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BORDERLANZ: Tales from the Edges

"Irresistible...dazzling" —Kirkus (starred review)

"Impeccable...flawless" —Blueink Review (starred review)

Editor's Pick —BookLife

“Deeply memorable” —The Ottawa Review of Books

Take a trip to the edges of imagination in this third collection of short stories from the five-time award-winning author described by Library Journal as “one of Canada’s most original writers of speculative fiction.”

There’s something here for every reader. Award winners and finalists. “Best of” selections. Science fiction and fantasy. Mystery and horror. Darkness and humor. Love and revenge.

An immortal battles the Lords of Order and Chaos to save the woman he loves.

A woman plans a very special homecoming for the body of her soldier husband.

Strange radio broadcasts haunt a man trying to change the past.

A shapeshifter confronts his own dark past as a covert agency hunts him.

Bizarre deaths threaten a private eye’s favourite restaurant.

A woman makes an unexplained stopover on a transatlantic flight.

Disaster strikes a space freighter when an unlucky newcomer joins the crew.

The House promises wealth and fame…if it doesn’t kill you first.

A thief’s attempt to lift a curse goes less than perfectly.

A boy has a plan to find his missing brother—a deeply disturbing one.

A new father questions his ability to love his disabled son.

To win her freedom, a woman must prove she’s human.

A shapeshifter must overcome her hatred of humans to help a young girl.

Four warriors set out to slay the last dragon.

Two young lovers are hunted across dimensions and time.

~~

Welcome to the Borderlanz.


Praise

“Starred review: With an ear for sharp dialogue and an engaging narrative voice, Smith has crafted an irresistible lineup of tales that deeply probe both the dark and light facets of humanity. … Satisfying twists and turns join with humor and deliciously vibrant descriptions to immerse readers in their compelling and eccentric worlds. …  The result is a must-read for anyone craving layered and offbeat chills and thrills. A dazzling array of stories that consistently challenge readers to contemplate the possibilities around them.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Starred review: Smith’s impeccable third collection of short stories … contains a diversity of compelling speculative fiction tales … a testament to Smith’s mastery at crafting short stories. The first lines are all solid hooks, … the writing is razor-focused, [and] each story ends with thematic impact … Aspiring short-form writers could well use this flawless collection as a primer. … sure to delight from the first story to the last. ”

—Blueink Reviews

“Editor’s Pick: A collection that refuses easy categorization. Spanning cosmic fantasy, noir mystery, and psychological horror, … balancing scale with intimacy is one of the collection’s strengths. Smith excels in character work … Internal struggles drive the narratives [and], even in fantastical settings, …emotional stakes remain grounded and affecting.” 

—BookLife Reviews

“Gives a good cross-section not merely of Smith’s career, but of the range of speculative fiction. Zombies, werewolves, wizards, ghosts, dragons, space bar tall-tales, alien encounters, parallel universes, hard-boiled detectives, and straight-up horror are all represented. … However, none of them is what you might expect from those labels. Smith always has an original take that elevates his stories above the regular clichés of those subgenres. …

I had read several of these stories before, … and I was surprised how well they have stood up over time. … Only a truly brilliant author can write something where the same reader can discover a new level or a new relevance when re-reading it at different point in their life. … Smith’s stories are deeply memorable because they always have something more to say about life and love.”

—The Ottawa Review of Books

“Doug Smith is, quite simply, the finest short-story writer Canada has ever produced in the science fiction and fantasy genres. … His stories are a treasure trove of riches that will touch your heart while making you think.”

—Robert J. Sawyer, Hugo and Nebula Awards winner

“One of Canada’s most original writers of speculative fiction.”

—Library Journal

“The man is Sturgeon good. Zelazny good. I don’t give those up easy.”

—Spider Robinson, Hugo and Nebula Awards winner

“A great storyteller with a gifted and individual voice.”

—Charles de Lint, World Fantasy Award winner

“Smith is a master of beginnings … some of the most well-crafted hooks you’ll find anywhere: deft introductions to the characters and their not-quite-familiar worlds packed into just a sentence or two that draw the reader in. As for the endings … Smith’s tendency is to forego the shocking twist for endings that feel satisfying and right, a trade-off that I’ll take any day.”

—Canadian Science Fiction Reviews

“Smith’s writing, evocative yet understated, gracefully brings to life his imagined realms.”

—Quill and Quire

“Smith paints his worlds so well that you are transported within a paragraph or two and remain in transit until the story ends.”

—Broken Pencil, The Magazine of Zine Culture and the Independent Arts

“I’ve yet to read a work of his that wasn’t beautifully written, but more than that, his stories resonate with a deep understanding of the human condition as well as a characteristic wry wonder… Stories you can’t forget, even years later.”

—Julie Czerneda, award-winning author and editor

“Douglas Smith is an extraordinary author whom every lover of quality speculative fiction should read.”

—Fantasy Book Critic

“Smith is definitely an author who deserves to be more widely read.”

—Strange Horizons

“Douglas Smith is deserving of an entire ‘Science Fiction You Haven’t Read…But Should’ article all to his own, and you’ll likely see it one day.”

—Digital Science Fiction

~~

“The Walker of the Shifting Borderland”

“An unforgettable love story veiled in a science fiction/fantasy backdrop.”

—Blueink Reviews

“Offers universe-ending stakes, yet what matters most is one man’s exhausting devotion to saving someone he loves.”

—BookLife Reviews

“This story is beautiful. The prose is inspired, but not overly poetic; the characters are fabulous, but not caricatured; the setting and pacing are fanciful, but not forced. Everything flows as it should. Even time and space. I wish I had written it.”

—Julian Neuer

“Gypsy Biker’s Coming Home”

“What I particularly appreciate are all the subtle touches which make this horrible potential future credible and realistic… This story works on every level. Powerful and thought-provoking.”

—Amazing Stories

“Smith dismantles the language of heroism by exposing it as transactional: some pay with their lives so others can claim the benefit.”

—BookLife Reviews

“Radio Nowhere”

“A very human story of a man hung up on the past for far too long, and a woman who can’t make him realize her true feelings. … The resolution is a key moment of personal growth for our protagonist, and that’s really what I ask for in a story.”

—Scientifically Bookish

“Spirit Dance”

“A vivid and wonderfully written tale about Native Canadian spirits, in the vein of Thomas King.”

—Challenging Destiny

“Oregon Shooters”

“Powered by exceptionally rich world-building, “Oregon Shooters” is a fusion of extraterrestrial science fiction and private eye mystery.”

—Blueink Reviews

“Quite entertaining. … Can this be the real reason H.P. Lovecraft was so terrified of sea food? I like to think so. Have the feeling he would wholeheartedly approve.”

—Amazing Stories

“Murphy’s Law”

“Douglas Smith showcases his talent for creating strong characters who are believable and sympathetic—even when they inhabit an absurd world. … ‘Murphy’s Law’ is a hilarious, yet poignant read.”

—Rainbow Dragon Recommends

“Doorways”

“I find a good short story falls into two categories: There is the complete story, the novel miniaturised, which is a nearly perfect art form. These are hard to capture but constantly illustrated by such writers as Douglas Smith.”

—SF Crowsnest Book Reviews

“Fiddleheads”

“A creepy horror story reminiscent of early Stephen King,”

—Blueink Reviews

“A gripping tale and goes to show that not only parents suffer when a child goes missing and how it can warp a child.”

—Bitten By Books

“The Balance”

“A profoundly moving story that explores the shadowy boundaries between life and death”

—Blueink Reviews

“This story is harrowing in its authenticity. …Yet, as an exploration of every parent’s worst nightmare, both educational and profoundly moving. I truly believe reading this will in some small way help people to be better parents … one hell of a glimpse for the uninitiated. Powerful story.”

—Amazing Stories

“A Bird in the Hand”

“Great fun to read”

—Dreams and Speculations

“Dream Flight”

“The story charms as well as pains. In other hands, it would be mawkish, but Smith avoids all the pitfalls and gives us something bittersweet instead…”

—Fantasy Literature

“The Last of a Thing”

“Delightful to read with lasting echoes”

—Saundra Wright

“If I Should Fall Behind”

“The story has great emotional appeal and the plight of the two lovers is sure to touch the reader’s heart. … [A] powerful tale.”

—TangentOnline

“One of my very favorites of the year. … A tremendous tale … Exceptional.”

—Tar Vol’s Recommended Reading List
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Dedication

To Dianne.

I miss you, Sis.


Introduction by Charles de Lint

I’d like to be better friends with Doug, but unfortunately we live pretty far apart and only get to see each other once or twice a year over a dinner. We usually start off discussing our writing and the biz, but our conversations invariably veer off into talking about music, and not just because he often comes from Toronto to Ottawa to see his granddaughter play a gig. (Their name is Brighid Fry, aka Housewife, and their music’s well worth tracking down.) 

I’ve played in bands for years though lately it’s just with friends or running over tunes at home with my pup as the only audience. But my life has had a soundtrack since I was maybe twelve or thirteen. Doug doesn’t play himself but I’m sure he’s also had a soundtrack follow him through life. You can tell, not just from the musical references that pepper his writing, but also from how his words flow. Their cadence and phrasing feels like a musical score. 

Narrative songs can also teach you a lot about what’s necessary in prose to put your story across. They’re much shorter, of course. Like poems, they need to pack so much into a few verses and choruses. But that brevity can teach an author how to keep a sharp focus on where the story’s going and the beats you need to develop your characters for your readers. 

We don’t get this opportunity often but the Texas troubadour Steve Earle has given us a rare opportunity to compare the same story delivered as a song and a short story, both written by him. I’m talking about “Taneytown.” The song is on his 1997 classic album El Corazón (E-Squared/Warner). The story appears in the 2003 collection Dog House Roses (Houghton Mifflin). 

But I digress. 

The book in hand has stories inspired by songs (with Doug, that usually means Springsteen), and it does feel like the prose has been scored, but the stories rise above both their inspirations and any writerly trickery. 

For example, the opening story is driven by the same engine that drove the works of Lord Dunsany’s short stories. “The Walker of the Shifting Borderland” is mythic and poetic, eerie and strange, like so much of Dunsany’s short fiction, but it is also unequivocally Doug. Dunsany usually sketched in the characters in his stories while character appears to be the foremost concern in Doug’s work. 

I read and write for character myself. If I like an author’s characters they could literally be in any scenario and I’d happily devour said story. And the thing about Doug’s characters is that I don’t want to let them go. The stories are well-crafted, the conclusions satisfying, but I want more because I just want to spend more time in the company of these characters. It’s part of why I was so delighted when Lilith showed up in “Dream Flight” right after I finished reading “A Bird in the Hand.” 

Doug’s Heroka stories were my introduction to his writing, in particular “Spirit Dance” (collected here) and the novel The Wolf at the End of the World (go out and grab a copy, you won’t regret it). I still find it hard to believe that “Spirit Dance” was his first story. It’s just so…accomplished. And that novel. I’ve read most of these stories before but rereading them here was such a pleasure I think it’s time for another reread of the novel. And it won’t be the first time I’ve returned to it. 

And that’s another thing about Doug’s stories. He gives away a free one every month in his newsletter. They’re invariably something I’ve read before but I’ll have a glance at the opening paragraphs and before I know it I’ve reread the whole thing again, with the same amount of pleasure as my first go through. 

There are different voices presented throughout this collection but none are as individual as that of Tumble in the closing story “If I Should Fall Behind.” It’s definitely a case of saving the best for last because it’s my favorite piece in the collection. I love the narrative voice. The truth, the loyalty, the love in its pages. And though it’s bittersweet, it’s also perfect. 

I’ve run on a bit here, and it’s high time you stepped into the many worlds of Douglas Smith for yourself. I know it’s a bit cliché but I envy you reading these for the first time.

—Charles de Lint, Ottawa, late winter 2026

 


Introduction by Douglas Smith

I love short stories. I love reading them. I love writing them. 

When I began writing, I focused entirely on short fiction, partly because in speculative fiction, it was traditional to break in writing short stories, not novels. But to me, it also just made sense to start with the short form. I didn’t know whether I would ever sell something I wrote. Short stories provided me the clearest indicator of when my writing reached a publishable level: when someone wanted to buy one of my stories. 

Short stories let me learn the craft of fiction much faster than if I’d started with a novel. With each new story, I purposely experimented with something new—different genres, different story structures, first person vs. third person vs. multiple points-of-view, tense, flashbacks, gender of POV characters, unreliable narrators, tone, etc. etc. 

Writing short fiction let me develop the skills I needed, whether I wrote short stories or novels. Handling point-of-view, story structure, scenes and transitions, characterization, plot, pacing, dialog, setting, world building, information flow, voice—not to mention basic sentence structure, paragraphing, punctuation, and grammar. I still advise new writers to start with short fiction, for all the reasons I list above.

I moved to novels once my “short” stories started becoming very long stories. Even though I now focus on writing novels, I still write short stories. I love the challenge of creating an entire world and fully formed characters within the tight confines of a handful of words. A short story is ever so much harder to write than a novel, but when I pull it off, the satisfaction is immense.

This is my third collection of short stories, after Impossibilia (PS Publishing, UK, 2008) and Chimerascope (ChiZine, Canada, 2010). Okay, actually, my fourth, if you count La Danse des Esprits (Dreampress, 2011), a translated collection of fantasy stories published in France.

Collections typically contain, almost exclusively, stories that have already appeared in magazines or anthologies. Once an author sells enough, stories, they put out a collection. When they sell some more stories, another collection. And so on.

That is, a collection contains an author’s most recently published stories. Some stories sell quickly; some, not so much. As a result, stories in a collection may have been written recently…or quite some time ago.

That range of creation dates applies to this collection. Despite its #3 position in my collection of collections, Borderlanz includes stories written at the very beginning of my career right up to my most recent tales, a span of almost thirty years. Now, don’t worry. Those early stories are still excellent tales. It just took them a little longer to find good homes in top professional short fiction markets—but they all did.

Borderlanz features two award winners, five award finalists, a “Year’s Best” selection, and an honorable mention. These stories span genres. Urban and high fantasy. Humor and science fantasy. Science fiction, both optimistic and dark. Horror and even a mainstream tale. 

You’ll meet shapeshifters and zombies, dragons and aliens, families both deeply loving and horribly broken. Stories of love and tales of revenge. Future warfare and deadly technology. And at least one apocalypse. 

I didn’t arrange these stories by date written or date published, or even by genre. When I put a collection together, I try to craft the reader experience. That is subjective, for sure, but I consider several factors, including length, genre, mood, and tone. Here, you’ll find a fantasy story followed by an SF tale, a mini-epic followed by a flash piece, a disturbing story followed by a humorous one, doom followed by hope, darkness leading to light. 

The working title for this book was The Walker of the Shifting Borderland…and Other Stories after the book’s award-winning opening tale. But those titles have always struck me as unimaginative (and l-o-o-o-o-ng), plus I wanted to keep my pattern of one-word titles for collections. 

Borderlands, maybe? I liked that. Speculative fiction writers dwell in the borderlands, those spaces between our everyday world and the impossible. We explore those edges, our tales keeping a foot in both lands. Stories grounded in reality so readers can relate to something from their own world, but with a sense of wonder (even if it’s weird or horrifying) that lets them step out of that world, if only for a few pages. 

Okay, but Borderlands is the name of a video game series, plus a series of novels by John Shirley and a truly execrable movie based on those games. It’s also the name of a well-known anthology series of weird fiction edited by Thomas F. Monteleone. And then there’s Borderland, a shared-world anthology series by Terri Windling.

Well, my other collection titles were both made-up words, so with a small tweak, Borderlanz was born, with a sub-title, Tales from the Edges, because that’s where my stories come from.

One more thing. I include “afterwords” for my stories because, as a reader, I always enjoy when an author includes something extra about their stories in a collection. It could be what inspired the tale, how they came to write it, what they were trying to do with it, how it ties into their body of work, morsels concerning the story universe or a character’s backstory…or whatever. I hope you enjoy this added material, but if you don’t, well, just skip ahead to the next story. 

Welcome to the Borderlanz. I hope you enjoy your travels here.


The Walker of the Shifting Borderland

THE UNIVERSE ENDED at noon.

Again.

A very particular universe—the one that held prisoner the creature the Walker loved most in the entire Continuum. The one that held her.

At ten minutes before noon, the Walker strode out of the Shifting Borderland and into that universe. He landed, a phase shift to the left of local reality, beside a dusty two-lane highway running through a remarkably unremarkable town in a northern landmass on a planet called Earth.

He stepped forward, phase-synched and visible again, and considered the scene before him, frozen as he had left it under a cold October sky.

To the west, the Wall of Order loomed over the remains of the town, poised to resume its irresistible advance, waiting to rise row by white-bricked row to crush everything in its path.

To the east, dark funnel clouds of the Chaos Storm towered unmoving, the debris of destroyed farms and forests hanging frozen in the air as if on hooks from heaven.

Frozen also, as she faced the approaching cataclysm, stood Henka. His Henka, white cotton blouse and loose-fitting jeans pulled tight by the wind, long hair storm-blown and framing her face like a wispy black cloud.

He had faced this tableau more than a million times, but his breath still caught in his temporary and ephemeral body whenever he saw her. So beautiful. So defiant.

So doomed.

Behind Henka, a small coffee shop stood with stuccoed walls and red shingled roof. It was the only building in sight, making it the last structure in this universe. Fluorescent yellow writing covered its windows, proclaiming a coffee-and-doughnut breakfast special for a dollar ninety-nine.

Which was a pretty good deal, he mused, considering the shop currently had a lock on the market. A market of only two, though. Henka and himself.

Well, three. Odd Jack stood frozen in the shop’s doorway, where he had every right to stand, since it was his shop. At least until noon. Over a baggy sweatshirt and jeans, Jack wore a long apron, once white, but now a splotched advertisement for all the coffees he’d ever served. A Toronto Maple Leafs cap shaded his lined face but didn’t hide the cloudy whiteness of his blind eyes.

Taking his usual position beside Henka facing the oncoming destruction, the Walker flipped a switch in his mind. Time started.

And the end began. Again.

“I love you, Walker,” Henka cried above the wind’s roar, as she always did, while the spiraling blackness of the Chaos Storm devoured the countryside on its relentless approach from the east.

“I love you too,” the Walker replied as he always did, watching the brilliant white Wall of Order crush the city landscape beneath it as it marched towards them from the west.

Joining hands, they concentrated their combined powers on the approaching juggernauts, as they always did, but this time in a pattern differing slightly (but, he hoped, crucially) from previous attempts.

“Think it will work?” she cried over the Storm’s fury.

“Yes, but then I always do.”

Understanding dawned on her face. “We’ve done this before.”

He nodded.

“And I forget?”

“Every time.”

“How many times?”

“You don’t want to know.”

She considered that. “But you’ll keep trying?”

“Always and forever, my love.”

A sad smile twitched at her lips. “Well, that makes the end a little easier to take. Will I forget you too?”

“No. You remember everything up to the original start of this scene.”

“Good,” she said quietly.

In moments, Wall and Storm towered over them on either side, blocking out the sky except for a bright blue ribbon directly above. He motioned, and an energy dome appeared, shielding them from falling bricks and hurled debris.

There they stood, as always, huddled beneath the glow of the Walker’s protection as the bricks rained down and the wind howled.

“Hey, missy!”

They turned. Odd Jack still stood in the doorway, his blind eyes on them, his hand extended. “You forgot your change.”

“Not now, Jack,” the Walker yelled.

The protective barrier started to shimmer, its glow fading, growing dimmer. With a final shudder, it disappeared completely.

The Wall toppled towards them. A swirling hand of mist shot out of the Storm, reaching for Henka.

“Walker!” she cried.

“STOP!” he shouted.

The Wall froze mid-topple, the Storm mid-shriek. The world hung immobile, silent, timeless in the moment. As it always did.

The Walker picked himself up from the last patch of ground in that universe. Before him, Henka stood, a statue with a fist raised to the heavens.

He regarded her for what would have been a few seconds had time retained any meaning in that place, until the ache in his heart grew too great. “I love you,” he whispered. Then he kissed her open lips…

…and stepped out of the universe.

~~

He stood once again on the beach of silver sand beside the purple sea in the place where he lived, a place he held in his mind. And because he held it there, it existed. Existed as the infinite and ever-shifting coastline that was the Borderland between the Cities of Order and the Seas of Chaos, the two realms that between them comprised the Continuum of All. All that was, is, and ever will be.

Eons ago, he had sworn allegiance, in his way, to each of those realms. Which meant he was hated and feared by the lords of both, though few would ever say that to whatever face he might be wearing at the time.

At this moment, that face was human and male, angular and clean-shaven, with long dark hair and gray eyes, for that was how he’d looked when he’d first met Henka, which made it as good a face as any and better than most. The face sat atop a body that was tall and slim, and currently attired in a long black coat, gray t-shirt, and denim jeans over leather boots.

In the thin fingers of one hand, he held a crystal orb. He raised it to his eyes.

Inside lay the scene he had just departed, but now rewound and paused, frozen one hour before noon as time was measured there. Henka stood beside the lonely highway, the coffee shop squatting ludicrous and mundane behind her. In the distance, he could see the beginnings of the Chaos Storm and the Wall of Order—two irresistible forces caught in the moment before their advance towards a very movable object.

After one last look at her face, he sighed, then twisted his hand through a dimension only he could see. The orb vanished, sent to hide safely in a place where he kept the things most precious to him.

“Well,” he said, to the wind and the waves, “that didn’t work.” And for the first time in all the eons of trying to free her, he began to fear that he never would.

~~

Contemplating his dilemma, he strode the silver sand beside the purple sea, heading in the direction he considered south in the Shifting Borderland, his favorite metaphor for the Continuum. And since it was his metaphor, it resembled the setting where he’d first met her.

Well, almost.

To the west, instead of the gray-blue of Georgian Bay, the Seas of Chaos churned violet and violent under a storm-black sky, and creatures not entirely describable in only three dimensions formed and dissolved as rapidly as the waves.

To the east, instead of a collection of white wooden cottages, the steel spires and ivory towers of the Cities of Order rose bright and brilliant in the distance into an impossibly blue and cloudless sky.

Even he could only stretch a metaphor so far.

But beyond those minor discrepancies, this place recalled to him their first meeting, which both eased and fed his desire to free her from the frozen bubble that was both her protection and her prison.

She’d never told him her name, and he had never asked. He’d called her Henka because that was what she was. Change. Transformation. She’d laughed, saying it was as good a name as any.

He had come to the place and time where she lived because the purple waves had written words on the silver sand, words that only he could read. Those words had told him that her world (called Earth by the ephemerals that dwelt there) held the nexus of a coming change, an epic shifting between Order and Chaos. As Lord of the Borderland, he needed to decide whether to protect that change—or destroy it.

So he had journeyed to Earth. And found the nexus.

Her.

He remembered…

~~

…watching her that day, her easel set on the white sand, her hands giving birth to a watercolor stroke by stroke. And he saw how she changed those who passed. A couple, arguing, stopped to watch her paint, then walked on, arms around each other. A man, jogging purposefully, paused beside her, then left staggering, lost and dazed. Person after person. Smiles to tears, misery to joy. Confusion to purpose, plans to anarchy.

She looked at the sky, and gathering storm clouds broke up and vanished. She gazed over the calm waters of the lake, and whitecaps rose and danced.

Chaos to Order. Order to Chaos. She could touch the Balance.

She was the nexus.

As that thought formed, her eyes found him. He walked to her, and they stood staring at each other, the sound of waves and wind replacing any words they might have chosen.

The reaction of the ephemeral body he wore that day told him she was beautiful, and the way she responded that night said she found pleasure in his form as well. She filled the vast emptiness that had lived inside him since he had forsaken his two birthrights, rejecting both Chaos and Order, choosing the Borderland as his lonely home.

And he learned of her power.

Like him, she could change the Balance, order to chaos, chaos to order, but she did so unconsciously, without understanding how, as if it were a chemical reaction below thought or intent.

Sensing in her a potential for power even greater than his own, he taught her.

And brought about her doom.

For he taught her well. Her power grew. Grew too far, too fast. Grew until the Lords of the Continuum became aware of her.

And began to fear her.

~~

Still pondering how to free her, the Walker continued to walk the Borderland, reading the patterns of wave and sand, looking for signs that the balance between the Realms was shifting to a point he deemed unacceptable.

After a time, during which a galaxy formed and died in one universe, while in another, electrons barely had time to circle a nucleus, he crested a shining dune to find a tongue of the Sea cutting through the Borderland far inland towards the Cities. Whistling a tune that Henka had sung when they’d first met, he approached the new inlet.

He flipped another mental switch, and the sea-and-sand metaphor that was the Borderland vanished.

He hovered in cold black space, surrounded by star clusters. His form remained human, but composed now of space dust, spanning light years and shining with reflected starlight. Searching for the source of the disturbance, he found it—a yellow-white dwarf star in a distant galaxy. He considered the future of the star. Time rushed forward. The star expanded, glowing white then blue, then exploded outward to consume its eight planets.

He raised his galaxy-spanning arms. Time rewound. The nova and its destructive future reversed themselves. Reaching into the star, he stabilized its internal workings and restarted time. He flipped back the switch in his mind.

Once more, he stood on the beach of the Borderland. The inlet had disappeared, and the silver sand stretched unbroken before him again. He sat down facing the Sea of Chaos to wait.

Far out across the storm-raged waters, a waterspout rose. Growing and darkening, it raced towards him, the roar of its whirling winds rising to a shriek of anger.

When it was twenty yards away, he stood and raised his hands. A wall of energy pulsed from his fingertips. The waterspout struck his barrier and bounced back.

“Keiosu, Queen of Chaos, I bid you welcome,” he said, bowing low. He smiled sadly. “How are you, Mother?”

A face formed in the whirlwind, appearing and disappearing with each eye-blink rotation of the storm, a face both cruel and beautiful. “Misbegotten spawn of mine,” cried Keiosu, her words almost lost in the screaming gale. “Again, you interfere with my workings.”

“As you interfered with the life of that star.”

“The Continuum is awash with stars, child.”

“That star had planets. One was home to a sentient race.”

Another gale buffeted his shield. “Your obsession with ephemerals does not befit a Chaos Lord.”

“I am not a Chaos Lord.”

“Once you were. Come back to us, my son.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“You know why. I seek Kenkou.”

“Kenkou? Balance? Equilibrium? In the Continuum? You’re a fool. Order and Chaos exist to oppose one another and will until the End of All. The pendulum swings forever between our realms. It must.”

“Sometimes it swings too far.”

“What do you know? You’re but a child. In love with an ephemeral.”

He shrugged. “Goodbye, Mother.” He turned away.

“This girl. Why did you do it?”

For the first time, he heard pain behind her words. He considered the stormy avatar of his ever-changing mother, remembering the empty eons he’d endured after he’d turned his back on the two Realms. “I was lonely.”

Keiosu fell silent, her winds abating. “You will never free her.”

“One day I will.”

“No. You will not. I am sorry.”

The sincerity in her voice sent a chill through him. “What do you mean?” he demanded, suddenly afraid.

“Her time runs out.” With that, the waterspout swallowed the face of Keiosu and sped away across the roiling waves.

He stared at the storm-tossed seas long after his mother disappeared, a new fear growing in him. Finally, he turned and resumed his journey along the sand.

He walked until a cold crescent moon rose in the night sky, during which time empires rose and fell in one aspect of the Continuum, while in another, a neuron barely had time to fire in the forebrain of a newly sentient species.

An obstruction to the normally unbroken stretch of silver sand rose in the distance. As he drew nearer, it resolved itself into a great white building, squat and solid, spanning the Borderland from the Cities of Order far out into the Seas of Chaos. It resembled a prison.

He flipped that switch in his mind, and the Borderland vanished once more. He hovered above a torch-lit city of shacks surrounded by dense jungle and dominated by a huge pyramidal temple. Richly robed priests lined the temple’s top steps. The populace thronging the temple’s base wore filthy rags and blank expressions.

Time sped up. Images strobed past: inquisitions, purges, burnings, crusades. The religion spread across the planet. The parade of images slowed, freezing finally on a deserted city, burnt and smoldering, its streets littered with corpses.

Again, the Walker raised his arms. Again, time reversed to the initial scene. Planting certain knowledge in the minds of selected citizens, he restarted time and watched as the populace rose against the priests. The religion died before it could grow beyond that first temple in the jungle.

He flipped that mental switch. Once more, he stood in the Borderland. The white building was gone, and the beach continued uninterrupted before him again.

Turning to where the Cities of Order rose gleaming in the distance, he settled onto the silver sand to wait.

Shortly, the straight and perfect trees in the cultivated forest marking the boundary of that side of the Borderland began to shake and fall. The source of the disturbance appeared—a road, arrow-straight and gleaming white, slicing through the woods directly for him. Along it strode a huge crystalline figure, humanoid, but all straight lines and sharp edges, like a giant built from monstrous faceted diamonds.

The figure strode with perfect rhythm—one, two, one, two—no variation, no deviation, each booming footfall landing like a cosmic heartbeat.

When the road encroached on the manicured grass that ran up to the silver sand, the Walker gestured and another energy barrier sprang up. The road shattered against it, and the crystal giant halted.

Standing, the Walker bowed low. “Welcome, Tokoyo, the eternally unchanging, King of the Realm of Order.”

“You interfering pup!” Tokoyo bellowed down at him.

The Walker smiled at the colossus. “How are you, Father?”

“I gave that world order!”

“You gave it a religion.”

“I taught them beliefs.”

“You suppressed science.”

“I brought those ephemerals security and predictability.”

“You brought slavery and superstition. The stagnation of an entire race, and a planet-wide plague that science could have averted.”

Tokoyo shook his great crystal head. “Enough. Our conversations never change anything. You will continue to search for Kenkou—the balance that can never be.” The great figure turned away.

His mother’s parting words came back to him then, and with them his fear. “Wait!”

Tokoyo turned back. “Boy?”

He hesitated. But yes, it was worth it. “Give me Henka. Release her universe and all the souls in it, and I…I’ll not interfere in the workings of the Continuum for a millennium.”

Tokoyo gazed down at him, lights flashing behind his jewelled eyes. “You love this ephemeral that much?”

The Walker lowered his head. “Yes.”

His father sighed. “Then I weep for you.”

The Walker swallowed. “Why?”

“Her power is too great. Alone, you cause enough trouble. If she were freed…the two of you working together…” Tokoyo shook his head.

“But I’ve promised not to interfere. Henka would hold to that promise as well.”

“She cannot. She changes Order to Chaos, Chaos to Order, whether she wills it or not.”

“She’ll learn to control it. I’ll teach her.”

“It is too late.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think, child,” his father said, in the tone he’d once used when the Walker was a young Lord of Order. “When your mother and I realized the power your ephemeral holds, we combined our powers to bubble that universe, cutting it off from the rest of the Continuum, trapping your ephemeral inside.”

“And I bubbled it again, within your bubble.”

A smile of glowing light flickered across the crystal face. “Yes. We hadn’t expected that.”

The Walker felt a child again, thrilled at the pride in his father’s voice. He shook his head. “But you can never finish destroying her universe. I control time within my bubble. I can rewind it and keep searching for a way to free her. And eventually, I will free her. I’ll never give up.”

“Soon you will have no choice.”

“What do you mean?”

“Order and Chaos work together against you. Think what that means.” With that, the giant turned and strode back towards the Cities of Order.

“Father! If you ever loved me,” the Walker cried, “tell me what you mean!”

“Consider your world, child,” Tokoyo called. “Consider it well.”

The Walker watched until his never-changing father disappeared among the shining spires. Then, turning his back on the Cities of Order, he stared out at the fury of the Seas of Chaos, a display that better matched his mood.

Consider your world. Consider it well.

Unable to escape a feeling of approaching doom, he reached out, twisting his hand through an extra dimension. His hand vanished, reappearing with the crystal globe containing the universe of recent discussion cradled again in his palm.

He stared at the scene captured inside, rewound and frozen at the time he had chosen. He considered his world. He considered it well.

Captured. Rewound. Frozen.

Or not.

The scene had changed. Both Wall and Storm appeared higher and closer than when he had first reset time in the bubble. But more than these telltales, one sign spoke loudest of all.

Henka. How many times had he gazed into this orb just to see her again? He knew her as if she were a portrait he had drawn.

She had changed. She now stood closer to the viewer, her expression changed, her body shifted, her wind-blown hair different. The scene, he estimated, was about five minutes past where he’d frozen it.

Frozen no more. Knowing what to look for, he could now see the subtle signs of Chaos and Order working together from the bubble they had formed that contained his own.

And he understood.

They had turned Time itself against him.

Time was the most powerful tool of Chaos, the eternal force that drove the change and impermanence that was the very essence of Chaos.

But the inexorable forward movement of Time was also the most constant and universal of all the rules of Order.

Order and Chaos are working together against you.

By freezing Time in Henka’s bubbled universe, he had given his mother and father the one weapon they could both use against him.

They didn’t need to destroy his bubble. They just needed to destroy his hold on Time. And each was working in their own way to do that.

Time was slipping towards the noon hour of destruction. Destruction of that scene, that world, that universe. Destruction of everything within it—including Henka.

And he was powerless to stop it.

He stared at the white-capped waters, letting his thoughts ride the swirling storms, reliving his million attempts to free her, seeking the solution that he knew didn’t exist. He couldn’t free Henka from her bubbled world, and he could now no longer hold back time in that world. His parents would destroy an entire universe of souls just to ensure Henka’s death.

He hung his head and wept. He had no choice. No single life was worth so many.

Finally, he stood, steeled to his decision. Holding the orb before his eyes, he judged the proximity of the Chaos Storm and Wall of Order. Two hours should be long enough.

Long enough to say goodbye.

He rewound time once more. The Storm and the Wall receded into the distance as Henka walked backwards into the coffee shop. Once she was inside, he concentrated on the scene. The Borderland faded. The shop rushed towards him.

He stepped into that universe one last time.

One last time. One last goodbye. Forever.

~~

Inside the coffee shop, Henka sat at her favorite booth by the window in the back corner. She sat enjoying the warmth of the shop after the cool autumn air outside, breathing in the sweet comfort of coffee and sugar. She sat waiting. For him.

Inside, the shop always seemed larger than it should be, perhaps because, outside, the universe was now a lot smaller than it should be. Random clusters of tables with red-checkered cloths filled the front. Behind the counter stood Odd Jack, his unseeing eyes staring straight ahead, muttering to anyone who would listen, which at that moment meant her.

“In all chaos, there is a cosmos,” Jack cried. “In all disorder, a secret order. And the French roast is ready.”

Jung, she thought—except for the bit about the coffee. Odd Jack was…odd. But, she supposed, odd was to be expected at the end of the universe. She stared out the window at the advancing Storm and Wall.

Something about this seemed familiar, as if she’d lived it before. But how could that be? How many times could the universe end? How many times could you fall in love with an immortal? She checked the clock over the counter. An immortal who was late.

She could face her own death. She could even face the end of the universe—if he was with her. But without him, she couldn’t even enjoy a coffee anymore.

She heard the door open. She enjoyed a shiver of expectation, but didn’t turn from the window.

“There is a good principle,” said a familiar and beautiful voice, “that created order, light, and Man.”

She smiled. “And an evil principle,” she quoted, still not looking at him, “that created chaos, darkness…and Woman.” She stood to face him, hand on hip, head tilted. “Pythagoras, yes?”

He nodded, smiling. Staring at him, remembering how he looked all over again, she let herself believe that everything was going to be all right.

She walked to him, enjoying the way his eyes ran over her body. “Typical male, that Pythagoras. Evil principle? I am Woman, Giver of Life, Matriarch of Empires, Mother of Order.” She stopped, staring into his eyes, breathing in his smell, male and musky and tinged with that strange scent of sea and sand.

“You are Woman,” he said. “Destroyer of Hearts, Clouder of Minds, Mistress of Chaos.”

She shrugged. “It’s a gift.” Grabbing him by his shirt, she pulled him towards the booth, her lips on his, forcing her tongue deep into his mouth. “Tell me that you missed me,” she said between kisses.

“In every moment of existence,” he said, gasping in a breath when she let him, “in every realm of creation.”

Reaching the table, she swept it clean of crumpled napkins, doughnut crumbs, and a lipstick-stained coffee mug. The mug smashed on the floor, ceramic shards skittering across the tiles.

“Not chaos-like together crush’d and bruis’d,” Jack cried from behind the counter, “but as the world, harmoniously confus’d…” Beyond that remark, he ignored them.

The Walker lifted her onto the table, and they made noisy love, rattling the window over their table, their moans drowning out the rising roar of the approaching apocalypse.

After, satiated and dressed once more, they lounged in the booth, his arm draped over her shoulders, her head on his chest. She looked out the window. The Wall and the Storm were much closer. It didn’t matter. They were together again. This would end somehow—good, bad, whatever—but it would end with them together. “So, what’s the plan?”

He looked away, but not before she caught a sadness in his grey eyes she’d never seen before. He glanced back and smiled a smile that couldn’t hide what she’d seen. “To free you.”

She studied his face, trying to read something more into his words, but he was the cipher he’d always been. Finally, she asked the question she’d been afraid to ask. “Think it’ll work this time?”

“This time?” He stared at her. “You’re remembering.”

She laid her head on his chest, again. “Not everything. But I feel we’ve played this scene before.”

“I’m glad something was memorable about it.” He kissed her forehead.

She forced a smile as Odd Jack brought coffee. “Storm’s comin’,” Jack said.

“Yeah, and a big wall, too,” she replied.

“Lo, Walker,” Jack said.

The Walker raised an eyebrow. “You remember me, Jack?” She felt a thrill of fear. He was never surprised.

“You’re a hard man to forget, even when you’re first met.”

“Interesting. So, how’s life?”

Jack turned his blind eyes to the window. “We’re conceived in passion’s chaos…,” he cried, pointing with eerie accuracy at the Storm. “…and born from chemistry’s order.” He pointed to the Wall. “We return to the chaos of dust, reduced to the order of atoms.” He nodded at the scene outside. “You gonna fix that?”

The Walker smiled, but again, she caught the sadness. “Going to try.”

“And if tryin’ don’t do it?”

The Walker stared out the window. “Chaos of dust. Order of atoms. End of the world.”

Jack considered this. He shrugged. “Then coffee’s on the house.”

“No, Jack, I insist.” Reaching into a pocket, the Walker pulled out a heavy silver coin. He held it out for them to see.

The side facing up glowed faintly with a series of numbers: 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5. As she stared, more numbers appeared: 8, 13, 21, 34… She frowned. “The Fibonacci series.”

The Walker flipped the coin over. On the reverse side, a gray mist swirled into almost-shapes, glimpses of things hinted at but not revealed.

She nodded slowly. “Order and Chaos. Two sides…”

“…of the same coin,” Jack finished. “You always were one for metaphors.”

The Walker flipped the coin to Jack. “Payment in full. And one more thing….” He motioned. Jack bent down, and the Walker whispered something to him.

Jack listened, then straightened and nodded. Slipping the coin into his apron pocket, he walked back to the counter, muttering under his breath.

She mixed cream and sugar into both coffees and handed one to the Walker. “What was that about?”

He sipped his coffee. “Tell you later.”

What was he hiding? “Jack’s remembering too. We’re not supposed to, are we?”

He shook his head. “Only those who exist outside this time bubble should recall prior versions of events here.”

She hesitated, not wanting to ask but needing to know. “So what does it mean? Us remembering?”

He looked out the window again. “It means that this time…something will be different.”

“This time.” She lay against his chest. “How many times? I need to know.”

He hesitated, then sighed. “Over a million, my love.”

She tried to grasp it, to imagine him returning to her a million times. Trying to save her—and failing. Every time. A million times and, unlike her, remembering every failure.

“I’m going to remember now, too, aren’t I? I’m going to remember that you leave me at the end of this scene. I’ll remember, and I’ll wonder each time if that was the last time I’ll ever see you.”

They sat in silence for a while before she spoke again. “Promise me this will be the last time. Promise me that if this doesn’t work, you’ll just go away and let me—” She stopped. “Let things run their course.”

She expected an argument. She expected him to laugh, to tell her that everything would work out this time. She didn’t expect silence.

Finally, he turned to her. “I promise. Last try.”

“Do or die,” she whispered.

She kissed him then, hard and strong. As he kissed her back, she understood the sadness she’d seen in his eyes, understood why he hadn’t argued.

He had already made up his mind before he’d come there.

Last try. Do or die.

The building shook, dancing their cups to the table edge. Breaking off their kiss, the Walker stood up. “Time to go.”

She turned to the clock over the counter.

11:50am.

That couldn’t be right. It’d been just past ten when he’d arrived.

“No, Time,” Jack cried, suddenly standing beside her, “thou shalt not boast that I do change.” Grabbing her hand, he shoved something warm into it. “And speakin’ of change…here’s yours.”

She opened her hand to stare at the strange coin that the Walker had given Jack a moment before.

“He told me to give it to you,” Jack said. “Told me it was important for you to have it.”

She turned to ask the Walker why he hadn’t simply given it to her to begin with.

But the Walker wasn’t there.

At the front, the shop door was slowly swinging closed. Before it did, she caught a glimpse of the Walker outside, striding towards the approaching apocalypse.

“Walker!” she shouted, suddenly afraid. She looked at the clock again. 11:59am. Nine minutes had passed in seconds. What was happening? She started towards the door, but Jack grabbed her arm.

“Let me go!” she cried.

Jack shook his head. “He told me to tell you one more thing—the thing he couldn’t bear to tell you himself.”

She struggled to break free, but his grip was like a vise. “What!? Tell me, Jack. Tell me now!”

He looked at her, tears streaming from his blind eyes. “He told me to tell you…goodbye.”

And she understood.

Last try. Do or die.

Jack let go. She ran, knowing she was too late.

~~

She burst from the shop. Before her lay the familiar scene —Wall and Storm towering to the sky, the Walker’s tiny energy dome rising over the shop, shielding them from the rain of bricks and the fury of the winds.

All was as it always was, she now knew, before the end of the universe. Except for one thing.

The Walker no longer stood by her side.

He stood, instead, before his barrier. He motioned with one hand. An opening appeared before him in the energy wall. The winds rushed in, screaming banshee
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