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THE WALKER OF THE SHIFTING BORDERLAND
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The Walker is a child of the two Realms of the Continuum, a prince of Order and of Chaos—and a rebel against both. When he falls in love with an ephemeral, a mortal woman who is the key to the balance between the Realms, he triggers a struggle for her life—and the fate of her universe.

~~

“A very different sort of tale. ... A cosmic story of gods which seems to be inspired by the works of Michael Moorcock, and I think he would not be ashamed of it.”

—SF Crowsnest Reviews

“A tale of epic love when a mortal gets caught between a battle of the gods. Smith reminds us that we have the potential to change the world around us and that self-sacrifice can be a means of making the world around us better.”

—Speculating Canada

“The descriptions here have cosmic sweep…”

—Locus Online
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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
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