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        …  And, for the sage,

        Let spear-grass and the spiteful thistle wage

        War on his temples. Do not all charms fly

        At the mere touch of cold philosophy?

        There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:

        We know her woof, her texture; she is given

        In the dull catalogue of common things.

        Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings,

        Conquer all mysteries by rule and line,

        Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine⁠—

        Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made

        The tender-person’d Lamia melt into a shade.

        —John Keats, Lamia (Part II, lines 227–238)
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            A Fool’s Errand

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia

      Corpses don’t decay in the cold. Thus, I don’t know how long Lester Briggs has been dead, dangling in the dark from a pipe in his office. Not that he looks at all lifelike; his formerly brown face is tinged with purple and his eyes stare unseeingly off into oblivion; and that’s to say nothing of the frost that has gathered upon his body.

      To my untrained eye, his death looks like a suicide, like he’d climbed onto the chair now lying on its side by his feet and hanged himself with a fibre-optic cable.

      I’d never really known Lester all that well; he’d been a PhD student of Maxime Constantin, one of the professors in the plasma-physics group. I saw him at seminars, exchanged a word or two at receptions or the occasional party  …  but I couldn’t have told you where he’d come from, or what he was like, or even what he’d been researching.

      And now he’s dead. Alone and unmourned in the dark.

      “You poor man,” I whisper. “You poor, poor man.”

      I lower my flashlight from his face and wonder what to do with him. It seems wrong to leave him here, but the ground outside is frozen solid and I don’t want to waste wood cremating him. The idea of warming myself or cooking food over his pyre seems utterly macabre. At the very least, I can let him down, close his eyes, and cross his hands over his chest—assuming his arms will bend.

      I’ve never touched a corpse before. I’d never even seen one until a few weeks ago, and I would be lying if I said I wasn’t daunted by the prospect.

      I set my axe down on a nearby desk and shrug my backpack off of my shoulders, retrieving my utility knife from a side compartment. Then, I climb onto the desk and stand upright, flashlight clenched between my teeth so that I can work with both hands. I manage to cut through the cord with relative ease, and Lester’s body drops to the floor with a crack-clunk!

      There’s a moment of silence. And then something stirs in the darkness, making my heart skip a beat.

      “Who’s there?” I demand.

      “Professor Chen, is that you?”

      It’s all that I can do not to scream. The voice sounds like Lester’s—or what I remember him sounding like—but seems to come from every point in the room at once.

      “Professor, where are we? I can’t see anything.”

      “Who are you?” I demand, whirling my flashlight around.

      “  …  I’m Lester Briggs.”

      My flashlight beam throws up a phantasmagoria of shadows, but the pitch-black office is just as empty as I’d supposed.

      “You know me, Professor!”

      “Lester Briggs is dead!” I exclaim, casting my flashlight onto the corpse’s face. He is indeed Lester; and he is indeed very, very dead.

      There’s silence from the darkness, just long enough to make me entertain the idea that some combination of hunger, stress, and sleep deprivation made me imagine the whole thing.

      “Oh.”

      “Who are you?” I demand again.

      “I  …  ” the voice begins. “I thought I was Lester. I—forget things. Everything’s been so strange lately.”

      “Lester is dead.”

      “Yes. I remember that now. I did that, didn’t I? But now it  …  all seems like a dream.”

      “You killed Lester?”

      “I killed myself. Lester killed myself. He—I  …  ” The voice trails off.

      “You mean to tell me that you’re”—I take a split second to acculture myself to the idea—“some kind of ghost?”

      “I was  …  confused,” the voice says, ignoring my question. “I’d spent so many hours down here. So many days. I’d been doing my thesis for five years. But my experiments stopped working. And then CERN held that press conference and said that it wasn’t real anymore—that everything had changed and nothing I’d worked on mattered. So I lost it. I must have been so angry—I don’t remember what it felt like. Like it happened to another person. I remember going to my office, tying the cord around my neck and—oh. Oh God.

      “Professor?” the voice—Lester—asks after a pause. “Am I in Hell?”

      I feel a shiver go down my spine. It was a suggestion I’d heard some people make at the shelter, but I’d rejected it on principle and wasn’t about to start entertaining it now.

      “You’re not in Hell, Lester,” I say firmly. “You’re in your office.”

      “I’m a ghost,” he says plainly.

      “I think so. Yes.”

      “Oh.”

      There’s another pause and then: “Ghosts aren’t real.”

      “No,” I agree with a sigh. “But there’s a lot of that going around these days.”

      “Dr. Chen?”

      “Yes?”

      “Could you show me  …  me again?”

      It takes me a moment to parse the request. “You mean, your—um  …  ” I struggle to think of a delicate way to say corpse. “Remains?”

      “Yeah.”

      I shine my flashlight back down until it plays over the stony face.

      Lester is silent for a moment—morbidly fascinated, I suppose. “Oh God,” he mutters. “Oh God, oh God. Just look at that. Jesus God on high.”

      I’m actually trying very hard not to look at it.

      “Turn it off! Oh God, turn it off!”

      I bring the flashlight up, plunging the corpse back into the darkness.

      “Oh, I really fucked up this time  …  ”

      “It  …  doesn’t look great, honestly,” I mumble. “But you know  …  ”

      I have no idea how to finish the sentence. Every cloud has a silver lining? You’re always deadest just before the dawn? Any option just sounds ridiculously trite.

      “Well, at least things probably can’t get any worse,” I say finally.

      “Fuck!” Lester bellows, loudly enough that I practically jump out of my skin. I hear a thud issuing from somewhere in the dark. “I am an idiot! I am such an idiot!”

      “No!” I insist. “No, you’re just  …  ” I make a vague hand gesture. “Depressed, I guess. Happens to the best of us.”

      I force a smile, though my nerves are all over the place. Lester may be a ghost, but he’s also a fellow human being in emotional turmoil. I have no idea how to talk to either of those things.

      The ghost is quiet for a time. Then he blurts: “Take it away, please.”

      “The remai⁠—”

      “Yes! Take it away. Please.”

      “Where  …  do you want me to take it?”

      “Anywhere! For God’s sake, just  …  take it away!”

      A moment later, his tone is more conciliatory. “Sorry,” he murmurs. “I just⁠—”

      “It’s alright,” I reply. “I understand.”
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        * * *

      

      The problem, of course, is that I don’t understand. Not at all, about anything.

      We physicists liked to say that the universe could still surprise us, but we never really meant it. “Surprises” were supposed to come in the data: a subatomic particle behaving aberrantly; a galaxy three billion lightyears away giving off an unexpected radiation profile. Not technology arbitrarily ceasing to function for no reason. Not magic or fairies or fucking ghosts whispering to us in the dark.

      The “Shift”, as we’d come to call it, had come over the world gradually. It’s difficult to say precisely when it began—there’d always been a certain “background noise” of unexplained happenings going on in the world, low enough in frequency and intensity that you could ignore it, or reassure yourself that any given instance would prove to be a hoax or have some obscure-but-rational explanation if you just took the time to look into it. And when this background noise started to pick up, the obvious explanation had still been deception: fake news, post-truth politics, new technologies making it easier to doctor video than ever before. Even when an epidemic of disappearances had broken out, it had been easy to assume that it was just mass-media hype: your standard moral panic about traffickers. Electricity and the Internet had started going out and we blamed deregulation; well-established experiments started churning out anomalous results and we blamed planned obsolescence by equipment manufacturers; fish had rained from the sky and we’d blamed climate-change-induced waterspouts.

      And then a dragon the size of a Hercules plane had landed on Fort Knox and claimed it as its treasure hoard, and suddenly our explanations had failed us.

      Everything had fallen apart quickly after that. Markets collapsed; riots broke out due to runs on consumer goods; in Switzerland, CERN held a press conference to announce that the laws of physics seemed to have changed—though they couldn’t say how. The last international news that I’d heard before the power had crapped out once and for all had been about a mysterious army of glassy-faced figures in shining armour, coming out of nowhere to march on Washington, D.C. Three days after that, I’d personally gotten to watch a similar army marching on Parliament Hill here in Ottawa, bringing an unnatural winter in its wake.

      It’s difficult to overstate the shock of it. On Monday of that week, I had been living in a rational universe governed by perfect, inviolable mathematical laws. By Saturday, I’d become a vassal of someone called the Winter Queen, and reality itself seemed to bow to the whims of petty tyrants.

      And now, two weeks later, I am cold, I am hungry, and ghosts are real.
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        * * *

      

      Lester had always been a large man, and in death, he’s also as stiff as a frozen fish stick. But I manage to stand the body upright, and by swaying him side-to-side, I “walk” him out the door and down the hall. In the beam of my flashlight—which I hold, uncomfortably, between clenched teeth—I recognize the door to a storage closet a couple of metres farther down. I should still have the key, and it seems as good a place as any to stash the body; I can’t very well leave him in the hallway where I might trip over him in the dark.

      I lean Lester against the closet door as I fumble with the lock; my hands tremble slightly with emotions I refuse to let myself feel, but at last I turn the handle and the door swings inward. Lester falls in along with it, and I am not fast enough to ease his descent. He collides face-first with the concrete floor, making a sickening crack! If the sound is anything to go by, his flesh has gone brittle.

      Don’t think about it.

      I nudge the fallen body sight-unseen with my boot, slowly moving its legs off to one side. And then I slam the door shut.

      Shit.

      I feel an immediate urge to wash my hands—continuously and for several hours. Instead, I settle for shaking them vigorously, which has the effect of giving free rein to a full-body case of the heebie-jeebies. That was a dead body! I just walked a real live, dead body down the hall, at the insistence of its ghost! How the hell did this become normal!?

      Get a grip, Julia!

      I run my fingers repeatedly through my greasy, unkempt hair and draw in a deep breath. Ghost. Right. Ghosts are real. Add that to the list. Life and death had seemed like a pretty fundamental distinction, but hey, what do I know? Hell, it probably takes some of the pressure off! I mean, I’ve been scouring the grad offices for whatever scraps of food I can find, but why should a little thing like not dying be a priority anymore? Hahaha.

      Deep breath.

      Okay.

      It occurs to me that there might still be food in Lester’s office; in the shock of finding him there, I’d neglected to check. A box of Twinkies; a bag of sour peaches in someone’s desk; maybe even a minifridge, and whatever grad students kept in it. One could dream.

      Yet I hesitate. The world is positively rotten with mysteries these days, but I’ve never encountered one so close-up.

      But that’s the point, isn’t it? Everything may be chaos now, but it will make sense. It will make sense.

      I knock on his door.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello? Lester? Are you still there?”

      “Am I anywhere?” he responds dismally.

      “Hah. Fair question, I guess. Um.” I stand, awkwardly holding the door open and scanning the room with my flashlight. Notwithstanding the room’s recent history, it was your standard grad student office: windowless, beige, and covered in papers.

      “  …  Yes?”

      “Well, I apologize for the interruption, but um, you don’t happen to have any food in there, eh?”

      “Food?”

      “Yes. It’s just I’m getting a bit short of it out here. Every little bit helps.”

      “And you figure I don’t need it anymore.”

      I suck in a breath. It hadn’t occurred to me that I might be committing a microaggression against the dead.

      “No, I have no food,” Lester says by way of ending my embarrassment.

      “Ah. Well. Thanks for checking. Sorry to disturb your, sorry to disturb.”

      “Wait.”

      My gloved hand freezes on the doorhandle. “Yes?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Well, like I said, I’m scrounging for food⁠—”

      “No. Why are you here at the university?”

      I pause. “Well  …  I don’t really have anywhere else to be,” I reply. “No family in the city. No tight-knit friend groups.”

      No one to turn to when the world ends, I think without saying.

      “No one else is here,” Lester observes.

      “Well, there are a few thousand people sheltering at the stadium,” I correct. “But not here, no. Not in the STEM complex.”

      “Because it’s worthless now.”

      “That  …  appears to be the consensus, yes.”

      The pedantic part of my brain wants to argue that there had been some concern in the Shift’s early days about looters stealing some of the lab equipment for precious metals—but of course, that’s not what he means.

      “Worthless like me.”

      I’m not sure how to respond to that. Finally, I just decide to state the obvious: “Me too, I guess.”

      I smile without humour into the void.

      “Sometimes I think I should just make for the border,” I add, my voice ringing out against the silence. “I’ve heard that it’s still summer in the States. Maybe their new ‘gentry’ are nicer all around, who knows.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      I hesitate, trying to decide how much I feel like admitting to him. Even at this late date, I worry that a full explanation, if spoken aloud, will sound insane—not least of all to me. More than that, it will make me sound at best like a fool and at worst like a vacillating coward. Generalities it is, then.

      “I’m a theoretical physicist,” I say at last. “I’ve spent my entire academic life speculating about new physics—beyond the standard model. And, well  …  ” I raise a hand expansively. “Looks like we’ve found some, eh? Seems like the university is the best place to be!”

      “Physics is dead.”

      I wince. I probably should have expected the nihilistic interpretation from a suicide victim; God knows, I’d heard enough of it from laypeople at the Emergency Shelters. Fortunately, I think I’m on relatively solid ground, at least about this one issue.

      “I’ve heard that theory,” I say, forcing a smile. “Personally, I’m trying to take a more optimistic view. Physics isn’t dead, it’s just become interesting again.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s dead,” returns Lester. “CERN said it. My experiment stopped working. The power went down. And by rights, I shouldn’t even be here talking to you.”

      “And yet the sun still went up at 5:27 this morning.”

      Lester says nothing. It occurs to me after a beat that my statement might come across as a bit of a non sequitur, so I add: “That’s when it’s supposed to come up. Assuming it’s July 13th, which is what the calendar says.”

      Lester seems to chew on this information. “July,” he echoes at length. “It’s not winter?”

      “Magic says it’s winter,” I assert. “Nature says it’s still summer.”

      Another long pause. “Oh.”

      “And it’s not just the sunrise,” I add, finally stepping into the office and letting the door close behind me. “As far as I can see, everything about the sky says that it’s July 13th and the Shift never happened. The sun rises when it should and sets when it should. The constellations are summer constellations: Hercules, Pegasus, Aquila—you can see them all very clearly now that there’s no light pollution, all at the right altitude and azimuth. Um  …  it’s a new moon, just like it should be⁠—”

      “You’re saying the Shift hasn’t happened in space.”

      I nod. “Or at least it doesn’t affect the things we see in space. But  …  it’s not just that either. The electricity doesn’t work, so we say that magic’s interfering with it; but our nervous systems are electrical, and they’re working just fine⁠—”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “Well  …  yes,” I concede. “But I mean  …  in general. And I’m not falling through the floor, so presumably Newton’s Third Law is still in effect⁠—”

      “So  …  what then?” Lester interrupts, and, for the first time, his tone sounds not entirely disaffected. “Physics is still around, but magic is just  …  there on top of it?”

      I consider my words carefully. “I think it’s more like  …  the laws of physics are different from what we thought they were. Like, there’s some  …  secret ‘higher-order’ term in the equations that we can safely ignore most of the time, but which something caused to flare up recently, giving rise to the, uh, phenomenology that we call ‘magic’.” I pause. “Or at least  …  that’s my working hypothesis.”

      “Makes sense, I guess.”

      I smile somewhat and adjust my glasses. I have to admit that it’s nice to have an actual sounding board for my ideas. Even if he is dead.

      “But what happened?” he blurts.

      “Eh?”

      “I mean, if that’s true, like you said, and there’s some kind of  …  ‘theory of magic’  …  what caused it to activate?”

      “I, uh  …  don’t know at this stage,” I admit, and then brighten. “That’s one of the things I’m hoping to find out.”

      “But you know how to figure it out, at least.”

      “Not  …  as yet,” I say. “But I’ve been combing through the theoretical literature. I figure maybe I’ll find some incidental references to the possibility of  …  sudden, dramatic shifts in the laws of reality that might be relevant to our current situation. I mean, already I’ve been reading up on false-vacuum decay; you know, spontaneous symmetry breaking  …  ”

      “And those things would allow dragons?”

      I feel a flush rise to my cheeks. “Maybe.” I slide my hands into my gloved pockets. “I may have some  …  other leads, as well.”

      As I speak, my mind drifts up to that other room a few floors above us: a radioactivity lab empty to all external appearances. But as Lester himself can attest, appearances can be deceiving these days  …

      “Like?”

      I open my mouth, then close it, reconsidering. “You, uh  …   You really want me to get into it, eh?”

      Lester says nothing for a moment. “I guess. I don’t have anything else to do.”

      “No, I suppose you don’t,” I mutter, looking down. I draw in a deep breath. “Alright. The truth is that my main intention upon returning to this university was to  …  ” I shut my eyes. “To kidnap and interrogate Rumpelstiltskin.”

      My words hang for a long moment in the frigid air. I had expected to feel embarrassed to say it out loud, like a madwoman giving voice to her delusions. Even with everything that had happened—even when talking to a bloody ghost—the statement still had the ring of certifiability to me. But now that it’s out in the open, I feel  …  relieved, I suppose. Giddy, even. The world’s gone mad and now the professor has joined the party. I look to the darkness, awaiting Lester’s reply.

      “Who?”

      I furrow my brow. “You know. The fairy tale character. Spins straw into gold, steals children  …  ”

      “Not ringing any bells.”

      “I guess they don’t have that one where you come from? Sorry, I just assumed that this sort of thing was common knowledge to anyone who grew up in a Western country. Rumpelstiltskin, Three Billy Goats Gruff, Hansel and Gretel⁠—”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s not important,” I murmur.

      “But he’s a character.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But he’s real now.”

      “Well  …  ” I sigh. “It’s a bit ambiguous. It’s kind of a long story.”

      A pause. “I have nothing but time.”

      I purse my lips. “Well. If I’m going to stay here, I need something to burn.”
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        * * *

      

      “It was about a month and a half ago,” I begin, warming my hands by the light of a small, smoky fire that I’d built in an aluminum wastepaper basket beside the opened door. “This was  …  well into the Shift, but before any respectable person could talk about it in anything other than vague pronouncements. ‘Lots of weird news lately.’ That kind of thing. I’d, uh, been prepping to present a radioactivity lab to some third-year undergrads. Just a simple experiment, really: popping a sample of Caesium-137 into the detector and mapping the spectrum of gamma-ray emissions. You probably did it yourself when you were an undergrad.”

      “  …  I must have.”

      I nod. “Easy-peasy-lemon-squeezy, then. But this time, as I sat down to perform the experiment, I found  …  nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Well, not precisely nothing, I suppose. The apparatus was set up properly; the detector was on, and there was the usual background of cosmic radiation  …  but nothing else. No spectrum. No peaks, no plateaus. No evidence of radioactivity.”

      I shift about in my chair. “So naturally my first supposition had been the most obvious: I’d forgotten to put the sample in the detector. And so I opened up the chamber to look. Well, the sample was there. But now  …  there’s this card there too. A, uh, business card. Actually, I’ve brought it with me...”

      I fish around in the pockets of my oversized parka and withdraw the card, which is printed on high-grade paper and embossed with gold to an extent well beyond the limits of good taste. The inscription reads:

      
        
          [image: TRANSMUTATION ISN’T FREE!           I can spin straw into gold and caesium into barium           Knock five times on the counter in Room 1L03            to ask about my very low rates!]
        

      

      “You can read that, I assume,” I ask into the darkness, holding my flashlight over the gilded letters.

      “Yeah,” answers Lester. “Weird.”

      “That’s what I thought too. That, and that it must have been someone’s idea of a practical joke—even if I had no idea how they were pulling it off. So I looked around the room, assuming that they must have been in hiding, and said ‘Who do you think you are, Rumpelstiltskin?'”

      “Your fairy tale character.”

      I nod. “Anyways, that, apparently, was the wrong thing to say because at that point, all hell breaks loose. There’s this horrible, horrible howling sound coming from all around me, and what’s even worse is that the radiation detector starts chittering like mad. So I run, basically on instinct. I bolt for the door and slam it shut behind me—probably saving my life in the process. And I go to the laboratory director, to tell him what took place.”

      I chuckle slightly, despite myself. “I, uh, left out the part about the card, of course. I guess  …  reporting weird anomalies is one thing, but telling everyone that a storybook character tried to nuke you is something altogether different. I’m um  …  ” I scratch my head. “Well, to own the truth, I’m a little offended that such a thing can happen now, honestly.”

      Lester seems to absorb this. “I remember the laboratory wing being shut down for an afternoon. Guys in hazmat suits.”

      “Yes,” I agree. “The ministry of public safety got involved. Except by the time that they showed up, the radiation levels had died down. Only  …  the caesium sample had turned entirely to barium. That should have taken over a hundred years. He—or whoever this entity is—did it in a matter of minutes. I’ve been carrying his card ever since.”

      “And this is the guy that you want to summon,” says Lester. “This guy who tried to kill you.”

      “Want is a strong word,” I reply. I look down into the trash can, where the fire has burned down to a smattering of red-glowing embers. “Or maybe  …  not strong enough. Need, perhaps.”

      “Why?”

      I frown, taking up a fresh wad of papers from the desk behind me. “It’s  …  hard to explain. Frustration, I suppose, most of all.”

      “Guess I know that feeling.”

      “Hm.”

      I lay the papers in the bin. “There were kids at the emergency shelter who could heat things with their mind—to the point of combustion. I didn’t even believe that it was real at first. Does that sound crazy? I mean, I can almost countenance the idea of invaders from a parallel universe—or wherever the hell they come from—shrugging off thermodynamics, but  …  ”

      “Not kids?”

      “No.” My mouth draws into a line. “But it was real. They even taught other people. I tried to learn it—for about six hours. I failed.”

      I peer back into the bin and sigh. “I don’t think this is catching.”

      “But your story.”

      “Oh, yeah. Well, there’s not really that much more to it,” I say. “Basically, it, uh, came to my attention that the language of reality has changed. A child can apparently learn the new language with ease. But I—a tenure-track physicist with more than 3,000 citations on ResearchGate and a PhD from MIT—cannot. That’s when I remembered the card.”

      I reach down and set the papers ablaze with my barbecue lighter, basking in the renewed flood of light and heat. Now if only I had a hotdog  …

      “That was my thesis,” says Lester.

      I feel a jolt of horror as I see the flames engulf the pages. “Oh! Oh my God, I’m so sorry⁠—”

      “All it’s good for now.”

      I settle uneasily back into my seat.

      “So how did it go?” Lester asks after a moment. “I assume you tried to summon him.”

      I open my mouth. “Not  …  as such,” I admit. “Every time I try, I, uh—psych myself out.”

      “But that is what you’re here for, isn’t it?”

      “In theory,” I reply. “In practice  …  ” My expression darkens. “It turns out, I’m kind of a coward.”

      Lester apparently has nothing to say to that. For a long while, I just stare into the fire, listening to it crackle. Finally, I watch it die.

      “Well,” I say at last, rising to my feet. “I guess I shouldn’t keep you.”

      “Wait.”

      I pause.

      “I—don’t want to be alone. Not after  …  you know.”

      I glance sympathetically into the dark. “You could come with me, if you like.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t think I can. I don’t think that that’s how  …  being a ghost  …  works.”

      “No, I suppose it wouldn’t be,” I say softly.

      Suddenly a thought occurs to me. “But how do you know that?”

      “Eh?”

      “How do you know you can’t leave?”

      “Well, it  …  I just don’t have a body, you know? Like I’m not moving around, I’m just  …  here.”

      “Lester,” I say carefully. “Would you consent to an interview?”

      “Interview? Yeah, I guess, but why⁠—”

      “Well, please don’t take this the wrong way, but  …  your existence is classically impossible. You’re a sentient, interactive aberration of the laws of physics.”

      A pause. “You sure know how to flatter a guy.”

      “Sorry. But I mean  …  how many anomalies can you just sit down and talk to? It’s like receiving a slow pitch from God!”

      “Well,” says Lester after a moment, “I guess I’m not exactly a ‘rumpelstiltskin’ or whatever. But I’ll try to answer your questions.”

      “Thank you.”

      With that, I set about to interview the ghost.
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            The Honourable Member

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles

      Most tourists are surprised to learn that Canada is one of the Western world’s oldest continuous monarchies. Hell, half the time, Canadians ourselves don’t remember that we, technically, have a monarchy—or, at least, we didn’t remember before the Shift. I bet we remember now.

      First, it was the Kings of France, who made Canada their colony in the 1530s; Sovereignty passed to Great Britain in 1763 after the Seven Years’ War, neatly allowing us to sit out both Cromwell’s Republic and the French Revolution, meaning that we’ve had a monarchy longer than either of our European mother countries. Then, with the Statute of Westminster in 1931, Canada finally got its own legally distinct Crown—albeit, one that “just so happened” to be worn by the exact same person who wore the British and Australian ones. But French or British or Canadian, absolute or ceremonial, willingly or unwillingly, the fact remains that, for nearly five centuries, the land now known as Canada has been under the continuous rule of a King or Queen. And each and every one of them eyes me haughtily from out of their oil portraits as I walk through the Senate foyer in the Centre Block of Parliament. The world may have changed—reality itself may have changed—but Canada, against all odds, remains a monarchy.

      I haven’t been to Parliament since the capitulation, and our new “Gentry” look like they’ve done some redecorating. Like most of Ottawa these days, the Centre Block’s Gothic-Revivalist walls are thick with frost; but here, at least, it’s artisanally arranged in a delicate whorl pattern, filling the space with an ethereal glow to replace the now-useless electric lights. The craftsman in me is impressed—these Fairies have a decent sense of aesthetics. The elected representative in me, on the other hand, is disgusted that they’ve given themselves something so pretty when their new subjects are starving.

      A couple of soldiers—tall, pale blue in colour, and with faces that look like they were hand-sculpted from ice by snobby angels—glare down at me. I guess that schlubby, working-class-looking guys must clash with the Look they’re going for in this fine establishment. And I’m wearing my best tie!

      I put on my friendliest smile, the one I save for people who really hate me, and approach one of them. “Good afternoon, gents,” I say, extending a hand that the Fairy, quite pointedly, does not take. “I’m Chuck Oakes, Member of Parliament for North Saskatchewan–Athabasca, here for the new Governor General’s installation⁠—”

      “We know who you are,” the Fairy replies in such a tone as to imply, probably accurately, that this is the sole reason why he hasn’t parted my head from my shoulders.

      “Fantastic! Can I go into the Senate Chamber now, or⁠—”

      “No. You will wait with the other parliamentarians.”

      “Oh. Well, in that case, can you tell me where everyone is?”

      My interlocutor thrusts a finger violently toward a hallway at left.

      “Great! Thanks, buddy!” I flip him an enthusiastic finger gun and set off in the direction indicated.
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        * * *

      

      I find the other parliamentarians in what used to be one of the Committee Rooms. What few of them there are, anyway. At dissolution, there were 338 seats in the House of Commons and 105 in the Senate, but barely sixty people look to be here today.

      “You look awfully chipper, Mr. Oakes,” greets Byron McFeely, a career stuffed-shirt from New Brunswick who was appointed to the Senate sometime in the 1980s and who hasn’t had a single independent thought since then.

      “I’m crying on the inside,” I tell him, which sounds like a hackneyed joke but is an accurate summation of my mood. “Where’s the Prime Minister?”

      “The PM is unable to join us today,” intones Oscar Cloutier, the Industry Minister—and, by the looks of things, the only Member present from the Government’s front bench. Cloutier is famous for his fashion sense: his well-tailored business suits and well-coiffed, well-manicured appearance. GQ did a profile of him one time. Today, he sports a fashionable five o’clock shadow and a suit that looks a size or two too large for him. That, more than anything else, drives home just how screwed we are.

      “What my learned colleague means is that the Prime Minister ran away,” says Heidi Hiscox, the Official Opposition’s critic for some minor portfolio I can’t be arsed to remember.

      “Much like your own leader, isn’t that right?” challenges a Government backbencher (his name might be Koontz?) from some riding in British Columbia.

      “For your information, my leader was off dialoguing with constituents in his riding when the power stopped working! Not like yours, who hopped on the first⁠—”

      “Order!” someone shouts. I turn to see Rupi Dhaliwal, one of my own caucus colleagues, who has taken to standing on a chair. The word triggers a Pavlovian reaction among the assembled parliamentarians, who hush their arguments, if only for a moment.

      “What, are you Speaker of the House now?” demands Koontz.

      “Yes!” Dhaliwal declares, and I am impressed by how much volume she can get out of such a petite body. “Anyone have a problem with that?”

      No one raises their hand, which I guess indicates universal acclimation under the present circumstances.

      Oscar Cloutier seizes the opportunity: “Ladies and gentlemen, mesdames et messieurs,” he oozes, stepping out in front of Rupi.

      “The Speaker recognizes the Honourable Member for Beauregard,” she hastens to say.

      Cloutier nods at her appreciatively. “This is not the time for partisan rancour. Look around you! Our country is occupied! Our people are starving! Reality itself is broken, and the Prime Minister is gone. If ever there was a time for a national unity government, this is it.”

      “Under you, no doubt,” calls Hiscox.

      “I appear to be the senior member on the Government bench. With the Prime Minister gone, I am his acting successor according to Orders in Council.”

      “Hold on!” Hiscox exclaims. “We have more members here! If anyone is to act as Prime Minister, it should be one of us!” This triggers a chorus of agreements from the Official Opposition, which does indeed seem to outnumber the Government. But I can see that there’s a flaw in her reasoning, and as much as I might dislike Cloutier, he is in the right.

      “Point of order,” I say, raising my hand.

      “The Speaker recognizes the Honourable Member for umm  …  ”

      “North Saskatchewan–Athabasca,” I whisper.

      “For North Saskatchewan–Athabasca!”

      “Thank you, Ms. Speaker,” I say, hoping to instil some sense of decorum. “As you know, I don’t have a horse in this race. My party doesn’t have precedent, or the most MPs on our side; we have no claim to the Government. But for the record, Monsieur Cloutier has the law on his side. Regardless of who has the most MPs, the Government is appointed by the Governor General. The outgoing GG named Monsieur Cloutier’s party the Government, and the outgoing PM’s Orders in Council make him acting Prime Minister.”

      “But the Governor General is gone,” protests an Opposition backbencher whose name I can’t recall.

      “Order!” cries Rupi.

      “In fact, the new Governor General will be arriving within two hours,” says Cloutier, his smugness returned despite his shabby appearance. “Until such a time as she says otherwise, the current Government stands.”

      “What, the Fairy Viceroy!?” demands Hiscox. She catches herself and then, in a lower voice, adds: “The Gentry are lunatics! I hear that the new self-styled King of America is using the President as a human mount!”

      “Pas une grosse perte,” mutters a Government backbencher, tactlessly but also accurately.

      “Nevertheless,” says Cloutier, “our capitulation was legal. That means that the Winter Queen is now legally our Head of State, and her Viceroy will soon be our Governor General.”

      “I can’t believe you’re sticking to a strict interpretation of the law, given everything that’s happened!”

      “Given everything that’s happened,” I pipe in, “the law is the only thing we have left.”

      “Order!” exclaims Dhaliwal. “The member’s legal argument is sound. The Speaker accepts Oscar Cloutier as acting Prime Minister.”

      I’m not strictly certain that the Speaker has the authority to do that, but it seems good enough for most people here. Even Hiscox grumblingly stands down once it becomes clear the matter has been decided.

      “Now then,” says Cloutier, “I have raised the matter of a national-unity government. Who agrees?”

      Most people—myself included—put their hands up immediately, though there are a few stragglers (I might call them “idiots” if I were anything less than a gentleman) who raise their hands only once they see which way the wind is blowing.

      “Good,” says Cloutier. “Then we’ll put up a united front when we talk to the new GG.”

      Our meeting continues for another half-hour, during which we formulate our policy objectives. There’s pretty broad agreement on these, as one might expect: immediate food aid for the Canadian people, as well as a resumption of normal weather patterns. Over the longer term, we want electricity, heating, transport, and communications restored. We are just in the process of discussing public education in magic when the door swings violently open.

      A single Fairy guard—relatively small in stature, but still no doubt able to kill every last human in the room—struts inside, helmet tucked under his arm.

      “Your presence is required in the Senate Chamber,” he announces. With these words uttered, he spins on his heel and marches out of the room.

      For a moment, not one person moves. And then Senator McFeely, of all people, clears his throat. “Well, I don’t know about you—but I don’t want to be late.”
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        * * *

      

      “Would you care to walk with me, Mr. Oakes?” Oscar Cloutier asks as we file out the door.

      “Certainly,” I shrug. “To what do I owe this unexpected honour, Mr. Acting Prime Minister?”

      “Gratitude,” he replies, either failing to notice or choosing to ignore my sarcastic tone. “And curiosity. We’ve had our share of differences politically, and I’ve never gotten the impression that you liked me much as a person. So why did you stand up for me back there?”

      “Because I meant what I said about the law,” I reply. “Right now, it really is all we have.”

      “That’s a surprisingly conservative perspective. Aren’t you supposed to be a radical?”

      “I am,” I reply. “But I mean it literally. Right now we have no food; no weapons; no idea of how to even fight, for God’s sake. They could wipe us out to a man, woman, or child if they wanted to. Literally the only thing that stands between us and annihilation is our constitutional order and the desperate, flailing hope that the new Viceroy gives a flying fuck about it, pardon my French. And if we want her to take it seriously, we need to show her that we take it seriously. Which means”—I sigh—“you for Prime Minister.”

      Cloutier releases a smug little closed-mouth chuckle at this response. Then he lays a hand on my shoulder. “I want you to come with me when we present our demands to the new Governor General.”

      I pause. “Are you sure that we want to present them as ‘demands’? I mean, we have no leverage⁠—”

      “That’s exactly why we need to be uncompromising. We must show them that we’re unbroken and unbowed.”

      “We’ve already capitulated!” I insist in a whisper. “We don’t even know the lay of the land with this GG! Is it really wise to immediately stake out an adversarial relationship?”

      Cloutier’s lips form a tight, humourless smile. “Why don’t you leave the business of governing to those of us who have actually been in government?”

      He walks on ahead without me. Arrogant bastard.

      We pass into the Senate Chamber and here, too, the Fairies have been redecorating. The first thing I notice is the throne against the wall opposite. There was a throne there before the conquest too, of course—the Governor General would sit in it during her annual speech at the opening of Parliament—but it was more like a fancy chair, carved from wood with plush red upholstery. It was the sort of “throne” that you would expect for a constitutional monarchy that’s culturally allergic to ostentatiousness. This, though, is a Throne. It is ornately carved from ice, or glass, or perhaps even diamond, and gleaming with swirls of red gold and inlaid rubies; and it sits tantalizingly empty, awaiting the arrival of its anticipated occupant. About a dozen or so armoured knights stand clustered around it, some carrying banners of various colours. They look more ceremonial than combat-ready, but I don’t doubt that they could kill the lot of us if they wanted to.

      A Fairy “usher” directs us at spear-point to our own seats—a number of rows of shitty collapsible chairs arranged along the Senate floor. The rows of plush red seats running along the Chamber walls, which used to seat the Senators themselves, today are full of what I take to be Fairy nobles—the Gentry’s Gentry—clad in virgin cloaks of colours I didn’t even know existed. I smirk at the calculated humiliation, but sit nonetheless. Save the outrage for later.

      Cloutier looks like he could benefit from that advice; a few rows in front of me, he seems practically trembling with rage. I can tell our meeting with the Viceroy is going to be an absolute barrel of laughs.

      The ceiling’s an improvement, at least. The old ceiling was done up in an ugly wallpaper pattern of heraldic symbols; now, it’s a fresco of the night sky, stars all tinged in red light—presumably to match the Senate’s overall colour scheme. Why bother keeping the colour scheme? Why bother keeping Parliament at all, come to think of it?

      This question, like my anger, will need to wait because at that precise moment a hush falls over the room. I look up, as this seems to be the general direction of everyone’s attention, and perceive what the commotion is all about.

      “Chasse-galerie!” someone whispers excitedly—and so it is.

      The first thing I think is that someone has done their research about their new vassal state. The second thing I think is: “Holy shit, a flying canoe!” But there it is; not a folklore illustration, but paddling hard through the endless sky—which is, I remind myself, actually just the ceiling. A month ago, I would have dismissed this as an optical illusion, a giant LCD screen or something like that. But now I recognize it as real—or as real as anything is anymore.

      Images lose their power when they’re endlessly repeated; they become a sort of joke, even when there’s nothing funny about them. In Quebec, I’d seen the chasse-galerie used to advertise beer. But when you actually find it riding low over your head, you discover that there’s very little that’s cute or charming about a canoe full of cursed voyageurs damned to ride the skies until doomsday.

      As the boat draws closer, I can make out its occupants: the rowers, of course, whose skin is the colour and consistency of stone and whose eyes look out unseeing upon the world; and, between them, two women and a dragon.

      One of the women is the second-most beautiful and terrifying person that I’ve ever seen (second only to my wife when I forget to do the dishes); her hair is silver, her skin is an icy pale blue, and she has a long, sharp nose and cheekbones that could cut glass. She wears a dress made out of some kind of white fabric, threaded through with ornate patterns of gold; if this isn’t enough to identify her as the Viceroy, then there are also her eyes, which look out on the world like one who finds it wanting.

      The other woman is smaller and dressed more plainly in green. Her skin is a more natural-looking shade of golden-brown that could almost be human if it weren’t slightly luminescent, and she seems more than a little embarrassed to have so much attention on her—not the sort of attitude I’ve come to expect from the Gentry. Class differences? My inner rabble rouser is intrigued.

      And then, of course, there’s the dragon. At about the size of a polar bear, it’s small as far as dragons go—or, at least, smaller than the dragon that conquered Fort Knox in the earliest days of the Shift, the only member of the species with which I’m familiar. That doesn’t make it any less terrifying, though. It has silver scales and the posture of a T. rex, with what I take to be huge, leathery wings wrapped like a cape about its scaly bulk; it has a head like an alligator fat from eating kids and it roars ferociously as it flies past.

      The chasse-galerie circles about the room a few times, losing altitude before finally settling with a soft thud between us and the throne. I steal glances at my fellow parliamentarians, and each looks frightened to their bones; only then do I notice that I am too.

      For a moment, there’s silence. And then the pale, haughty woman rises in a single motion to her feet. One of her hands, I now see, carries the end of a sinuous, shiny leash wrapped almost invisibly around the dragon’s neck, looking more like a ribbon than a chain. She extends her hand and a heavily decorated Fairy knight clangs forward in a ridiculously ornate suit of battle armour to accept it from her.

      Not just any knight, I realize. Admittedly, they all look similar, but this one is unmistakably the one called Audan—the General who’d led the march into the city on the day of the capitulation: “Audan the Conqueror”, as I have no intention of calling him. Still, I can’t help but feel kind of sorry for him. The other Gentry come across as elegant and refined; he, by contrast, looks about as comfortable in his ceremonial finery as an Australian rugby hooligan in a powdered wig. He leads the dragon off to one side, clanging as he goes; and then, once he’s quite finished, the pale woman steps off the boat.

      The Gentry break out in a cheer. I spend a moment looking around uncertainly and then lightly clap my hands together a few times to be on the safe side—only to abruptly break off along with the rest of the crowd when some sort of creature steps forward from behind the throng of knights. Superficially, it looks kind of like a Fairy—the same sharp features, the arched ears, the pointy nose—but somehow also like one of those hairless cats: bulbous eyes, lanky, near-naked body with only a ragged loincloth preserving its dignity. A Goblin, maybe? Would I get in trouble for calling it that?

      Whatever it is, it holds aloft a crystal and starts speaking the Fairy language—a long, affectless monologue that sounds like it’s being recited. My guess is confirmed a moment later when he (presumably) repeats the address, first in English and then in French:

      “From her Majesty Dahuyn V, Winter Queen, by Grace of the Spirits of Land, Sea, and Sky, of Everglace and all Territories and Dominions thereof, to our beloved daughter Princess Elestrine Berit-Ardra av-Dahuyn: greetings. We do, by this our present commission, appoint you, Princess Elestrine, to be, during our pleasure, our Governor General and Commander-in-Chief over Canada, with all powers, rights, privileges, and responsibilities appertaining to the office  …  ”

      I see Cloutier raise his eyebrows a few seats in front of me, head tilted to the side. Apparently, he’s noticed the same thing that I have—the speech has clearly been directly adapted from the letters of commission given to GGs before the Shift. Whoever these people are, they’re weirdly obsessed with parliamentary tradition. As if I didn’t have enough reason to hate them...

      The Goblin finally wraps up its address and lowers the crystal. Then, it ushers the pale woman—Princess Elestrine—over to the throne and asks her something in the same stentorian cadence. The translation comes: “Do you solemnly affirm that you will well and truly serve Her Majesty the Winter Queen in the Office of Governor General and Commander-in-Chief and duly and impartially administer justice therein?”

      “Fvai,” she replies. I do.

      “Do you solemnly affirm that you will be faithful and bear true allegiance to Her Majesty the Winter Queen?” asks the Goblin.

      This time, Elestrine pauses for an instant longer. “Fvai.”

      This brings about some murmuring amongst the Gentry, for God only knows what reason; if there’s some big deal to this particular oath, then I’m just not seeing it. The Princess offers a tight-lipped smile, but no more.

      And then, abruptly and without warning, the Goblin shoves both of its frail arms over its head and bellows in Fairy. By the time that it screams the translation—“Release the dragon! Libérez le dragon!”—the wretched thing is already in the air and barrelling directly toward us.

      Fuck!

      I dive on impulse toward the floor, my shitty collapsible chair clattering behind me. I hear a chorus of screams from my fellow parliamentarians (startled, rather than pained, at least), some peals of laughter from the assembled Gentry, and then a horrifying, awed quiet.

      I force myself to look up from where I’ve cradled my head beneath my hands on the floor. There I see the dragon banking around the room on its too-small wings as the Gentry look anxiously on. And then, at last, it alights onto the very top of the throne, circles around three times, and curls up like an enormous, scaly cat. Okay, so maybe not exactly like the installation ceremonies from before the Shift.

      A moment of silence ensues. Finally, the new Viceroy announces something in the Fairy language in a high, clear voice.

      From the benches, the Gentry start applauding wildly, rising to their feet in a standing ovation so loud that I can barely discern the voice of the Goblin: “The throne is treasure! Le trône est un trésor! Vive la Reine d’Hiver! Long live the Winter Queen!”

      This is a performance, I realize suddenly.

      I clamber back up to my feet, picking up my chair from behind me. It’s so obvious that I could kick myself for not recognizing it earlier. This isn’t just an installation ceremony, and they didn’t invite us here as a courtesy; this is a show and we are the intended audience! Of course we are! Every single aspect has been designed to awe and terrify any humans watching—to impress upon us the Gentry’s authority, legal as much as magical. Why else bother aping parliamentary protocol?  Why else dredge something like the chasse-galerie out of Canada’s admittedly rather spare cupboards of folklore—or circulate their set-piece around the audience like a ridiculous theatre gimmick?

      The thought cheers me somewhat, in spite of my circumstances, because a government that wants to scare you is a government that still cares what you think. And what that means is we have leverage over them.

      I feel my lips curl into a smile and take in the Senate Chamber with new eyes, even as my peers around me nervously reassume their seats. We have leverage over them, I think again. And now it’s just a matter of figuring out what it is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Interview with a Ghost

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia

      I place a press light down on the desk in front of me and retrieve a journal from my backpack. My technique is going to be embarrassingly slapdash, and I doubt that my research design would pass approval from the university’s ethics review board, but I am at least going to write everything down—starting with the title: Interview with Lester Briggs – Ghost. And then the date and room number.

      “Are you ready?” I ask, looking up out of my small circle of harsh, white light.

      There comes a hiss like a breath drawn through clenched teeth all throughout the still-shadowed room. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s do this.”

      I nod my head. “Okay. Um  …  Sight. Let’s start there. How do you go about seeing things?”

      “I, um—” Lester breaks off. “I’m not sure. I just  …  do. But it’s weird. Sorry. It’s kind of hard to describe.”

      “Take your time,” I reply, flashing what I hope is an encouraging smile. In the notebook, I write Weird. Hard to describe.

      “Okay,” comes Lester. “So  …  I can make out light and darkness, and colour, and everything, but there’s no unified perspective. Like—I’m used to seeing with my eyes, with a point of view attached to my head. But now, when I see you...it’s from all sides at once. It took me a while before I even knew what I was seeing.”

      The response piques my interest as I write it down. “You mean as if you’re looking at me from a higher-dimensional perspective? Like how an observer in three-dimensional space can see all sides of a rectangle at once while an observer in the same two-dimensional plane would see only a line?”

      “I don’t think so,” Lester replies after a moment. “Like, I can’t even see outside of this room. It’s more like...I have a million cameras wired to every surface and they’re all feeding telemetry to my brai—to my mind—all at once.”

      “Every surface?” I ask. “Including me? My skin? My clothes?” The thought makes me uncomfortable.

      “  …  No, actually. Not you, not your bag, and not on anything you brought in with you either.”

      “Only things physically present when you—umm...”

      “Died?”

      “...Yes,” I say awkwardly. “Everything present when you died.”

      There’s an uncomfortable pause, during which my brain admonishes me for my complete lack of tact. I tap my pencil nervously, groping for a way to save face.

      “Are we going to do this?” asks Lester.

      “Yes. Sorry. So...” I try to organize the information into some coherent system in my mind. “What you’re describing...it sounds almost like your consciousness is somehow attached to the matter in the room itself; would that be a fair description?”

      “I...suppose so,” Lester replies. “At least as far as sight goes.”

      “What about hearing?”

      “I think so. Probably. Yeah. Though it’s a bit harder to localize where it’s coming from, I guess.”

      “And smell?”

      “  …  I can’t smell a damn thing.”

      “Probably for the best,” I mutter. “I’ve—well, there hasn’t exactly been a lot of running water to be had, if you know what I mean. Uh  …  I’m going to assume no sense of taste either, then?”

      “No,” Lester says softly. A thought seems to occur to him. “I’m never going to taste anything  …  ever again.”

      I breathe out an icy breath, not sure what I can say to him.

      “  …  I’m going to be like this forever, aren’t I?”

      “W-we don’t know that,” I say, trying honesty. “It...might wear off at some point. Maybe.”

      “You mean I could just fade away.”

      I find myself caught like a deer in the headlights, desperately wanting to say something reassuring, but strongly suspecting that I’ll just make it worse. Unfortunately, saying nothing has a similar effect.

      “That’s it, isn’t it? Oh God. I’m just an echo. You hear the sound, you hear its echo, and then—that’s it. It dies too⁠—”

      “Well  …  ” I protest. “We don’t really know how this works⁠—”

      “But you don’t understand,” he carries on. “This isn’t even like being a prisoner or whatever, where I’m just locked in a room. It’s like being nowhere at all! I don’t even have a sense of position anymore! Or orientation! Or—oh God—feeling in my body. That slab of frozen meat was me, wasn’t it? And I—I’m going to be trapped here until I wink-out completely...”

      An odd, rhythmic hum oscillates from every object in the room and, after a moment, I realize he’s crying. “Oh God,” he says again. “It was supposed to be like going to sleep! Not like this!”

      “Hey!” I exclaim. “You know, I’m not a  …  a priest or whatever, and, well, a few weeks ago, I probably wouldn’t have really entertained a notion like...God, or Heaven, or whatever, but, well—I really can’t rule it out anymore either. Maybe...you’ll end up there?”

      “Suicides don’t go to Heaven.”

      “Yeah, well.” I shift about uncomfortably, silently cursing whatever Sunday school teacher he’d had as a child. “Maybe there are other less stuck-up Heavens you could go to?”

      Perhaps I imagine it, but I can swear there’s a faint note of laughter amongst the sobbing.

      “  …  What about touch?” I ask gently. “Can you feel that?”

      “Yeah,” says Lester, barely above a whisper. “I can feel touch.”

      I rise to my feet and wrap my arms as tenderly as I can around one of the room’s support pillars. “Can you feel this?”

      “Yeah,” he answers. “Thank you.”

      I maintain the hug until the crying dies down.

      “Dr. Chen?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you going to ask me more questions?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “...If you want.”

      “Um  …  ” I click my tongue. “I mean  …  all of my questions will be about your  …  status. Is that alright?”

      A pause. “Yeah. Yeah, I can do this. Come on.”

      “Alright.” I draw in a breath, wondering how the hell I can possibly phrase this delicately. “So  …  may I ask what the transition was like?”

      “  …  Transition?”

      “Well, your um  …  your consciousness. It was centred on your person, and now it’s distributed somehow. Basically, what I’m wondering is  …  how did it feel to go from the one state to the other?”

      “How did it feel to die, you mean?”

      I pull back my lips nervously. “That’s about the size of it.”

      There’s a pause. “I don’t remember.”

      “I see.” I make a note in my journal.

      “Funny. Most important thing ever to happen to me. And I forgot.”

      “But you mentioned the  …  circumstances leading up to it earlier,” I say carefully.

      “Yeah,” he agrees (and if he had breath, I would say that he sighed wistfully). “I remember all that. Standing on that fucking chair. Kind of  …  shifting my weight. You know, it’s  …  it’s not easy. Knowing that a single step will end it. And—well, I guess it shifted enough, because  …  suddenly I was falling  …  ” His voice trails off.

      I lay a hand against the desk in what I hope is a comforting fashion. “You don’t have to keep this up if you don’t want to.”

      “No,” he replies. “No. It’s weird. It’s like  …  something I saw on TV. I mean, I know it happened. To me. But  …  hm.” He falls silent for a moment. “No, there’s nothing to tell. I fell. And then I was here. With you.”

      “So you have no memory of the time between your death and my arrival here.”

      “Nothing ’til you dropped me on the floor,” he replies.

      I smile faintly. “Sorry about that.”

      “I didn’t feel a thing.”

      I take a few seconds to write out his replies and then look up. “It’s interesting, though,” I muse, “that you only came to after your body hit the ground. It makes it sound almost like a discharge of consciousness. Like static electricity grounding itself.”

      “Yeah  …  ” Lester agrees vacantly. Suddenly, he sounds almost intrigued: “Wait. Are you saying consciousness is like  …  a physical quantity now?”

      I sit up, surprised to hear it put so plainly. “Well, it kind of has to be, doesn’t it?” I say, thinking out loud. “I mean, that’s what CERN was talking about: ‘psychologically interacting elementary-particle physics’. There must be something that the particles are interacting with, surely!”

      “Could it be conserved, then? Like  …  it was in my body and then spread to the room?”

      I consider this; I even imagine particles of consciousness, each carrying a little piece of it like charge on an electron. But then why wasn’t Lester conscious in his own dead body? Why did he only wake up when I dropped him?

      “It’s possible,” I allow.

      “But you don’t want to speculate.”

      “‘Speculate’ is about all that I can do right now.” I sigh. For a long minute, I rest my cheek against my knuckles, watching the puffs of my breaths ascend into the dark.

      “You could always ask your ‘Rumpelstiltskin’,” says Lester after a moment.

      “Yeah,” I reply. “And if it doesn’t work out, hey, maybe we can be roommates.” I realize how unkind my words are as soon as they’re out of my mouth, so I hastily append a “Sorry.”

      “  …  It’s alright,” he says, though I have the feeling he doesn’t really mean it.

      I scowl into the darkness. Five knocks on the counter in room 1L03, and I can’t bring myself to do it. I wonder if this is how Lester felt when he was balanced on that chair  …

      “May I give you some advice? As an experimentalist?”

      I look up. “Of course.”

      “You’re thinking too big. What you need right now—or at least what I figure—is some data. A nice simple experiment you can do on your own. And then learn enough that way to even know how to approach the big questions.”

      I pause. It’s good advice, but: “I really don’t know much about experimental design,” I admit.

      “I do,” says Lester.
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        * * *

      

      Experiment One, I write on a fresh sheet of paper.

      
        
        A Test of the Limits of Ghostly Perception. Based on my interview with subject Lester Briggs, I hypothesize that his consciousness, as a ghost, is attached to the matter present in his office when he died. Procedure: I will carry a piece of material out of this room and into the hallway, and ask the subject to comment upon any changes in perception.

      

      

      “Are you ready, Lester?” I ask, looking up out of reflex.

      “Yes,” he replies.

      “Right.” I prop the door open wide with my backpack. In one hand, I hold my flashlight; in the other, a piece of chalk taken from the blackboard. “First of all,” I ask, “now that I’ve opened the door, can you see into the hallway?”

      “A bit. I mean, when you shine your flashlight through the door, I can see the bits of the hall that are visible from the office.”

      “But it’s not like you’re seeing it from an external perspective? Like you have your ‘cameras’ on anything outside?”

      “No.”

      “Alright.” I take a tiny step into the hall, chalk still in hand. “How about now?”

      “I’m definitely noticing a change,” Lester reports, the chalk buzzing at my fingertips.

      I slowly proceed farther outside.

      “Yeah, my perspective is changing. My field of view is extending and⁠—”

      “Lester?”

      There’s no response.

      “Lester?” I ask again, somewhat worried.

      “I’m here. Or...well...somewhere. Holy shit, that’s weird!”

      “What is it?”

      “Well—” he begins. “I can see the hallway—through the chalk I mean. But I can still see the room. Except—there’s nothing between. It’s not differentiated. I guess it’s sort of like if one of your eyeballs were in one room and the other were in another, so your brain tries to reconstruct it into some sort of coherent image, but—but damn, it’s confusing!”

      “I can imagine,” I say. “You’re alright, Lester?”

      “Yeah, it’s just good to know that I can look at something besides that damn office for eternit⁠—”

      Suddenly, there comes a sound to make my blood run cold. Not because it’s loud (though it is loud), nor because it’s unexpected (though it’s certainly that too), but because of where it’s coming from: the storage closet down the hall. The one where I stashed Lester’s corpse. And the sound now issuing from it a deafening THUMP!

      “What was that?”

      The voice issues from the chalk. Lester’s voice  …  or so I had assumed. But I look at the chalk now with new eyes. If this is Lester, here in my hand and in the office, then who is moving around in the closet?

      THUMP!

      My back arches sharply, muscles tensing. But he had been dead! He had been very definitely dead⁠—

      Am I sure of that, though? Am I sure of anything?

      “Professor, what the hell is going on?” comes the voice in the chalk.

      THUMP!

      This last blow is so forceful that the door seems almost to rattle on its hinges, and it’s all I can do not to leap backwards. Lester had looked dead, but can I be certain that he was? The office had looked empty, and yet I had been chatting with someone for over an hour. Could he be alive, then? Was it possible? Might it all have been some kind of illusion? Some kind of  …  magic glamour?

      I draw a deep breath and try, as best I can, to omit fear from my voice. “Lester,” I say carefully to the chalk. “Are you sure that you don’t have any feeling left in your body?”

      “What? Yeah! Of course I’m⁠—”

      THUMP!

      I flinch but manage to hold my ground. Whatever entity exists in the chalk suddenly seems to recognize the implication of my question. “Oh. Oh God. That’s me in there, isn’t it?”

      I make no reply. This apparently does nothing to soothe its nerves. “Dr. Chen, I swear to you⁠—”

      THUMP!

      “Oh shit, oh shit, shit, shit, shit, this can’t be happening⁠—”

      “Lester,” I say, as steadily as I can. “You, uh. You say you don’t actually remember dying  …  ”

      “It’s me, Dr. Chen! You know me!”

      Not really.

      THUMP!

      I glance over my shoulder at the still-lighted office and then back down the hall to the closet. If Lester is still alive in there, then I can’t just leave him, can I? But what will the ghost do if I try to free him? And if the ghost is Lester  …  then what will I be setting free?

      “Right,” I say, my voice echoing down the cold concrete hallway. “Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to set you down⁠—”

      “Professor, you can’t⁠—”

      “—I’m going to grab my axe from the office. And then I’m going to open that door. And then we’ll get this all sorted out.”

      “Professor, are you insane! I’m Lester! I swear! Whatever that is⁠—”

      THUMP!

      “Jesus Christ, professor! It’s not even talking!”

      That is a point. But on the other hand, I don’t know what magic allows. Maybe the entity somehow stole Lester’s speech. Maybe he was suffering from brain damage. Maybe⁠—

      I kneel on the cold floor and set down the chalk. Then, as quickly as I dare, I duck back into the office, grab my axe off of the desk, and move back out into the hallway.

      “Professor, that’s not me! Professor⁠—”

      THUMP!

      My keys rattle audibly as I fish them out of my pocket and slide one into the lock in the closet door, even as I still hold my flashlight. With my one free hand, I raise the axe behind my head, poised to strike.

      “Professor!”

      “Whoever you are in there,” I say loudly, “I’m about to open the door! Please don’t make any sudden movements!”

      “Don’t! For God’s sake⁠—”

      I turn the key and push open the door with a creak.

      For a moment, my flashlight finds nothing. And then, with a nightmarish slowness
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