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Humans and Their Failings

 

 

 

 

Humans were the last people on earth to discover their magic. The afrits, the spirits of flame, were the first, discovering their fiery and smokeless incorporeal forms without much difficulty. The mer-folk were next. They found that they could move between dimension upon dimension, inside and outside the earth, in water puddles and window panes. The invisible people did not discover their magic so much as they discovered themselves. Over the years, the rest of the peoples found their magic too: cats, cobras, crocodiles, cuttlefish (and those are just the ones that begin with 'c'). But even the cuttlefish were centuries faster than humans.

Indeed, humankind was the bottom of the class, the back of the bus, the bench-warmers and water-boys of the earth. To complicate this, or perhaps as a result of this, humankind grew blind. At first it was just the invisible things that passed beyond their sight, a forgivable breach of conduct. But soon it was everything magical in the whole world, anything made with magic and everyone who had discovered their magic was twisted in the eyes of humans. Afrits and mer-folk were assumed to be only harmless and eccentric humans. Crocodiles and cuttlefish were seen as simply animals with totally unsatisfying scientific explanations. Humanity lived alone in a shadow world, oblivious to the true world surrounding them, prisoners of ignorance. Some people wondered if soon humans would not even be able to see other humans. Others realized that, in many ways, this had already happened.

As if this was not strange enough already, some extremely rare humans were born without their kin's usual blindness to magic. These were called "loose minds," and their magic was unprecedented in all the world. They were crafters of reality who could change things into other things in the blink of an eye. Rocks became bread, valleys became high places, beggars became kings. Everyone agreed this was quite unseemly and unfair magic, but no one complained for long. Once they reached a certain level of power, loose minds always disappeared without a trace. A few were warned of this inevitable fate and gave up using their loose minds in order to save themselves. But, once they had experienced such freedom, it was nearly impossible to go back to a mundane life.

Yes, humans were undoubtedly the most bizarre and disappointing people living on the whole planet earth, and they did not even know any better. They built their cities inside, outside, or on top of the cities of other peoples, all without so much as a by-your-leave. The other peoples rolled their eyes, shrugged their shoulders, and avoided their irreverent and ignorant human neighbors as best they could.

Waves crashed against beaches and sands shifted across deserts while the sun arched through the sky, over and over, oblivious to the squabbling of lesser creatures. Much happened that altered the courses of history, but humans were ignorant of most of it.

Then an office worker named Tagi, unaware of any of this, tried to hire an assassin to kill his boss, and the events that followed changed the path of humanity and the world forever.
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The Disappearance of Mortada 

 

 

 

 

Tagi Alnoor Abdelaziz glowered with unpracticed malice in his eyes, as if he were planning someone's death for the first time in his life, which, in fact, he was. He bounced his knee against the bottom of his desk and took another hearty chew into the eraser of his pencil. It squeaked between his teeth. Without his permission, his mind wondered from its task, allowing a stray thought to tromp unbidden through his plans like an obstinate camel: this eraser tastes like rain.   

Work was spread out in front of Tagi, forgotten and unstamped, and two thoroughly chewed pencils lay perilously close to the left edge of the desk. Each time his knee thumped against the bottom of the desk, his full cup of tea hopped in place, sending the lava-hot liquid swirling and leaping against the walls of the cup. A drop managed to escape and land on Tagi's bare arm. He sucked in an annoyed breath and wiped away the drop with his hand. The bouncing of his leg continued undeterred.

The driver's license bureau buzzed with life while Tagi glowered so unproductively. Printers printed, computers computed, and workers worked. People all around were stamping forms, filling out forms, arguing with the people who brought the forms, drinking tea, and more or less covertly questioning their life choices. But Tagi had not stamped a single form since sitting down. Today, he was otherwise employed. 

Aside from the nervous tapping and eraser chewing, he tried to focus on glaring. His boss, Mortada Al-Sada Al-Adeen, the director of the driver’s license bureau, had an office straight ahead of Tagi's desk, and it had a long window so that he could look out into the larger room and, hypothetically, ensure his employees were doing their jobs. It was through this window that Tagi glared. In a word, Tagi's glare could be described as "unfocused." It slipped back and forth between white-hot rage, white-knuckle terror, and a thorough bewilderment that was more of a burgundy.

"Are you sick?"

The voice of his cousin, Aya, was made up of equal parts love and contempt. Tagi turned to blink at her. She was small with wide, childish eyes, but Tagi was the younger of the two of them and that was how she treated him. She liked to wear bright pink and worked downstairs, in the complaints department. People came to her with complaints about the Drivers' License Bureau's services, and her job was to reason with, cajole, maneuver, inspire, distract, or confuse them until they forgot their complaints. She excelled at this, and when there was no one willing to complain to her anymore, she made a cup of tea with milk and three sugars and came to visit Tagi.

"I’m not sick, Aya."

"Your face looks sour. Did you eat old foul for breakfast?" She noted the untouched papers in front of him and grinned wickedly. "Or are you exhausted from working so hard?"

Tagi gathered his wits to parry the blow of her words. "How would you know? Your face is always sour."

Aya covered her mouth in mock surprise. "Oh my God, can you even see my face with that giant nose blocking the way? It's like one of the pyramids. I'll climb it and look down on the whole city." 

"I hope you trip while climbing and fall off. Maybe you'll land on your face. That would make it more bearable to look at."

"And you’re so skinny. You have your mother’s clear skin and your father’s physics-defying nose, but the skinniness is yours alone. It’s a wonder your body can support the weight of your nose."

"Maybe our mothers have a distant ancestor who’s a witch, and you inherited her face."

Aya rolled her eyes and sipped her tea. "Your attempts at wit are more pathetic than usual today, little cousin." She ruffled his hair, and her smile switched from impish to loving.

"I'm distracted." Tagi's leg began to bounce again, and he stuck another pencil between his teeth. "I came in early this morning to check Mortada's office."

She coughed on her tea in surprise. "Why would you do that?"

"He comes to work every morning, but he never walks through his office door. One second, the office is empty, the next, he’s there."

"Are you sure you aren't just dozing off at your desk and he's coming in while you're unconscious?"

"We're on the seventh floor, and his outer window doesn't open anyway," said Tagi. "I thought maybe he slept in there, so I came in early today and searched the room. I looked under the desk, behind the bookshelves, in the vase, but no sign of him."

"In the vase? Are you out of your mind? What if he'd seen you poking around in there?"

"Then I stood over there, by the printer, and I watched the door. I held a paper in my hand so I didn't look suspicious if he came. I watched that door, Aya, and I barely blinked, and when I did blink, I did it as fast as I could."

"I don't think blinking quickly made much difference—" She yelped when Tagi grabbed her arm for emphasis.

"He never came through that door. I swear. I never took my eyes off it from when I searched the room until when I heard him inside yelling at someone on his mobile as if nothing reality-bending had taken place at all."

She yanked her arm free, deftly balancing her tea in her other hand so as not to spill any of it. "Who cares. Maybe he's got a secret trap door in the floor. He's weird and I'm glad my desk isn't up here so I don't have to see him being weird." She glanced up and raised her eyebrows. "For example..." She motioned over Tagi's shoulder with a dip of her forehead, and Tagi turned to follow her gaze. 

Behind the window to his office, Mortada Al-Sada Al-Adeen no longer sat at his desk. Between his teeth, he wielded an expensive brown cigarette. In his hands, he brandished a nearly-meter-long silver sword. The long, thin blade curved slightly back at the center, and all manner of garish designs were engraved along the length of it, faded now with age. Mortada swung low, parried, then struck high, parried again, and finally stabbed. He did it all while standing in place, eyes locked on the ashtray on his desk. Each swing was focused and smooth, showing years of practice, but his brow furrowed and his eyes flashed. He got angrier with each passing second, as if he was not getting the expected results, as if something was supposed to happen.

"He looks like mom when she can't get the computer to print something," said Aya.

"He's ruining my life," said Tagi.

Aya sighed. "I know you think he's been blocking all your applications—"

"For new jobs, overseas internships, schools, even apartments. He's got family in all levels of the government, even some in other countries."

"—but why would he care that much about the dealings of little old you?"

"I don't know why he cares. Nothing he does makes sense. Sometimes I catch him watching me through the window and taking notes. And if I don't do any work at all, he doesn't even care." He motioned towards the paperwork on his desk. There were at least four circular tea-cup stains on them, and they had begun to yellow at the edges.

"He stares at me too sometimes. He probably does it to everyone here. It's his job. He's the director."

"But don't you think it's suspicious that no one else here seems to notice that their boss is swinging a weapon around on a semi-daily basis?"

"I'll admit, that one is hard to explain," Aya said. "When I joke about it, the others don't seem to know what I'm talking about."

"They're afraid. Afraid he'll do to them what he's doing to me."

"Or maybe he's trying to do magic, and we're the only ones who can see it because of our magical bloodline." She grinned down at Tagi where he sat. When he responded with a serious rather than jovial expression, she set down her tea. "Wait. You actually think he's doing magic?"

Tagi bounced his leg more rapidly under the table. "I don't know. I don't understand how he gets in his office or why he waves his sword around for hours. I don't understand what's happening to me."

"Loosen up, cousin. You don't want to end up like your dad."

"It's not like that! You think this is all a joke, but what Mortada's doing to my life isn't funny. He's ruining my life. Trapping me like a caged animal. You don’t understand what that's like. There's no way for me to leave this job or this city."

Aya sighed. "I think most people in this city understand what that feels like, Tagi."

"What if he decides I'm too much trouble and just has me arrested? I only have one life, Aya. I want to see the world. I want to do things and go places and live. The way I see it, I either stay at this desk until Mortada dies of natural causes, or I do it myself."

"What are you talking about?"

"I need Mortada Al-Sada Al-Adeen dead." Tagi leaned forward for dramatic effect, relishing the force in his words. "Deceased, stiff, passed on, bereft of life, treading through the great beyond, pushing up flowers of no particular variety. He's got to buy the farm. Hell, I'd purchase the farm for him if I could."

"That's ridiculous. How free would you be then, rotting in jail?"

Tagi leaned back and chewed his pencil. "Not if I don't get caught. Getting away with murder. That would be a real adventure."

"So you're serious. You're actually planning a murder."

Tagi winced. "Trying to."

"Look, little cousin." She crouched down, one knee on the floor, surrendering the height advantage. She placed her tea cup on the desk, adding another ring to the papers, and put her hand on Tagi's shoulder. "It's actually possible that Mortada is sabotaging your life to keep you here. That doesn't make much sense, but everyone knows he's from a big family of powerful people, so maybe it's possible. But, Tagi"—she put her other hand on Tagi's other shoulder—"don't plan the murder of your boss. Death does not lead to life. Plus, murder is, last I checked, super illegal, and I don't want to lose you." She grinned. "You might be ugly, but you're family. If we're trapped, at least we have each other."

Tagi dropped his pencil. "If you're not going to help me fix my life, then leave me alone."

Aya sighed, released Tagi's shoulders, and stood up, fetching her tea back. "Look, if you're so sure that he's sabotaging your life, why don't you walk into his office right now and confront him about it? The worst he can do is fire you, and that'd solve your problem, wouldn't it? You haven't got anything to lose."

"He'll just deny the whole thing," said Tagi.

"You're afraid he'll cut off your head with the shiny sword."

"Wouldn't you be?"

"Yes, but I don't have a conspiracy theory that he's oppressing me."

"He might be, you know. You haven't tried to change your life."

"I like my job."

Tagi looked out the window beside his desk. That was why he had chosen this desk, on his first day, because he wanted to see the world he was going to explore. But right now, the city was being consumed. A sandstorm. A cloud of barely penetrable brown engulfed everything in sight. The thousands of minarets that the city was famous for poked out of it in places. When the call to prayer began, the hundreds of voices were muffled as if the whole place, mosques and all, were underwater. Cars slid, half-blind, thorough the airborn sand, and Tagi thought they looked like schools of angry fish, desperate for food, scrambling about below. 

Tagi's whole life had been swallowed up by this city. He had never been anywhere else and all the evidence of outside places seemed like phantoms of some future civilization he would never see, come back in time to mock him. He realized that he never even bothered to use the city's name. Watching the sand billow, Tagi began to feel like he was floating, weightless and formless.

"Well?"

Tagi snapped back to the moment. Aya's challenge now felt twice as silly as it had before and three times more terrifying, but Tagi knew he would never escape her jokes if he did nothing. "Fine, I'll go in. You'll see. He'll just deny it and yell at me for wasting his time."

"Get on with it then," she insisted. "I want to hear the yelling."

Tagi downed the last of his tea, pushed away from his desk, and leapt up. He marched towards his boss's office, keeping his eyes on the door and not looking through the window for fear he would lose his nerve and embarrass himself. Maybe he will fire me, he thought. That would solve everything.

He reached the door too quickly and stopped there to turn towards Aya for emotional support. She was already sitting in his chair, elbows on his desk and chin in her hands, ready to watch the show. She scrunched her eyebrows and waved him on impatiently.

Tagi turned back to the door, hand raised to knock again, and found that the door was already open. Mortada stood in the opening. Physically, he possessed only the most ordinary of features: a build thicker than Tagi's, a short, shaved face, and totally forgettable facial features. But if you watched closely, as Tagi did, you could see the bridled fury beneath, struggling against restraint like a starved animal. His eyes focused on Tagi lightly but with frustrated intensity, like a cat watching a lizard up on a wall, just out of reach.

"I was expecting you," said Mortada. "Come in. We have much to do."

Mortada's office was filled with cigarette smoke thick enough to disappear in and piles of papers deep enough to drown in. Papers teetered in structurally unsound piles on the desk, the chairs, the bookshelves, the floor. There was nowhere for Tagi to sit. The long silver sword now leaned unsheathed against the wall on the far side of the room. The bookshelves had an abundance of deep gouges and slashes from Mortada's daily sword swinging sessions in the small space.

Outside on the window sill, looking in, huddled a small orange cat. It watched Tagi with a calm, careless gaze, apparently unvexed by the seven-story drop. The implausible cat hypnotized Tagi for a moment, filling his mind with questions he could not put into words even if he wanted to.

Mortada slammed the door behind Tagi and the piles of papers swayed slightly as he strode past them. Mortada had always insisted on looking through every form that anyone submitted to the driver’s license bureau, which slowed the process down considerably, but anyone who objected was ignored so thoroughly that they began to question whether they had said anything at all. What was he looking for in all those forms? Why did he sometimes demand that strange tests be done on certain people before they could have their license? He had once locked an applicant in a room for several hours and waited outside, watching the door with those unnerving eyes, as if being trapped would unlock the applicant's latent superpowers.

Mortada sat at his desk, right on the front edge of his seat. His leg, Tagi noticed, began to bounce up and down just like Tagi's often did. "You've worked here for"—He pretended to check a paper on his desk—"three years. So why is it that you've suddenly decided that you now want me dead?"

Tagi's mouth fell open again, and only a rattling gurgle came out.

"How did I know what you were thinking?" Mortada wore a self-satisfied grin. "I can read your mind. Or, at least, I know someone who can. But also, I recognized the look on your face."

Tagi's mouth closed and opened again, like a fish that had been caught and hauled into a boat.

"Not that one. I mean your expression from earlier, while you were watching me. It was unpracticed and barely sincere, but I could see what you wanted, clear as day. I've seen many a death-wish on many a face." He smiled and looked at the ceiling, as if considering a happy memory, then he snapped back to the present. "But my question was, why now?"

Mortada puffed on his thick cigarette and continued without waiting for Tagi to respond. He seemed to be speaking about Tagi rather than to him, as if true communication were foreign to him and he spoke only to generate an effect in the listener or, perhaps, himself. "It takes a lot to compel a person to want another person dead, and you do not have what most would call a 'murderous personality.'" He snorted with a mix of derision and certainty.

Tagi's mind reeled, flipped, sputtered, and, for some inexplicable reason, became singularly focused on the orange cat outside. It blinked slowly at him. What is it doing seven stories up? Why does it seem like it knows me? Why can’t I stop thinking about this cat?

"I think"—Mortada leaned over his desk, watching Tagi—" you found out about my efforts to keep you trapped in this job."

That brought Tagi’s focus back with a snap. He ground his teeth and narrowed his eyes, remembering a spark of the hatred he had felt moments before at his desk.

Mortada grinned as if he had found money on the sidewalk. "That was clever, you figuring it out. I expected much less from you. It's true. I've trapped you here. There's no way out of this job for you." 

Mortada spoke faster, excited by some unfathomable prospect. "Perhaps the time is right. Perhaps you do have a loose mind, like your grandfather, and now is the time to unlock it." His eyes shone bright with vile enthusiasm. "Perhaps all that is required is the right amount of hopelessness."

Faster than Tagi could react or even comprehend, Mortada leapt over his desk, knocking over a stack of papers, took the cigarette from his mouth, and drove the hot end into Tagi's right shoulder. It burned through his shirt and into his flesh. Electricity burst through Tagi's brain, white hot, burning away all other thoughts with its bright yellow certainty, the unstoppable visceral explosion of unexpected pain.

Instinct made Tagi leap back, twist, squirm, try to escape, but Mortada held him in place with his other surprisingly strong hand. He forced Tagi to endure the sizzling hot embers until the cigarette was completely stifled. Only then did he release Tagi, and only then did Tagi make a sound. It was a cross between a whimper and a growl. He tried to see the place on his shoulder that had been burned, to tend to the wound in some way, but pain crackled through his body whenever he moved or touched that arm.

"Now you're ready." Mortada examined Tagi as a mechanic would appraise the inner workings of a car engine. He motioned behind Tagi. "Pick up the sword."

"What?" Tagi spoke for the first time during the meeting, and his voice croaked.

Mortada spoke slowly as if Tagi was a toddler. "Pick up the sword." 

His mind cleared of inhibitions and fear, Tagi clenched his teeth, imprecise visions of violence flashing through his mind. He sweated from the pain crackling in his arm. "Forget it. I don't care if I can never find another job and Grandpa and I have to live in the street. I quit. I'm going to the hospital. And then the police." He turned and stomped towards the door.

When he reached the door, he saw that the locked was enabled. A layer of nausea came over him, joining the mountain of other negative feelings, as he realized that his boss had locked the door behind them as they had entered. He reached to unlock it, but just then he heard a drawer slam open, Mortada scrambling to find something, and then a deep, dark, click.

Tagi recognized the sound from movies, and when he turned his head slightly, it confirmed the bizarre truth: his boss was pointing a clean black pistol at him. He was back behind his desk, several drawers yanked open, papers spilled on the floor. 

He aimed for Tagi's face, finger tapping carelessly on the trigger. "I am the youngest in my family, did you know that? While my siblings are off digging up tombs and intimidating gangsters for priceless magical objects, I'm stuck here, spying on you, your grandfather, and all the others. Playing with hopeless old swords. Waiting on your magical potentials." He pronounced that word with a sneer. "I think we both know you haven't got an ounce of potential. Why am I even talking to you? You don't understand a damn word I'm saying. But maybe I'm wrong. Maybe you can do this, and I can be free of all of this waiting. So, Tagi Alnoor Abdelaziz, pick up the sword."

Tagi picked it up. The sword was lighter than it looked, and despite its age, it glinted in the light, promising mysterious power. The pain in Tagi's shoulder was still as hot as if the cigarette was there, and this made it difficult to think straight. Why is he pointing a gun at me? Why am I holding a sword? What is happening to me?

"Guns are usually useless in my line of work," said Mortada. "Bullets would not usually do me a damn bit of good. But you're clueless, aren't you? One of these bullets would kill you."

Tagi struggled to come to terms with this statement on top of all the other strange things he was already unable to process from the last five minutes. He hazarded a glance through the inner window, hoping to see a crowd of his coworkers watching with aghast expressions while they called the police. But, of course, no one seemed to be able to see the bizarre things that Mortada did, and that blindness apparently now included the bizarre things Tagi was doing. But Aya was there, standing at Tagi's desk, eyes wide and mouth gaping. When Tagi made eye contact with her, she snapped out of her shock and stomped to the office door. She pounded on it, then threw her body against it. She swore at her coworkers, demanding their help.

"You might call me crazy for saying this," Mortada continued, "but ou remind me of myself. It's that expression from earlier. Desperation for freedom from everything and everyone that holds you down. If you move from that spot, I will shoot." The last sentence was an afterthought, for your information, by the way, a memo from the boss in case Tagi had not realized the nature of the situation on his own.

Tagi stood still, sword held limply at his left side, in the arm that he could move without pain. Aya's banging on the door increased in volume and tempo.

"Now swing it," said Mortada. "Look at the gun and swing the sword."

The sword was so light that Tagi barely had to flick his wrist to swing it. It sliced through the air, Mortada and his gun well out of the way on the other side of the desk. Why am I doing this? thought Tagi again, his mind swirling, his right shoulder surging with pain.

Mortada cleared his throat, unsatisfied. "Focus on the gun." He spoke in a rush and tapped the trigger of the pistol with his finger again. Dark urgency permeated his actions, as if his own life depended on the outcome of the experiment, but, if he had anything to say about it, Tagi's life did as well.

Tagi gasped for air, trying to come to grips with Mortada's commands and his own potential demise at the same time.

"Now imagine the gun changing into something else. Are you imagining?"—without giving Tagi time to answer—"A flower, a tree, water, it doesn't matter. I’m going to fire now. Think of the flower. Look at the gun. Imagine. And remember. You're trapped, and I am going to kill you. Swing the sword again." 

Tagi did as he was bid, arms numb from trembling. He imagined a flower and swung the sword. 

"There. I did it." He dropped the sword and held up his hands in surrender. "Please don't shoot me."

Tagi heard Mortada’s teeth clench, but instead of shooting Tagi, he turned the threatening barrel of the gun away and examined the weapon, hope burning in his face. Tagi stood waiting. He felt like a child who had just given his report card to his parents.

Mortada sighed and spoke, apparently to himself, without taking his eyes off the gun. "That should have worked." His voice rasped with danger. Tagi's heart felt like it had climbed into his lungs to hide. "He is useless. They all are. My family will never let me leave here." His eyes turned like a creaking door from the pistol to Tagi. Something was writhing inside those eyes, clawing its way out. "Useless."

Just then, from behind Tagi there came a sound like the combination of a crash and a drumbeat. Tagi turned to find Aya standing outside the window that faced the office, the one Tagi had been staring through earlier. She wielded an office chair like a battleaxe and brought it smashing against the glass window once more. But the window was not actually glass at all. The cheap plastic square bent beneath the ferocity of her assault and, instead of shattering, simply popped out of its frame. It sprung into Mortada's office, knocking over towers of papers which then fell and knocked over other towers like lines of giant dominoes. 

Tagi turned back towards Mortada. His boss was looking at the gun again, apparently uninterested in the chaos overtaking his office. Was that a tear running down his face? The towers of collapsing paperwork blocked Tagi's view, seeming to swallow Mortada up.

Tagi wasted no time. He sprinted towards the square hole where the inner window had been. Aya appeared in the empty space, now holding pair of scissors and a murderous expression. Tagi leapt through the opening, knocking her down in the process.

Outside Mortada's office, Tagi lay on the floor, gasping for breath. "Thank you, Aya."

"Ouch," she groaned. "And you're welcome."

Finally, a crowd of fellow employees rushed to the scene, surrounding them and talking excitedly. Tagi wondered what they would have seen through the window, if they had arrived earlier. Aya was on her feet in an instant and looked through the opening into Mortada's office. Immediately she shouted over the din of the group, "Did any of you see Mister Mortada leave his office?" She looked down. "Tagi, come look. You're about to feel very validated."

"That's the last thing on my mind right now." He got to his feet, the wound in his shoulder screaming like a beacon of pain, and looked through the opening. Collapsed towers of files lay all about the room, covering every inch of the floor and even the desk, as if it were a room full of sand. But the cat was gone from the sill of the outer window, and no human soul resided inside. Mortada had exited the building by the same magical means he had entered.
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Grandfather’s Memories of Magic

 

 

 

 

After his ordeal and Mortada's disappearance, Tagi and Aya searched beneath the mounds of paper in Mortada's office but found no one. They told the police about Mortada threatening Tagi with a gun but left out the parts about the sword. The police listened intently, but the moment Aya mentioned Mortada's full name, the higher-ranked officer told them to forget that any of this had ever happened. 

In a surprising twist, Tagi spent most of the rest of the work day convincing Aya not to murder Mortada herself. Unlike Tagi, she did not seem squeamish about doing the deed with her bare hands, which Tagi found impressive but likely to lead to her incarceration. The only way he had staved off her blood-lust was by promising to think of means of revenge on Mortada that were less likely to be traced back to them. He bandaged his shoulder himself in the washroom to keep Aya from seeing it again and becoming more enraged. The skin around the wound was a red crater with fingers of inflamed skin reaching out from a perfectly round yellow-white center. It never stopped hurting.

The streets were already dark and cold when Tagi stumbled towards home that evening. He took the metro and stood beside the window to avoid having anyone bump his still-painful right shoulder. Tunnels spun by, details blurred by the speed. Pressed against the glass, Tagi was entranced by the way everything blended together. By the time he noticed that they had arrived at his stop, the doors were shutting. He got out one stop later and trekked across several busy streets to get back to his neighborhood.

Dust from the sandstorm was thick in the chill air, choking out the lights from the shops and giving the world of buildings and roads a surreal quality. The desert had come to the city, mixing the familiar reek of car exhaust with the strange dull smell of sand. Music echoed from somewhere, a woman's voice rising and falling over the haunted streets. Shapes moved in the muck, only indistinct shadows despite how near they were. Tagi appreciated the gloom, treasured the wild unknowns he could imagine within it. By the time he reached his building, he could taste sand. It crunched between his teeth.

Tagi lived with his grandfather on the fourth story. That close to the ground, their windows provided an expansive view of the wall of the neighboring building about a meter away. 

Tagi tromped up the stairs and unlocked the door. He could have knocked, but it would have taken his grandfather several minutes to answer, on a good day. On a bad day, he would forget what he was doing halfway to the door and make a sandwich instead. Tagi suspected that forgetfulness was only half the culprit and that, at those moments, his grandfather simply wanted a sandwich more than he wanted a grandson.

Inside, Tagi found things as he usually found them when he returned home. The lights were on, the windows were open, and his grandfather, Abdelaziz Ahmed, sat on a stool beside the table carving a small bit of wood. He was a short, stout man. Muscular arms reached out from a wide torso, and he leaned over his carving with his legs spread to either side. Wood shavings lay where they had fallen on the rug all around him. Tagi cleared away the mess every night but found a fresh one the next evening. The flat smelled forever of eviscerated trees.

The longer he and Tagi lived together, the less his grandfather talked and the more he carved. These days, he almost never spoke at all, and his small, intricate carvings lined every surface in every room. There were animals, crocodiles, cobras, cats, and so on, and human faces, some resembling family members, even Tagi. But he also made things that made Tagi uneasy. There were carvings of people with long horns that began at their forehead and curved towards the back of their neck, faces with mouths full of razor-sharp teeth, lone satellite dishes, and hypnotic swirls that seemed more full of meaning than anything else despite clearly depicting nothing at all. Is this what it's like inside your mind, Grandfather? Tagi would think, envious.

On this particular night, Tagi felt relieved to find this familiar sight, untouched by the madness of the day. "Hello, Grandfather. It's good to see a friendly face."

Abdelaziz raised his eyebrow at him, as if to question the moral foundation of this greeting, and then returned to his carving. He was making yet another statuette of a satellite dish. His face was like Tagi's, only wider, mustached, and graced with a pair of thick glasses near the tip of his nose. They had been broken in the center long ago and were now held together with several strips of tape.

Tagi shut and locked the door, then set about preparing something for them to eat. There was a generous allotment of meat and bread in the refrigerator. His mother sent food over regularly, since Tagi's attempts to prepare meals for the two of them had proven disastrous. His chronic case of wanderlust meant that many more practical things, like whether or not the kitchen was on fire, went unnoticed.

Tagi's grandfather’s house still bore all the marks of his wife's touch, only all the pleasant decorations wore a thick coat of dust. An ancient television set, complete with dial for changing channels, stood in the corner on a precarious stand. Tagi never used it, and, though he insisted on keeping a satellite dish hooked up, Abdelaziz did not seem to know how to turn the television on. He had an old-fashioned sebertaya for making coffee, which Tagi put water, sugar, and coffee into while he spoke.

"I had a wild day today, Grandfather. I confronted Mortada about sabotaging my life. And he agreed."

His grandfather stopped carving for a moment, his breathing changed, and when he started carving again, his head was cocked attentively.

"He said his family wanted him to keep an eye on our potential. Or something like that. Everything he said was confusing, and I was extremely distracted. But it felt good to be right about him."

Tagi lit the flame within the sebertaya and watched the coffee heat for a moment. "But then he burned my arm with a cigarette and pointed a gun at me." Tagi realized that his hands were shaking and his eyes tearing up. The shock of the experience still buzzed in his head, so, to calm himself, he set about preparing rice and chicken for the two of them.

Tagi placed a small handful of roast chicken on a separate plate and opened the window to place it on the sill. A cat appeared from the shadows, leaping from sill to sill until it reached the dish and began eating without so much as a blink of acknowledgment towards Tagi. Its coat refused to conform to any standard of beauty, so there were black spots, orange stripes, fur of various lengths, and a tail as thin and rubbery as a worm. Tagi did not hate cats so much as he had a profound, and as would soon be revealed, entirely valid, distrust for them based in a conviction that they knew something he did not.

"Why do you insist that I feed these window-sill cats every day, Grandfather? There's always one out here, and I can tell that you dislike them just as much as I do."

Indeed, Abdelaziz, still carving, eyed the creature suspiciously over the rims of his glasses, but he showed none of Tagi's fearful misgiving. He blinked towards the cat in a cool, collected, conniving way that was itself cat-like. 

Tagi moved two plates of food to the table, placed one before Abdelaziz, and sat by the window opposite him. Abdelaziz made no response, as was his way, and Tagi continued talking, as was his way.

"It was terrifying. But Aya helped me get away. And then Mortada disappeared. Poof. Just like that." Tagi ran his hand down his face, wiping away the tears pooling in his eyes. "I'm not sure what I'm going to do on Monday. Will he be there, in his office, fixing his files as if nothing happened?" To calm his nerves, Tagi ignored his food, retrieved his bundle of yarn and knitting needles, and began to knit a hat.

One of the few things Tagi knew about his grandfather's life was that he had made his living as a carpenter before Tagi was born, which made it all the more strange that he, back when he was talking more, insisted so fervently that neither his son nor his son's children ever touched a carving knife. Tagi's father had become an accountant instead. Tagi did not know what he would become, but as a child, ostracized from his grandfather’s knack and bored by his father’s, Tagi was enraptured by the click and clack of his grandmother’s knitting. It took a while to learn, but he took to it like a gecko to a wall, and knitting seemed to be the only thing that stopped his endless fidgeting and pencil chewing. It felt good to create things, to take yarn and nervous anxiety and transform them into something else entirely.

There were the inevitable jokes and jabs from anyone who saw or heard about the young man hunched over half a sock spinning knitting needles with his grandmother. Aya, with an older cousin's guile, had been especially keen to find the comedic aspects of her cousin’s new knack for grandmotherly pastimes. But the disapproval from his peers and family had somehow only made Tagi more determined to master the art. Somehow everyone thinking knitting was odd made it feel like exactly the right thing to do. 

By now, Tagi had thin calluses on the inner tips of his index fingers where the needles rubbed against his skin. He had created so many scarves, socks, dish cloths, gloves, and sweaters that his eyes were no longer needed. They wandered the room or gazed out the window while his fingers spun and kneaded at the work.

Over the steady click click click of his work and the scrape scrape scrape of his grandfather's, Tagi spoke in a barely audible mumble. "It's all so strange. No one in the office seems to be able to see the weird things Mortada does. And Mortada keeps coming in and out of the office without using the doors. It's like he does it by magic."

His grandfather nicked his finger at that word, a tiny trickle of blood oozing out his ring finger. He stuck it in his mouth and said nothing.

"I wish I had magic like that. I could make Mortada disappear forever. I could cast off the shackles of my life. No one could hold me down." Tagi sighed. "The police won't do anything, so apparently Mortada can get away with sabotaging my future and waving a gun at me. It seems like there's no way out." Tagi's leg started bouncing. "I know it sounds crazy. And I don't know how I'd ever have the nerve. But it seems that either Mortada dies, or I stay in this job forever. So that's what I need. To kill Mortada Al-Sada Al-Adeen."

Tagi kept clicking his needles, but suddenly he noticed that his grandfather no longer sat across from him. He looked over and started at the sight of his grandfather standing, knife in hand, eyes full of excitement and face full of glee. His eyes were locked on the window. He moved the knife in a deliberate way in the air, as if he were carving something invisible. For some impossible reason, the movement reminded Tagi of Mortada's sword dance.

Thinking he had finally driven his grandfather mad with his ramblings, Tagi slowly set his knitting on the table and held up his hands. "Let's relax grandfather. You know my mom would be furious if you got bloodstains on the carpet."

Without looking away from the window, Abdelaziz rasped a whisper, "Shut up kid, for once in your life."

This was at least twice as many words as Abdelaziz had spoken to him on any night in the last month, so Tagi thought it best to obey. He followed Abdelaziz's eyes out the window to where the stray cat was still gorging itself. Suddenly, it stopped eating and stood up. The solid concrete window sill moved beneath its feet, shrugging off five or six laws of physics. Before the cat could leap away, the window sill leaned forward, like a trapdoor falling open. The cat slid off with a screech that was cut off as he disappeared from view, followed by the plate of roast chicken, which fell silently.

Tagi clambered to the window. The sill slipped back up into place right before his eyes. He reached out the window to touch the sill and found that it was solid concrete. Did I really see it move?

"He'll live," said Abdelaziz. Tagi had never heard his voice so energized. It clattered through his aged throat like a cymbal bouncing down a set of stairs. "It's only four stories. But he'll never tell anyone what happened." He laughed a raspy sandpaper laugh and stuck his index finger under Tagi's nose. "No cat has ever admitted to falling." He grinned, and Tagi saw how many teeth were absent from Abdelaziz's smile.

When one’s previously normal family member suddenly starts waving a knife around and talking about the thought processes of cats, there are specific steps that should be taken to handle the situation. Tagi had no knowledge of this. He gaped like a fish and sputtered, "How did you do that?"

"The window sill?" Abdelaziz seemed like he had been hoping Tagi would ask that. He held up the knife. "I hid my true knife, my focus, but I can do a little bit with this plain one. It took a lot of work but I figured it out." He leapt with glee, entirely unlike the lethargic grandfather Tagi knew, and then leaned in close. "Magic. Don't you know? Magic." He danced away, then sat on his stool, triumphant as a king.

Tagi clutched the window frame, lost.

"Stop gaping like a fish on the beach and sit down." Abdelaziz leaned forward with an air of mysterious intent. "Sit down and listen close. We need to hurry. The cat will be back. He works for Mortada, you see, just in case I start using my magic again. They want to use me, so I can't let them discover I'm still capable you see."

Tagi did not see, but he sat down anyway.

"I've got a plan. I can't listen to you blubbering for one more day, God help me. And I'm sick of being watched all day. It's exactly like you said boy, without Mortada, we’d be free. So, he has to die." His eyes flared up with excitement, and he slapped Tagi on the back. "It's been a while since I had someone killed."

Tagi gulped.

"I can't kill him myself, don't be ridiculous. I'm not as young as I once was, and I don't have my knife. Anyway, Mortada would know I was coming before I even found him, since he's got cats watching me day and night. Cats can hear more than sound, you know."

"More than sound?"

"Thoughts, boy, they hear thoughts. Listen, I know you don't know anything. God help me, you don't know the first thing about the real world, and I don't want you involved at all anyway, but I haven't got a choice. The Al-Adeens aren't keeping tabs on you much. Probably not at all, after you proved to Mortada how little potential you have today. It'll have to be you. Just follow my instructions exactly, then you can go back to being a clueless human like you've always been. Don't try anything on your own. You'd only muddle everything up, boy."

Tagi looked at the empty window and raised an eyebrow. "So what you're saying is that you think the cats outside are listening to our thoughts?"

He raised his eyebrows at Tagi, as if disappointed that Tagi had not been keeping up with the train of thought. "Yes."

Tagi twiddled his thumbs and said as sweetly as he could. "These are pretty strange things. Maybe you should lie down, Grandfather."

Abdelaziz pounced at Tagi with surprising agility. "Listen, you can understand this much, boy. I have friends in this city—not exactly in this city actually—more like beside it or inside it—anyway, I have friends." He grabbed Tagi's shoulders with strength Tagi didn't know he had. Tagi's right shoulder burned like fire, but he was too startled to protest. "They can kill Mortada. And with him dead, his family will forget all about us. We're boring to them. That's why they gave the responsibility of watching us, and probably a lot of other potentials, to Mortada, the youngest."

Tagi nodded like a weather vane rocking in the wind.

Abdelaziz sighed and let go of Tagi's shoulders. "I'm not a raving lunatic, boy. Trust me. After what happened to you today, can you really still think that there isn't anything going on beneath the surface, nothing happening where you can't see it? Come on. Mortada doesn't use the front door. The other employees can't even see most of what he does. Because it's magic."

"Maybe he's got a secret trap door in the floor," suggested Tagi, lamely.

"Come on, boy. You saw the magic that I just did. You saw the window sill change. I can't do much these days, not with this knife. Like I just said, I hid my good one, the one I focused with to do my magic properly. I gave it up, using my magic, so I could start a family, you see? Can't raise a family with the Al-Adeens demanding things from you. And, also, human magic—loose mind magic—my magic, it eventually changes you," he trailed off. "It's not important. Watch this."

He whipped out his carving knife, nearly cutting Tagi's nose. He waved and wiggled it in the air again, this time focused on the table. Tagi turned to see. The two plates with their dinners set there, unmoving, and the sebertaya was still not finished with the coffee, but that was all.

Or was it? Tagi leaned in close. Was the sebertaya changing? Tagi's eyes were unsure if they were really seeing what they claimed to see, but he felt tears of excitement just the same. Deep inside, behind his eyes, Tagi desperately wanted to believe it. Magic. Real, true, world-changing magic, the kind that transcends your situation and explodes your tiny world into tiny pieces that turn out to be part of a place bigger and wilder than you could have imagined.

Suddenly, the changing ceased. Despite all Abdelaziz’s effort, the sebertaya was still a sebertaya, only it seemed a bit taller and thinner than before. Tagi could see that the coffee was nearly done. Abdelaziz sighed and sat on his stool again. "That's all I can do. Maybe it's because I'm old, or out of practice, or don't have my old knife."

Tagi still stared at the sebertaya, wishing.

Abdelaziz snapped his finger. "Pay attention, boy. Focus! You've seen now. It's real. You can trust me. Will you do what I ask or won't you?"

Tagi managed to look away from the coffee. His grandfather had his hands out, palms up, entreating in a way Tagi had not experienced from anyone in a long time. In the space of a few minutes, everything had gone from hopeless to hopeful, but the veil seemed paper-thin. What Abdelaziz did not realize was how badly Tagi wanted it all to be true.

Tagi gestured his grandfather to his seat and began to pour the now-finished coffee into tiny, delicate coffee cups. "So if, as you say, Mortada is watching us on behalf of his family, watching to see if you've remembered how to do magic or your kids or grandkids have figured out how to use it, why? Why does his family need magic so badly?"

Abdelaziz rubbed his face at that. "I wanted to keep you out of this. You don't need to know the reasons. You'll just muddle up my plans, boy. Can't you just do as you're told?" He released a resigned sigh. Tagi sipped his coffee, and Abdelaziz continued with a soft tone.

"The 'Al-Adeen' in 'Mortada Al-Sada Al-Adeen, ' is the name of Mortada's ancestor from one thousand some-odd years ago. Everyone in his family bore the name "Al-Adeen" like a brand, like a curse. And the name 'Al-Adeen' is a curse because the person Al-Adeen placed a curse. It went like this.

"She, like all the humans who do lasting damage to the world, was very powerful. She had magic like mine, human magic, and her focus was a shining silver sword. She enjoyed long walks on the beach, buttered lobster, and killing people she did not like much. The various peoples of the city objected to this last item, so the afrits tried to contain her, or, failing that, kill her. Neither of those worked out. Instead, she cursed the afrits, the entire people and all of their children, to be cut off from their true magic forever. Then, in a final act of revenge, she up and disappeared. One hundred percent gone. The mer-people couldn't even scry her. It was like she'd fallen off the world. Or rather, fallen out of existence.

"So then the afrits came for Al-Adeen's family. It was only logical to assume that they had magical potential too, right? The afrits tried to force them to undo the curse, but, try as they might, none could unlock their loose mind like Al-Adeen had. So they sought out some other way to break the curse. A thousand some-odd years passed, and they're still searching.

"Some of them became rich, some of them became adventurers seeking magical objects all over the world, and some took up positions of power. True power in the human world. Not parliaments or ministries, but more like departments and bureaus. And they found people and objects of great power, even some loose minds. But none of them could break the curse. So none of them could get the afrits off their backs. None of them could get free.

"Which brings us to today. And me. And you."

"So this human magic, loose minds, it's really rare huh. How does it work?"

In a hushed voice that seemed to have traveled in whispers across ages and empires, Abdelaziz intoned, "Reality is a thought I didn't mean to think, an action I can't not do, a place I can't not be."

"What did you say?"

Abdelaziz turned, eyes looking straight through Tagi's head. "Mortada's trapped in a vice just like we are. He'll do anything to get out. Horrible things. So we'll do horrible things too. That’s my plan. We’ll have him killed. We'll get our freedom. Then I can carve in peace and you can do whatever it is you do. Listen, boy, you've managed to get me to talk your ear off. Make up your mind. You've got nothing to lose. If I'm lying or crazy, at least you'll have an interesting day tomorrow."

I could use an interesting day. "Alright, grandfather, I'm in. I'll run your errand."

Abdelaziz leapt from his seat, nearly knocking over his tea, flung open a cupboard near the floor, and pushed all the pots and pans onto the floor. He grabbed something, spun around, snatched Tagi's hand, and slapped a crumpled grey business card into it. The card said simply, Wish before the red building on Salah Salem street at high noon. Follow the voice.

"Listen, boy, you are my kin, so you’re able to see more magical things than most people. Seeing me use my magic should have helped your brain stretch a little. It's possible that you could actually not screw this up, but only if you do exactly as I say and no more. The card will take you to my former associate, Wadd. Tell him I sent you. Tell him you need Mortada killed. Then come back and forget any of this happened."

Tagi nodded once. "I understand."

"Don't panic when you meet Wadd. Or when you see—just don't panic, okay?" He tapped his chin for a second, then added, "And don't talk to or listen to Otta, that damn cat, do you understand? He’s not working for Mortada like the cat outside our window, but him and I still don't see eye to eye on things. In more ways than one." He grinned at his own joke. "Also, don't tell Aya about this. I know you won't want to do this alone, but I don't want more of my family caught up in this than necessary. Now quick, get out of here, before that cat comes back. He'll hear your clumsy thoughts. I can almost hear them myself, flopping around in there."

Suddenly, Abdelaziz spun his head around like a spooked owl. "Did you hear that?" Quick as a flash, he plopped onto his stool, retrieved his knife and carving, and just like that, Abdelaziz Ahmed became wordless again, busy in his silence.

Tagi hurried to the window and looked out. The stray cat with the subversive fur had nearly reached their window again. It clamored up a drain pipe, along someone's window sill, knocking neglected flower pots off one by one, and then hopped back into the window of the flat opposite to them. It sat on its haunches, took a deep breath, and re-commenced its vigil.

Tagi slumped into his chair. His knitting lay where he had dropped it on the table. Did I just imagine all of that? Grandfather, the story, the magic? It seemed too good to be true, as dreams often are and real life seldom is. 

The cat looked back at him, eyes squinted, suspicious. Its ears swung back and forth like radar dishes, searching, listening. 

Tagi blinked. Yeah, it was all a dream. I daydreamed of a way out of my situation while knitting. Not doing anything suspicious. Now I'm going to go out to run an errand. And ordinary, boring errand. He fetched his coat and shoes. As he opened the door to leave, Tagi glanced over his shoulder at the window. The cat curled up, blinking slowly, content that the status quo had been reestablished. Tagi hurried out the door, down the stairs, into the street, sweating as he tried to keep his mind off all the strange things that had just happened.

When he reached the street outside, Tagi leaned against a wall beneath a buzzing yellow-orange street lamp. What Abdelaziz had just told him was confusing and sounded more or less exactly like delusion. But Tagi could not deny the strangely fantastical things he had seen that day. And he could not deny that he wanted it all to be true, from the magic powers to the majestic ancient history. And, though it all sounded like a dream, Tagi realized that he was ready. He felt, for the first time in a long time, freedom to choose, and he chose to explore this. It was, at least, interesting. Was it real? He was not sure he cared. Maybe it didn't matter. Maybe a good story was bigger than real and not-real. Maybe it would be an adventure. And if Mortada really did somehow end up dead along the way, that would be nice too. 

Tagi noticed that the sandstorm had blown itself out while he was inside. With the air still, the clouds of sand settled to the streets and rooftops, and above that, Tagi could see the moon shining crisp and white.

The odds were stacked against Tagi, though he did not know it, or even that there were odds, or even that there was a game at all. The full power of the Al-Adeen family stood in his way. The thousand-year curse of the afrits showed no signs of ending. Most of humanity could not see even the slightest magical act. And, that very night, in a different part of the city, Mortada was committing vile atrocities to gain more power for himself. 

The whole world was quite, for lack of a better word, stuck. But the more hopeless the situation, the more surprising and cathartic it is when things snap back to the way they should be. That is what makes this particular story more worth telling than, for example, the epic tale of someone finding gum stuck to the bottom of a desk and covertly eating it. A thousand years of hardship and bondage is like a branch being pulled back further and further. Eventually, inevitably, the branch is released and some innocent passerby is slapped across the face.

There is something important about a slap across the face: it may violently interrupt your day, but that unwelcome pain can open your eyes.

Tagi Alnoor Abdelaziz was about to receive that surprising slap across the face.
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Rather than face the strangeness upstairs in his own apartment, Tagi took the rattling metro across the city to his family’s house. By the time he arrived there, everyone had already eaten dinner, so he ate leftovers alone and watched a television drama. He wanted to call Aya and ask her to come with him on his errand the next morning. She would enjoy setting up an assassination. But his grandfather had forbidden it, so he resisted the urge. 

Laying in bed that night, Tagi pondered the ugly cat that had been outside the apartment's window earlier. He sat up and pushed open the curtain to look outside. A few short-haired cats lounged on an empty fruit cart across the street. Of course there are cats. There are always cats. It doesn't prove anything. 

He woke early, tangled in bedsheets, and left before anyone woke up and asked him what he was doing that day.

Two hours later, Tagi stood on the sidewalk, staring across the street. The sun shone through clear skies for the first time in over a month. Sleepy street sweepers in orange coats brushed away pile after pile of fine sand, the residue of weeks of sandstorms. Before him, Salah Salem street buzzed with a continuous flow of raucous cars. 

Wish before the red building on Salah Salem street at high noon. That's what it said on the business card his grandfather had given him, the one that would lead him to an assassin who could kill Mortada. Salah Salem street was one of the longest streets in the whole city, lined with thousands of buildings, so Tagi had initially felt that this task was impossible.

However, only a few minutes into his search, Tagi had come to one building in particular, and he knew immediately that he had found the red building. Many buildings on that street wore red stucco, but this one bore a particular hue that provided such an unavoidable and overwhelming impression of redness that it left no doubt in his mind. Some reds are redder than others.

Tagi spied no signs on the building and no signs of life in the windows, though it was impossible to see through them thanks to the dust left clinging to them by the sandstorm. He held up the business card again. Clutching it in his pocket had already bent and frayed the edges, but he could still see the words clearly. Wish before the red building on Salah Salem street at high noon. Follow the voice.

"What kind of business card doesn’t say the name of the business?" wondered Tagi aloud, but he knew the answer. The dangerous kind.

When Tagi was halfway across the road, a taxi whipped past, its horn making a bizarre, catastrophic yodeling sound. It was one of the many thousands of taxis with customized horns that simultaneously plagued and were the lifeblood of the city. Tagi stumbled out of the way and onto the sidewalk before the red building. He turned, but the taxi disappeared into the sandy orange haze before he could yell at the driver.

Tagi thought he heard a snicker, but when he turned back towards the building, there was no one there, only a small black cat watching from a porch one floor up.

The crumpled business card was still in his hand. "'Wish before the red building,'" Tagi mumbled to himself. "Follow the voice?" He shifted from foot to foot.  

Get on with it already, Tagi thought. 

Tagi flinched. That had been a thought in his head, but it did not feel like it was his thought. He had not meant to think it.

He set that strangeness aside and looked to the sky. It was still morning, so the sun had not even peeked over the buildings yet, but "High noon" was far from a precise measurement of time. Maybe it would still work.

 "Wish before the red building." This was the correct building, he was sure of it, so now all he needed to do was wish. Wish for what? Whatever I want?

On the sidewalk, with the occasional passer-by passing by, Tagi faced the building and closed his eyes. He wished as best he could, gathering up all the hopelessness and desperation he had felt the previous day. I wish that my boss would die.

Hmm interesting.

What Tagi heard was less of a voice and more of a distinct impression in his mind. He "heard" that it said hmm interesting. However, they were not sound waves he experienced, and they were not exactly words either. Tagi simply felt the strong impression of hmm interesting. The experience was disconcertingly similar to catching a whiff of something familiar and remembering the face of a grade-school crush.

"What," Tagi whispered to himself, "was that?" He searched the street but no one seemed to be paying him any mind. He shook his head to throw off the strangeness of the feeling.

Hmm. Perhaps "interesting" is not the right word. "Odd" is better, or maybe "bizarre." "Dangerous." "Fortuitous." Hmm.

Tagi froze where he was standing and held his breath. If he stood still enough for long enough, he hoped this onset of madness would pass him by.

You have not gone crazy, human. The only reason no one else can feel my words is because I do not want them to. I choose the minds I speak into. It’s a far superior communication tool compared to whacking throat muscles together to shake sound waves, like you do.

Tagi whispered softly to himself so none of the passers-by would overhear him. "If this is a prank, it's not funny at all."

Look up.

Tagi was too curious not to do so. He found the small black cat he had seen when he first crossed the road, watching him intently. The cat was so black that it looked blue. Its eyes glinted yellow and its face bore an unimpressed frown. 

Tagi laughed and spoke louder. "This is a prank. Or maybe a test for people who want to get in." He turned to the building. "Who's doing this? How are you doing it?"

The cat stood up and stretched, which was cat behavior Tagi was familiar with. Then it sighed heavily and rolled its eyes. Tagi found that disconcerting, but not outside the realm of possibility. Then it hopped down from the porch onto a grey transformer box on the outside of the building, putting itself at exactly eye level with Tagi. From less than an arm's reach away, it looked deep into Tagi's eyes, pupils following Tagi's exactly.

Hello, Tagi.

With his eyes locked with the cat's, Tagi experienced a terrifying suspicion that he had not gone crazy, and that something beyond the normal was actually happening. A chill rushed from his heart to his fingertips. But, somewhere deep beneath the fear, he found that he desperately wanted it to be real.

"Did you laugh at me a moment ago?"

Tagi felt the impression of another chuckle. Yes. Your thoughts are clumsy, even for a human-person.

"You said I was ‘interesting.’" Tagi looked about to ensure no one noticed he was talking to a cat. He felt their gazes on his neck, but when he turned around, everyone was walking, talking on mobile phones, or sweeping up sand as if nothing bizarre were happening in their midst. Hot embarrassment flushed his cheeks anyway. 

The cat pondered Tagi's statement for a moment. You have an unfocused mind, but what it lacks in effectiveness, it makes up for with raw desperation. And that specific wish on this specific day is very fortuitous. Potentially unfortunate. Potentially fortunate.

In an attempt to look nondescript, Tagi leaned against the building casually, but he was too nervous to stand quite still. "I have this business card. I’m supposed to find someone named ‘Wadd.’" Tagi remembered the bewildering moment the night before when his grandfather had given him this errand.

Hmm. Your grandfather. You are descended from Abdelaziz Ahmed. I did not know he had a grandchild.

Tagi fought to keep his composure. "You're reading my thoughts as I think them. Like magic."

Yes. This response came with the exact inflection that a grandparent would give a grandchild who had just discovered that milk cartons do not grow on trees.

Remembering his errand, Tagi asked, "Do you work for Wadd?"

No. This impression was firm. Cats do not work for anyone. We belong only to ourselves. We do not sell ourselves like filthy humans do. The cat blinked once, slowly. No offense.

"None taken." An older couple shuffled by, and Tagi watched them for any sign they had heard him speaking to the cat.

I do provide a service to Wadd though, when I feel like it. Today I feel like it. The cat licked his paw with a bright pink tongue. I am a door opener, a guard who ushers wishers to the entrance of another world. If I hear a wish that is worthy, what some would call the "password," though of course it is not a word, I speak into their minds and lead them to the secret entrance.

"But you don't consider that "working for Wadd?"

No.

Tagi changed the subject. "Was my wish worthy?"

The cat stopped licking and blinked at Tagi again. Tagi felt the impression of a wry smile. Definitely not. But I think it will become so later, so I will let you in.

Tagi breathed a sigh of relief that did not quite feel like relief.

Enter through this red door. You will come to an elevator. Enter it and hold down the buttons for the 4th and 5th floors simultaneously. Do not let go until the elevator stops. The receptionist will handle your wish from there.

"Thank you, sir." Just then, a woman in a blue hijab passed by, and, hearing Tagi speak, looked directly at him. She glanced about and then, seeing no one for Tagi to be speaking to, raised an eyebrow at him. Tagi waved to her, feeling his face flush once more. He approached the rusty red door and scuttled inside. The door shut behind him with an ominous hiss of rushing air, as if the building had sucked him inside.

Once Tagi had gone, the cat sat and thought to himself for several minutes. Cats cannot see the future, but they know most things that matter and thus can make well-educated predictions.

This cat was on his ninth life, and he now considered a great many of the things he knew. The city, the events of the previous night, and the unsuspecting human whose wish he had just heard all weighed on his mind. Suddenly, like a scroll unbound, the adventure about to take place unrolled before him. It was full of shadows, pain, madness, and death, but also sacrifice, hope, and perhaps, in the end, life.

The cat thought to himself, It would have been better for me if I had never met this human. But he immediately knew that this was not true, not ultimately, not once absolutely all had been said and done. He stretched, yawned, and leapt off the porch to the street, where he set his course with absolute confidence and scrambled haughtily towards the place he had in mind.

This changes everything. Much to do. Much to do.
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Tagi found himself in an elevator, holding down the buttons for the 4th and 5th floors and sweating. The elevator was spacious enough for three large babies to fit comfortably inside. Tagi had not been a baby for what most humans would consider to be "a pretty long time," though others might disagree.

Tagi's head smacked into the ceiling when the elevator stopped, which was frustrating, but it seemed somehow fitting at the time. The arrow that showed which floor he was on aimed confidently at the space between ‘4’ and ‘5.’ 
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