.”

“You are not yet fully cooked. You will stick like a bone in the craw of Jadibi. But Jadibi will eat soon.”

“Jadibi!” I scoffed. “I would imagine that’s you. So you are a demon then. How unfortunate you are to be so primitive. You should not eat anything that talks better than you.”

“The self is an illusion, so Jadibi speaks only of Jadibi.”

“I don’t want to get into a pronoun lesson or some sort of late-night giggle-weed conversation with you,” I said. “Go to a village and present yourself to a school if you want to do that. I have already been taunted by things in the dark that want to harm me today and my patience is low. I have a deep bag of tricks so why don’t you just slink off!”

“But you are nearly done, Farati. Your skin is getting crispy.”

I gasped, although this was not the reason the road was called that. “How dare you! Let’s see your skin, and I will make comments about it.”

“I will be setting the table. Goodbye for now, Farati.”

I, Farati who wished she was not Farati, and who wished that she did not live in a land of creatures simply called dark monitors, pressed onward toward an orange light and sighed a few minutes. It really did seem that this hungry Jadibi was going to leave me alone for the time being but because of the shady gift of Mr. Eyes, sometimes cold as mountain ice, I knew he was still pacing around and not really setting any kind of table; sometimes they would say things like they longed to be us.

Men. There was a campfire up ahead of men. I tugged on one of my braids to help tune my special sight. Four men and a woman, actually. This was one of the more incredible things I’d ever seen in my entire life. Anyone who had to be on the gasping road was unlikely to be the sort of person who could get along with four other people at once. The relationships between them must have been frayed, bleeding, strained to the breaking point. The presence of the woman meant I didn’t have to use much of my prodigious imagination to figure out the basis of the discord; that would all have been on top of the ordinary criminal temperament of anyone desperate enough to be on this road in the first place.

I decided that the burning spear would get some rest at least for the opening act of this play because I wanted to show the dark monitor what I was made of. I was a lucky wielder of mambeleh made of itha; they had not fled me yet. They could not, for they were bound to me with itha. Foreigners have a hard time following this part; they do not know these words. A description of what happened, should suffice, though. And I had already chosen to kill these people, hopefully without them seeing me. If they were on the gasping road their life was essentially forfeit to someone or something, and who was I to overshadow a
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