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  From childhood I suffered from occasional nightmares featuring the most vivid monsters and the most intense of emotions. A constant theme was helplessness. I was often
  paralyzed in my dreams. Or, if I could move, it was in slow motion while everything and everyone around me moved at normal speed. I would often wake myself by screaming. Deliberately, you see. In
  the throes of the horror I would tell myself to scream, to scream until I was awake.


  When my father died, my dreams changed and became bittersweet. I had one terrible dream in which I saw him dead. After that he was never dead, just far away. I never saw him in his casket, nor
  did my unconscious mind conjure the moment when an enemys bullet took his life. He was always alive and his eyes shone not with fear but with regret and love. I would savor those dreams and
  seek to prolong them. And when at last, reluctant, I woke, I would find my pillow wet.


  I think maybe dreams provide a type of balance. When life is good, dreams remind you that fear still lives out there in the world. When life is bad, dreams offer hope.


  I am Mara. I am sixteen years old. And my dreams now are most often of my home, my school, my friends, past pets, objects I hold dear, and my mother and my ever-absent, ever-present father. They
  are dreams of loss and alienation, but not nightmares.


  Life is my nightmare now, and paradoxically, my dreams have become escapes.


  So, in the seconds before my eyes fluttered open, I was at my friend Suzees pool party for her thirteenth birthday. The sun was shining, but not hotit seldom gets really hot in
  Marin County, California. The pool in the dream was overflowing, lapping around the legs of my chaise longue. My flip-flops were floating away. But in compensation the water was carrying a bag of
  blue corn tortilla chips toward me and in the dream I thought, Well, thats a fair trade. I waited patiently for the flip-flops and the snacks to pass each other, indifferent to the
  fact that a current cannot flow in opposite directions at once.


  In reality, after that pool party, after that lovely, languorous day, I had a terrible nightmare in which the water kept rising until, immobilized, I began to drown.


  Now my subconscious mind goes back to that pool party as a pleasant antidote to the traumas I endure daily. The mind strives for balance, doesnt it?


  Balance has become a very important thing to me. Balance is the explanation for the indignities and cruelties I must inflict on the Messengers targets. I justify myself with that concept,
  hoping it is not an illusion or a lie, hoping that I am doing good and not evil.


  I no longer live in the land of suburban pool parties, I live in . . . well, its hard to summarize the nature of my existence for the simple reason that I do not yet fully understand it
  myself.


  What I do understand is that there are things at work in this dull world that are more vivid, more bizarre, and more awful than rational people can easily accept. Everything about this life I
  now lead spells dream, and yet it is terribly real.


  I have moved through solid objects.


  Understand this: I do not mean that I have imagined doing so, or that were still in dreamland, or that some spectral projection of me has done this. I mean that I have moved
  through solid objects.


  I have been transported effortlessly through time and space. Ive been to a past I never experienced and to a future that is not mine.


  I have caused the world to rewind, to advance at half speed, to accelerate as though reality itself was just Netflix on my laptop.


  I have dived deep into the tortured unconscious minds of people I did not previously know.


  These are not my powers, but power granted to me by gods older than any known to mortal man. It is the gods who labor to keep the world balanced on the edge of nonexistence so that it should not
  fall into oblivion.


  Balance, you see, always balance.


  Yes, it is the gods who right the wobbly balance of justice, and their instruments are Messengers of Fear. And I, as punishment for my own terrible sins, have been made the apprentice of one
  such messenger.


  I know him only by that name: Messenger. And I know the day is coming when my name, too, shall be only, Messenger.


  He was in the kitchen when I woke and stumbled in in search of coffee and breakfast. Please note that I do not say my kitchen. There is nothing about this place I inhabit that is
  truly mine. It is a place, or perhaps just a cunning and convincing illusion of a place, where I sleep and eat and recuperate in between following Messenger on his duties.


  But were I to open the front door I would not see the suburban neighborhood that should be this abodes native habitat. Rather I would see the mist, the soul-crushing yellow mist that
  surrounds this place. And yet through the kitchen window I could see the sun-blanched leaves of a tree. A real tree? I very much doubt it, but whoever or whatever created this space had some
  concern for my well-being and must have known Id go slowly mad if I never saw sunlight.


  Did you rest well? Messenger asked.


  I did, I said, smiling at the memory of trading flip-flops for corn chips.


  I took the liberty of making coffee.


  I could smell it. I poured myself a cup and took a sip. Id always taken coffee sweetened and with milk before. I took it black now. The bitterness no longer seemed significant to me.
  Indeed there was something reassuring about it.


  Are we traveling? I asked him.


  Yes. We have a complex situation.


  I dont think hed ever referred to one of our missions in quite that way before. I might have asked him what he meant, but the Messenger of Fear is not easily questioned. He speaks
  or does not, as he chooses.


  He is a boy, not yet a man, though as with everything now Im never sure if what Im seeing is really him. He is tall, thin, and has long very dark hair and eyes the blue of sunlit
  tropical ocean.


  He is beautiful, Messenger is. I am perhaps pretty, or maybe just cute, but Messenger is beautiful.


  He wears the same thing each time I see him: a long black coat that goes down to midcalf. A steel-gray shirt, black pants, and tall black boots. Yes, that almost completes the outfit. I say
  almost, because there are details, like the buttons of his coat, which are small, silver skulls. And the two rings he wears.


  The ring on his right hand is Isthil, goddess of wickedness and justice. She is stern, magisterial, and shown on the ring carrying a sword.


  The other ring is a face. Its a young face, contorted by unendurable terror.


  Let me get dressed, I said. I popped a strudel in the toaster and went to shower and dress. Theres a closet with several rather dull outfits, all perfectly sized, none
  really mine.


  When I got back Messenger was sitting on a stool and doing nothing at all. Hes good at that. In a world where no one who owns a phone can ever be without some diversion, he is diversion
  free. He is patient, and that patience is slowly beginning to be mine as well, simply because there is no point in impatience.


  By the time I was ready, the toaster strudel was cooked and cooling in the toaster. I wrapped it in a paper towel and began to take careful bites even as we were out of the house
  andwithout a flash, a sound, or even a sense of movementinstantly somewhere else.


  We stood on gravel and loose stone beside a road that had once been paved but had since fallen into disrepair, so that the gray of pavement was like a series of scabs over the richer soil
  beneath. Grass poked up here and there but seemed to lack sufficient moisture to thrive.


  Across the road were cultivated, irrigated fields, and there the crop grew. It was a rich green, neat rows of what looked like tall grass that bent over at the top. Beyond that, in the distance,
  a vast field of pink flowers. This field was being worked by men bent low with bags slung from their shoulders. Other men with automatic rifles patrolled the edges of the field and appeared to be
  supervising or protecting or controlling, or some combination of the three.


  Beyond the lovely but sinister flowers the land rose into terraced hills and, still farther, far off in the distance, the gray and white suggestion of snowcapped mountains.


  Between the road and the fields was a small, off-white building. It was not an impressive sight. It was roughly square, a single ill-proportioned story in height, whitewashed brick on the sides,
  stuccoed brick in the front. There were three doors, all in a line, too many obviously for such a small structure, with the two flanking doors smaller than the central one, which was itself only
  tall enough to allow a six-footer to scrape beneath the top of the casing. The doors were painted green, a darker green than the Dr Seuss-like tree that provided a comically small patch of
  shade.


  The only feature of note was a small tower, just twice the height of the building itself and narrow, like a blunt, brick rocket. It leaned just a little to one side.


  But my eye was drawn away from the building by the sight of a group of people walking slowly up the road toward us. A dozen people, perhaps, it was hard to be sure, but certainly no more than
  that number. The men were dressed in what looked like long shirts over loose-fitting pants, all of unadorned cotton. The women wore voluminous black with only their faces and hands showing.


  Four of the men carried something, and I could already guess, from the muted crying, from the downcast eyes, from the slumped shoulders, from the way some supported others, that this was a
  funeral procession.


  The body came into view as the mourners neared. It was wrapped in white cotton. A red rope tied the top of the shroud just above the head, a second rope gathered the shroud just beneath the
  soles of the feet. Two more such ropes were wrapped around the bodys midsection, keeping the shroud in place. It had the unmistakable gravity of sacred ritual.


  The body was large and at first I thought it was too large to be that of a child, but then I noticed that some of the men were of large size as well, so perhaps it was a family trait.


  As the procession reached us more men came from the small brick building and joined silently in.


  Their mosque, Messenger said, nodding slightly toward the building.


  It isnt very impressive, I said. I suppose I had images from news stories of the huge mosque that protects the Kaaba in Mecca, or even of the overwhelming Hagia Sophia.


  We were, of course, invisible and inaudible to the mourners. Had we wished to we could have walked right through them. But death and grief impose limits, even on those with great power. We kept
  our distance. I finished my pastry, feeling foolish and disrespectful but needing food and having no better plan.


  This is a poor, rural area, Messenger said. Farmers and shepherds. Their mosque is humble.


  Why are we here? I asked. This is a very long way from home. Does your duty extend this far?


  This is the victim, or one of them, Messenger said. Our business is with the ones responsible.


  But how did . . . I let it drop for two reasons. First, Messenger showed what he wanted to show, when he wanted, and in whatever order he thought necessary for me to
  understand.


  Secondly, there was a new person with the mourners, a person who clearly did not belong since her eyes tracked us as she approached.


  She was dressed all in black: loose trousers beneath a flowing robe, with her head covered in a black hijab. Black but not dull or even quite monochrome, because as she drew close I saw that the
  fabric swirled with woven patterns which, unless my eyes deceived me, moved and changed in subtle and fascinating ways.


  Her clothing was unadorned, but she wore rings, and I knew instinctively that they were of Isthil and the Shrieking Face.


  Shes a messenger, I said.


  Messengers silence was confirmation.


  The procession passed by, the young woman in black joined us. She was quite beautiful, with dark skin, unusually large eyes, and a quirk in her mouth that spoke of humor.


  Messenger, she said.


  Messenger, he acknowledged with a nod. This is my apprentice.


  No names. I was disappointed. I was certain that Messenger had a name, at least had had a name once upon a time, but evidently I would not learn it here and now. Even my name was dropped from
  the introduction.


  I stuck out a hand, an instinctive offer of a handshake, a gesture this new Messenger declined with a wry smile.


  You must be new not to know that a messenger is not to be touched, she said in accented but easily understood English.


  Sorry, I apologized.


  Thank you for allowing this intrusion, Messengermy messengersaid.


  We serve the balance, the woman said. Then, It makes no difference, but he was a good boy. Fifteen years old. Brave. Kind. He burned fiercely for justice.


  Without a word being spoken by either my mentor or his counterpart, we three were half a mile down the road, past a village that was really little more than a cluster of a dozen brick and
  plaster buildings, none even so grand as the humble mosque. We stood in a dusty field marked with twenty or thirty stones, some cut to rectangles, others obviously just hauled here in their natural
  rough state.


  It was the placement of these stones that told the tale, for they were evenly spaced, six feet from left to right, in approximated rows. It lacked the carefully manicured grass, or the cut
  flowers, or the chiseled limestone markers and grandiose marble obelisks I recalled from my own sad travels to cemeteries, but cemetery it was.


  A hole had been dug, long enough and wide enough for a body, deep enough to discourage whatever wild creatures roamed this strange and unfamiliar landscape.


  Now the mourners stood praying in three rows. Men stood in front, closest to the grave. Women behind them. Children in the row farthest away.


  A womans knees buckled and she released a small, despairing cry. She was held standing by women on either side. It was beyond doubt that here was the mother.


  The shrouded body was placed on its side in the hole.


  Facing Mecca, our new companion explained.


  How did he die? I asked.


  The female messenger nodded and the three of us began to walk away. But as we did the world scrolled backward around us. We walked at what seemed a normal speed, but the dead body leaped from
  the grave and was once again on a stretcher being carried backward down the road.


  Faster and faster the scene moved past us, though there was no sense that we were moving at anything but a leisurely pace.


  The funeral procession passed backward by the tiny mosque, down the road, to a village somewhat larger than the one wed passed through earlier. This village was clustered around a trickle
  of a stream that barely moistened the rocks and seemed at any moment that it might be drunk up entirely by the parched earth.


  We watched silently as the body was placed on a wooden table in one simple home with low ceilings and a scattering of thin mattresses. The walls had once been painted a cheerful turquoise, but
  earlier colors of paint and bare brick showed through.


  Now only men were in the room and in reverse motion they untied the ropes, and unwound the shroud, and revealed a body. The boy was heavy and dark-skinned. And he had a bullet hole in his chest,
  another in his neck, a third in his arm that had very nearly severed it so that just above the elbow was nothing but strings of gristle still attached to the lower part.


  A fourth bullet in his face had removed half of his head.


  I had never seen anything like that wound. It was . . . what word would suffice? How can I describe the damage? How am I to explain without resorting to horror movie clichs?


  His face, from the hairline, down to the bridge of his nose, down to the place on his mouth where the lips dimple a little in the middle, and from there down to the bare white bone of his jaw,
  was no longer there.


  It was all too easy to see what he must have looked like if I simply duplicated and reversed the remainder of his face. But no sane person can see such a thing and calmly reconstitute what is no
  longer there. The outrage is too great. The anger that wells up inside you is too powerful. There is no looking at such a thing and reasoning, there is only the most profound sense of wrongness, of
  an unspeakable sin.


  Tears filled my eyes. Not because I knew the boy, I didnt, not even because I could see the pain and sadness on the faces of those who had undertaken the heartrending job of wrapping him
  for burial, though I could. I cried because it was wrong. I cried because it should not be, should never be.


  Messenger did not cry, neither did his female counterpart. They both looked on with the clenched, stony resolve of those who are past crying but not yet past feeling.


  What was his name?


  Aimal, the female answered. His name was Aimal.


  The reality around me had slowed to a stop. Now all the men were as frozen as the boy on the table. His shroud was gone and the men were held motionless in the act of cleaning the body with damp
  rags.


  Motionless tears hung on the cheeks of a man I took to be Aimals father. But as if he had read my mindand he may well haveMessenger said, That is not the father, that
  is Aimals uncle. The father is in America. As are those we must deal with.


  The ones who killed Aimal?


  Messenger shook his head. The men who killed Aimal are not our concern.


  Then why are we here? I asked. Was this soul-searing display unnecessary? Had I been burdened with yet another gruesome memory for no good reason?


  The wickedness we pursue is not murder, but murders source, Messenger said. It is hatred we pursue. Hatred.
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  We did not bid the female messenger good-bye. One second she was there and the next she was gone. And a second after that, we, too, were gone.


  There was a brick marker that read Theodore Roosevelt on a limestone banner and beneath it the words High School. I somehow knew we were in Iowa.


  The same combination of red brick and limestone comprised the school itself. The central portion was three stories tall, three generous stories, so that the structure was taller and more
  impressive than the simple number of floors might indicate. The wings extended to left and right and were of just two floors each. There were architectural details rendered in stonewindow
  framing, a stone railing across the rooflinethat gave the school a slightly ornate look, an almost Old World look. It very nearly evoked Downton Abbey.


  Just before the front door was a tall flagpole. The Stars and Stripes snapped in a breeze stiff enough to ruffle the mature hardwood and fir trees that flanked the entrance and which were dotted
  haphazardly across the lawn.


  It looked like the very model of a high schoolwhat a traditional high school ought to be.


  As usual, I had questions. As usual, I didnt ask. Its not that Messenger will never answer a question, but he prefers not to, and for whatever reason, I dont want
  to nag at him. Hes the master, Im the apprentice. Ive accepted that. More or less. And as the teacher he gets to choose how and when to tell me things.


  Frustrating? Extremely.


  We walked at a normal pace across the lawn. Kids were pouring from buses that had pulled up in the parking lot. At the same time freshmen and sophomores and juniors were piling from their
  parents cars, and the luckier seniors were pulling up in cars of their own.


  The familiar morning rush. And we joined it, invisible to the crowd as it filled the main hallway. How did we squeeze through dense-packed bodies without touching anyone around us? I dont
  know. Its something Ive now seen happen many times, and even when I pay the closest attention its hard to explain. Its as if reality bends to get out of our way. Like
  were a force field that no one feels. Limbs and heads and torsos all seem to warp, like some kind of photo booth effect.


  Testing it, I deliberately passed my arm through a girl. Her body appeared to split in two at the waist, upper half and lower half seemingly completely disconnected, yet she chatted glumly to a
  friend all the while and her legs kept moving her forward.


  Messenger noticed my experiment, raised one eyebrow slightly and said nothing.


  We walked in this way until we arrived at a narrower hallway leading into one of the wings. There Messengers focus seemed to settle on one particular group of three boys walking together
  in that bouncy, playfully shoving way that boys sometimes have. There was nothing particularly noteworthy, just three boys, probably sophomores or juniors, all three of them white, all three
  dressed in jeans and T-shirts with logos of bands or defiant slogans.


  Here the crowd had thinned a bit and I took notice of a particular girl moving in the opposite direction from the boys. She was wearing an abaya of sky blue over her head and neck. Other than
  that she was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved white blouse. I liked her shoes.


  It was the abaya that one of the boys grabbed as she went by. Grabbed it from behind and yanked it back off her head.


  Hey! the girl yelled, and tried to put the scarf back in place.


  See, she does have hair under there! This from the smallest of the three boys, a short, cute kid with longish brown hair.


  Drop dead, the girl snapped.


  Just playin with your towel, towel-head. This was not said in a playful tone, and it came from the boy in the middle. He was tall, powerfully built, with short blond hair.
  He was wearing sunglasses so I could not see the color of his eyes.


  A second girl, just arriving on the scene, saw what was going on and said, Its called an abaya, moron. And leave her alone, Trent.


  This second girl was not in Muslim dress. She was in the navy blue and white uniform of a cheerleader.


  Wasnt me, Trent said, faux innocent. It was Pete. Wasnt it, Pete? See, Pete thought maybe she had horns under there and thats why shes always
  wearing that towel.


  Idiot, the cheerleader said, and rolled her eyes.


  The bell rang and everyone went hurrying away.


  The Muslim girl looked shaken and angry, but she said nothing more and the incident appeared to be over.


  Messenger and I now stood in an empty hallway, ringing with the muted sounds of lessons filtering through a long row of closed doors.


  This is connected to the dead boy, Aimal, I said, careful not to give it a questioning inflection. But Messenger was not enticed into answering my non-question question.


  I did not know where we were, exactly, nor where Aimal had been, but I was pretty sure there were thousands of miles separating the two locations. But in Messengers world, space and time
  are a bit . . . different.


  I did not believe we were there because one jerk kid had harassed one girl in one school. The penalties Messenger imposes can be . . . Well, they are the fuel of my nightmares.


  Where should we follow the story next? Messenger asked.


  What? The question was so out of the blue I wasnt sure how to answer. Since when did Messenger consult me? And, anyway, didnt he already know all the answers?
  Didnt he know exactly how this storywhatever it was really aboutwould end up?


  But he was still waiting for an answer, so I had no real choice but to attempt one. We either follow Trenthes the ringleaderor the girl.


  As you wish.


  Well . . . which one?


  Both.


  And then something extraordinary happened. Extraordinary even by the standards of the extraordinary reality into which I have entered. The world around me split in two.


  We stood, Messenger and I, in a void, blackness ahead and behind and above, and far more disturbing, black emptiness below as well. I saw no floor or ground beneath my feet, but I was not
  weightless, either.


  But this void was as narrow as a footpath, and to either side of this void was the world. Two worlds. Or two iterations of the same world. The effect was as if we had been standing in a darkened
  room and two enormous movie screens had been set up, one to our left, the other to our right, each infinitely tall and long and wide.


  Two real worlds. I had only to turn my head or even just move my eyes to see one, then the other. Both at once if I stared straight ahead.


  But, as hard as it is to imagine, and despite my suggestion, you must not think these were movie screens. They each were real, each happening, each completely three-dimensional. I knew that I
  could step into either, so that they were less like screens than like living dioramas.


  To our left, the girl. To our right, Trent. We could hear both. I could smell the lamb stew the girl was heating in the microwave of her kitchen.


  The girls phone dinged an incoming text. Without thinking I stepped into her world, hoping to read it over her shoulder. Instantly a wall closed between me and Messenger. I saw neither
  him, nor Trent.


  Frightened, I stepped back into the newly appeared wall, passed through it, and was with Messenger again.


  This made me feel foolish. Obviously Messenger understood all this better than I, but that didnt mean I wanted to seem like some kind of newbie.


  That in itself struck me as absurd and I laughed.


  Messenger shot me an inquiring look.


  Just . . . takes getting used to, I explained lamely and stepped back into the girls world. Her name was Samira. I saw it on her text. The person she was texting was named
  Zarqa.


  Zarqa: Heard u were hassled. RU OK?


  Samira: It was nothing. Just jerks.


  Zarqa: What happened?


  Samira: They pulled off my abaya. NBD.


  Zarqa: It is a big deal. U shd tell sum1. Bullying.


  Samira: No.


  Zarqa: Grl we have to stand together.


  The microwave rang and Samira cut the conversation off with a quick GTG and a heart emoticon.


  Samira set her phone aside and removed her meal.


  I stepped back to Messenger. Her name is Samira. I think that was another Muslim girl texting her.


  All right, I admit it: Im mystified.


  The words were what I was feeling, but they did not come from me.


  Oriax had appeared.


  Oriax is a female. Shes a female in much the same way that a billion is a number, or a Porsche is a car, or a twenty megaton nuclear bomb going off is fireworks.


  Age? Whatever age she wants you to see. She may be eighteen. She may be older than human civilization.


  I knew enough of her to know that she is sadistic, cruel, evil, and not really human, and incredibly beautiful. Dark hair, dark eyes, an outfit of scraps of leather melded seamlessly to form a
  dominatrix look that fits her like it was painted onand might well be. Her boots were extreme high heels but minus the heel, a look only possible when you have hooves.


  Well, hello there, mini-Messenger. What was your name again? Pawn? Puppet?


  She had a throaty purr that sounded like an intimate whisper. The illusion is so real that when she punctuates the p sound in puppet I swear I can feel her breath on my ear,
  and it makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


  Mara, I said. My name is Mara.


  She moved like a tiger, sinuous, precise, dangerous. She was beside me and though Im straight I felt my throat tighten and my breathing become labored, such is her animal appeal.


  You know, Mara, you dont have to dress like a schoolgirl. I could arrange for something a bit more . . . well, lets just say something that would make it harder for
  Messenger. She laughed wickedly at that, then with a wink, added, I mean harder for Messenger to ignore you so completely. As a young woman.


  Im not . . . I began, and then realized there was no safe way for me to conclude that sentence. Instead I blushed and fell silent.


  I dont think hes even really noticed the way you look at him sometimes, or the way your heart speeds up when he comes close or


  What is it you want, Oriax? Messenger asked wearily.


  Oh, you, Messenger. Always. Youre just so very delicious. I could eat you up. She licked her lips, which today were glowing mauve, and leered, but for a chilling moment it
  occurred to me to wonder if she might not mean that literally.


  I had stood by helplessly while she had tricked a boy into accepting a punishment that left him shattered as a human being. She had laughed and sung a grim little song as he was made to
  experience being burned alive. Was there anything too foul for her? Was there any sort of limit? I doubted it.


  Im fine, I said, responding way too late to her offer to improve my appearance.


  Why this girl? Oriax gestured at Samira, who had gone on eating, disregarding the three of us. Because someone pulled her silly scarf?


  Dont pretend to be blind to the connection, Oriax, Messenger said. Hatred grows like a cancer, spreading ever outward from its source. Its a poison in the
  human bloodstream that spreads far beyond its origin. If you prick a finger with a poisoned thorn say not that you are innocent when the heart dies. Isthil teaches that no
  one who does evil can ever be blameless for the consequences.


  Oh, well then, Oriax said, dripping sarcasm, if Isthil said it


  And just like that, without a word from Messenger, without any sort of warning, we were back in that void between two realities.


  On our left, still within Samiras reality, an irritated Oriax realized wed given her the slip. She seemed not quite able to find us, though we could still see her.


  On the other side of the void, Trent was with Pete. The third boy was no longer with them and in fact I never saw him again. I hoped hed seen the malice in his friends and chosen a better
  path for himself.


  Trent and Pete were sitting on swings at a park playground. Trent glared and frightened off the younger children who approached.


  Have you heard from your dad? Pete asked.


  Trent shook his head angrily. Hes gone. Up in North Dakota, looking for work.


  Yeah, but


  Hey. Douche nozzle. You think I want to talk about my dad? Hes gone. Maybe hell come back, maybe not. Okay? We done?


  Pete swung a little, a short arc, with his feet dragging the ground. Okay, man.


  Probably just drinking, Trent muttered. Up there drinking and not giving a damn about anything.


  He used to be kind of cool before he lost his job, Pete observed.


  Yeah, well, he did lose it. So thats that, right? They gave it to some Mexican. At that point his talk turned scatological and racist and I wont attempt to repeat
  it.


  There was a depth of barely contained anger in Trent. His friend, Pete, seemed like a more balanced person, but one who was under the sway of his larger companion. My dads
  okay, Pete said. He still


  Do I give a damn? Trent asked with weary mockery.


  Pete was taken aback but forced a sickly smile and said, No, man, even Im not really interested in my dad.


  Hes got a job anyway.


  Yeah, but he kind of hates it because


  But hes got a job. Right? So hes not off somewhere all messed up from being out of work. Right? So shut up.


  Pete shut up.


  Ive often wondered about people like Pete. I have never understood why angry thugs like Trent seem able to attract more normal followers.


  But then I winced, remembering. I had been a bad person. I had done a terrible thing. And yes, Id had friends and acolytes the whole time.


  Self-righteousness rises in me sometimes, and then I remind myself that I do not have the right to look down my nose at others. I am the apprentice to the Messenger of Fear, and as such I
  deliver a measure of justice. But it had begun when I accepted the truth of my own weakness. My position as apprentice was not an entitlement, it was a punishment.


  Oriax cant see us? I asked, mostly just to distract myself from painful memories.


  Eventually, but not immediately. Her powers are different. Very great, but different. But she will find us in time.


  Then lets use the time to figure this out, I said.


  The time? He cocked his head, waiting.


  It took me a few seconds to grasp the hint. Yes, the time. But I dont think I want to see more of Trent. I want to understand the connections. I want to see what led to the death
  of that poor boy with his face blown away.


  Just like that, one-half of this split-screen reality replaced Trent and Pete with the solemn scene of the far-distant funeral.


  Messenger seemed accepting of my initiative, even approving. Proceed.


  What?


  Dont be timid, Mara, he chided. Youve seen that we can travel through time. So do it.


  I glanced back along the void. Would going backward take us backward in time? This was not how wed previously done it. Messenger had always just made it happen.


  But of course this was the simple version. This was Time Travel 101, an introduction before greater secrets and techniques could be learned.


  I turned and walked with far more confidence than I felt, back along the narrow black bridge between facing realities. And yes, to my satisfaction, time went into reverse.


  On her side Samira spit her food into her bowl, placed the stew in the microwave, took it out and put it in the freezer, walked backward from the kitchen.


  Far more disturbing, the shrouded body of Aimal once again leaped from its grave and landed on the stretcher, which was then borne away.


  I walked faster, faster, and time reeled backward at a geometrically quicker rate. Now Samira was back at school being harassed, and Aimals body was being ritually washed by his male
  relatives, and Samira was in class, and Aimal was quite suddenly alive. I noticed that the time lines were not synchronized, not matched up. I sensed that Aimals was the more recent
  event.


  Distracted by that realization, I saw that I had moved too quickly. I reversed my direction and slowed my pace.


  Aimal now was in the dirt yard of a bare, one-room cinderblock schoolhouse. There was a single tree providing scant shade from a blistering sun. There were other kids, younger, older, many
  kicking a soccer ball. Others read. Others just sat in small groups, chatting.


  If you ignored the opium poppy fields and the distant but intimidatingly sharp-edged mountains, and the poverty of the school, it could be any school.


  A pickup truck came barreling down the semi-paved road, kicking up a plume of dust. There was one man in the cabin, two more in the back.


  The kids in the yard didnt notice. But Aimal did. He rose slowly to his feet, the biggest of the boys. He shaded his eyes and watched the truck and peered closely at something
  particular.


  Without even realizing what I was doing I stepped into his frame and peered as though through his eyes. I saw the thing he focused on.


  It was the upraised barrel of an assault rifle.
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