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            Prologue

         
         “The Guardian did it better.”
         

         
         Lewis Dixon didn’t know how long he had been staring at the newspaper in his hand. Long enough that the words didn’t read
            like actual words, just a mixture of black smudges on the paper. Long enough for the antiseptic smell of the hospital waiting
            area to turn his nostrils numb.
         

         
         He looked up, following the voice to its owner. He drank in her visage, bathing in the starkness of her blond, short-cut hair.
            The tall, lanky frame and the high cheekbones and warm, bright-blue eyes burned into his mind. He would remember her.
         

         
         As a painter, he enjoyed people. They were always his favorite thing to immortalize within his art. It was ironic, really,
            because he found himself born a few centuries too late to capitalize on that skill. No one in the twenty-first century was
            paying for elegantly done portraits. And yet, if he had found a way to cut in line before God, Buddha, or whoever had punted
            him onto earth, he would have made a killing.
         

         
         Or, at least, probably far more than he made now.

         
         He brought his thoughts back to this woman, and a new thought struck him:

         
         She’s not someone who seems like they should be in this hospital. Too privileged. Too perfect in the way she spoke.

         
         “The article you’re reading,” she said, gesturing with a hand that held a coffee cup. “The oligarch and his family found dead in Russia? Frozen inside their home even though no doors or windows were open? The Guardian had a segment on it. Already interviewing Russian sources.”
         

         
         “That sounds dangerous. Russia is not a bastion of free speech,” he replied. He didn’t want to talk, and he knew his words sounded hollow. He might love the idea of people as an artistic concept, but this wasn’t really
            the moment he wanted to explore that. And yet, responding was the respectful thing to do. His mother, who was in a hospital
            room halfway down the hall, would have wanted him to.
         

         
         Besides, he would be lying if he didn’t admit how interested he was in his row mate at MedStar Harbor Hospital, in downtown
            Baltimore. Elegant, refined, the type of person whose consonants were polished round from good breeding and the right type
            of education the wrong type of money could buy.
         

         
         Those types didn’t find their way to Baltimore. Definitely not this part of Baltimore. Washington, DC, sure. But never Charm
            City. That, in and of itself, meant there was a story here. And there wasn’t an artist alive who didn’t love a good story
            wrapped around a beautiful muse.
         

         
         “Agreed. But isn’t journalism supposed to report the truth, no matter the consequences?”

         
         “I suppose,” he said, sidestepping the earnestness her declaration tried to stab him with. “Who are you here for?” Maybe they
            could bond over that.
         

         
         The problem was, again, that Lewis didn’t particularly want to bond. More, Lewis knew what would happen next. She would tell him, he would sympathize, and then she would ask the same question in return. He would have to explain that his mother had tried to call his father, who hadn’t answered because he was on a work trip, because she felt funny. How she passed out while dialing Lewis, after leaving a voicemail for his father, and when the ambulance came, blood was pouring out of her eyes, nose, mouth, and ears. An aneurysm, they said. Nothing like they had seen before, but it was the only logical explanation. 

         
         He would have to tell this stranger the doctors didn’t seem confident about that.

         
         But the answer the woman gave? That was a surprise.

         
         “I’m a donor here,” she said.

         
         “Blood donor?” That would explain it. For a relative, of course. She wouldn’t be caught dead in someplace like this otherwise.

         
         She laughed, light, like a flint crackling. “It sometimes feels like blood, but no—money. We had a board meeting in the attached
            wing, and it ended early. I’m waiting for my Uber.”
         

         
         “You wait for your Ubers in hospital waiting rooms?”

         
         “I like to see what my money is going toward.” She smiled, a row of perfect pearly-white teeth shimmering back at him. “Whoever
            you’re here for, I’m sorry.”
         

         
         Another unexpected reply. How much did he want to tell this woman? That he had missed his mother’s call, her final attempt
            to reach out for help? That he only found out she was dead because his father called over and over and over? No. She didn’t
            need to know that much. He would never see this woman again.
         

         
         “My mother,” he said after a moment, leaning back in his chair and pulling his black hoodie down from around his head. “She’s
            dead.”
         

         
         No one had said it like that. Even the doctors danced around the crudeness and bluntness of the word, like if they waited
            until they could pick up some telltale sign he was ready, then when they actually said the word—dead—it wouldn’t hit as hard.
         

         
         It would always hit that hard. Because, in the littlest or biggest, the widest or thinnest of ways, her death was his fault.

         
         If he hadn’t been obsessed with that painting, maybe he wouldn’t have missed her earlier call that afternoon and could have
            been there when the aneurysm burst.
         

         
         Of course, it wasn’t as if there was much he could have done. But at least he would have been there. At least she wouldn’t
            have been alone.
         

         
         Except that was never an option. Because it wasn’t just any painting that kept him busy for the whole day, missing his mother’s
            call by four hours, but one of his fugue paintings. That’s what he called them. They always started with a tingle in the back
            of his head, then an itch he couldn’t help but scratch that, if ignored for too long, turned into a headache—blinding, terrible,
            debilitating. But once he sat down and gave in, the euphoria of letting his fingers take the brush, mix the colors, and let
            go was . . . unmatched. Time moved quicker when he painted like that, and not in the way most artists described. In what felt
            like a second, he would have a painting.
         

         
         And often that painting would come true.

         
         Which was something he definitely didn’t want to get into with this random person, let alone at this particular moment.

         
         “Oh, Lewis,” the woman said softly, reaching over to gently put her hand on the back of his. “I’m so sorry. Your mother was
            a wonderfully talented woman.”
         

         
         “Thanks. I should have been there, should have answered her call. I wanted to tell her in person that evening about—” Lewis
            blinked, suddenly yanking his hand from under the woman’s touch. He wanted to finish his sentence with the invitation from the British Museum, but—“I never told you my name.”
         

         
         The woman blinked slowly. “I’m sorry?”

         
         “You called me Lewis.” Then his face scrunched up as he chewed on something else she’d said. “And you said my mother was a wonderfully talented woman.”
         

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “I never told you anything about her. How could you know that?”

         
         The woman’s beautiful features, almost like polished porcelain, darkened as her wide doe eyes lidded slightly. Her open mouth
            closed into a tight line, making her cheeks more pronounced as she sighed and ran her right hand through her hair.
         

         
         “I slipped up,” she said. “Again. I really need to get better at remembering what you do and do not know.”

         
         Every cell in Lewis’s body told him to move. In fact, he ordered himself—screamed inside his head—to get up, walk toward the nurse’s desk, and warn them about the woman in the suit that probably cost more
            than his whole year’s salary as a part-time art teacher.
         

         
         But his body wouldn’t move, as if the commands were lost somewhere in delivery.

         
         The woman slowly turned her body toward Lewis and leaned in to press her lips against his right ear. To anyone watching, it
            would look like she was telling him a secret.
         

         
         “I lied,” she whispered, with soft hints of lilac wafting off her. “Your mother wasn’t a talent; she was a worthless fraud.
            And if I could kill her again, I would. I’ll just have to settle for you once you’ve done what your mother was unable to do
            for me.”
         

         
         Fear bubbled inside Lewis like a geyser. He wanted to scream, to fight, to do something in response to those words. He wanted
            to question her, punch her, demand she tell him she was lying, or telling the truth, or something in between. But something
            had a hold on him, keeping him glued to the seat, and every time he tried to move, it felt like barbed wire was tightening—not
            around his body, but his soul, hurting him so deeply he wasn’t sure the pain would ever go away.
         

         
         “But for now, mourn your mother,” the woman said. “And pack your bag; you’re heading to London soon. I’ve heard it’s beautiful
            this time of year.”
         

         
         Lewis gasped as, with a snap of her fingers, the restriction and pain disappeared in a microsecond. It wasn’t nothingness that replaced the empty feeling, though; it was something else, something like longing, something cavernous and missing. 

         
         What had he just been talking about with the stranger in the seat next to him?

         
         “Sorry,” Lewis said, flashing her a hesitant smile. “Have we met?” She was beautiful, after all. The tall, lanky frame and
            high cheekbones and warm, bright-blue eyes were burned into his mind. He would remember her.
         

         
         The woman returned the smile. She had a kind face and seemed like the type of person his mother would have liked to have known.

         
         “No, we haven’t,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Cassandra. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I

         
         
            “He was swimming in a sea of other people’s expectations. Men had drowned in seas like that.”

            —Robert Jordan, New Spring

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Eighteen Weeks Later

         

         “The entrance for artists is around the back.”

         
         Lewis blinked owlishly as a voice to his right broke him from his trance. It was his first time in London, or anywhere outside
            the United States, yet he couldn’t stop staring at his phone, distracted by what was on his screen.
         

         
         “Sorry?” Lewis asked, shifting his weight and pocketing the phone before the man, tall enough to discreetly—or not so discreetly—look
            over his shoulder, could see. Doing so meant letting go of the canvas leaning against him for a moment, not long enough for
            it to fall onto the people in line with him, but long enough for it to sway.
         

         
         “You’re here for the gala,” the man said as he gestured to the canvas. “Lewis Dixon, correct?” This time, unlike the pointed
            accusation of his previous words, Lewis noticed smoothness in his voice, like polished marble. A sort of slickness to it that
            made Lewis stumble and feel off-balance. Like a trick taught in some how to get ahead in a corporate environment training the man had paid for.
         

         
         Lewis looked down, as if he hadn’t just lugged the canvas across the Atlantic, and then back at the other man. The canvas bag he had purchased, which had made him short on his rent this month, was unmistakable. The awkward width of the bag. The worn, used strap that frayed at the edges, appearing as if it might break at any moment. Lewis felt his cheeks burn under his dark skin. That’s what he got for buying something like this secondhand. 

         
         Every inch of him was, well, passable for an event like this. Passable canvas bag. Passable clothes. Passable confidence.
            That couldn’t be further from the other man, whose name tag read “Noah Rao, Museum Curator,” and who was taller than him by
            about six inches, with dark hair pulled into a tight man-bun, a sharp, gaunt jaw, and a pressed suit. He looked unamused by
            Lewis’s ignorance, like he had places to be—anywhere but here. It made Lewis feel small, much like when his father called
            about his mother’s death. Funny how the strangest things in life could trigger a wave of grief.
         

         
         “How do you know my name?”

         
         Lewis mentally winced before Noah responded, knowing what would come next.

         
         “I would hope I did know who was coming, considering I helped put together this exhibition. In fact, I oversaw your selection.
            And because if you weren’t, it would be incredibly weird for you to be carrying a canvas around London.”
         

         
         “Weird indeed.”

         
         As Lewis said it, he couldn’t help but wonder if the invitation he had received in the mail—handwritten, on the heaviest and
            crispest of papers—was sent by this man himself or one of his lackeys. He supposed, in the greater scheme of things, it didn’t
            truly matter. The way Noah spoke would make some people’s pulse rise, pupils dilate. The accent and razor-sharp edges would
            be responsible for that.
         

         
         “Right,” Noah said with a nod. “Now, come along, please, you’re in the way of guests trying to get in. Wouldn’t want you to be a burden to your guests.” Being a burden was something Lewis was well acquainted with. 

         
         But instead of focusing on how many ways he was a burden to Noah—and already he could think of at least six—he recalled the invitation he had read at least, oh, a hundred times.
         

         
         
            Distinguished Guest Lewis Dixon:

            As you may know, England has a long, accomplished and storied history. But often at the expense of others, leaving a gash
               on our beautiful nation’s relationship with previous and currently held colonies.
            

            That is why we are honored to invite you to the British Museum exhibit, in partnership with Tate Britain, entitled: A Lesson in Deference. This exhibit will showcase one artist each from the 120 colonies held by Britain over the years.
            

            And we have selected you to represent your nation: the United States of America.

            We kindly request that you provide us with one piece that best represents your work to showcase during our gala. Your airfare,
               hotel, ground transportation and all related expenses are covered by the British Museum. Displaying your selected piece in
               our Rising Artists exhibit for a period not to exceed five years will be considered payment in kind.
            

            We eagerly await your answer.

            Evangeline Thompson

            Director of Curation at the British Museum

         

         “We should hurry,” Noah said, pulling him out of his memory. “You’re already late. Come along. I’ll take you inside.”

         
         He turned swiftly on the heels of his polished shoes, walking briskly down the sidewalk without checking to see if Lewis was
            following. He was following, of course, though slipping out of the line with the awkwardly shaped canvas wasn’t easy. It required a string of soft apologies under his breath as his canvas bumped against a woman’s legs and jabbed at a man’s portly stomach. 

         
         “Need help?” Noah asked.

         
         A little bit too late, but Lewis assumed the ask wasn’t really an ask, just British niceties in action. “I’m good.”

         
         “It’s rather large,” Noah continued. “Your piece.”

         
         Smoothly, Noah pulled the lapel of his dark jacket back, revealing where his ID badge was clipped, slightly hidden so it wouldn’t
            be an eyesore—so Lewis assumed. Lewis studied how easily and quickly Noah flashed it. How it returned to its slightly hidden
            safe space. But more importantly, how the guard, with his sharp, angled jaw, dipped in deference when the ID was shown.
         

         
         That wasn’t the only thing Lewis noticed in that flash of a moment. He got a small glimpse of the pass and Noah’s smile in
            his photo. He was younger in it, Lewis assumed from his quick look. There was optimism in his eyes, but also pain.
         

         
         “You mean awkward?” Lewis said.

         
         Noah didn’t reply, but his lips pushed into a slightly thinner line. Was that because he was annoyed Lewis saw through his
            thinly veiled insult, or did he find Lewis’s perceptiveness appealing and worth his respect? Probably the latter, Lewis decided.
         

         
         “Large,” Noah repeated. “If I meant awkward, Mr. Dixon, I would have said it. And correct me if I’m wrong—”

         
         “Something tells me, Mr. Rao, you are never wrong,” Lewis muttered.

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “Nothing—just a bit of a cough.”

         
         Rao clearly had heard him—but that British politeness once more showed its head. “Correct me if I’m wrong,” he repeated, “but I believe the instructions said for all honored guests to bring something no larger than twenty by sixty
            inches.”
         

         
         “And this is exactly that; no larger.”

         
         It was clear to Lewis that Noah wanted to say more, and after they had stepped through the expedited security, he did. “You are getting a spot in a once-in-a-lifetime exhibit at the British Museum, and your first thought was to push the requirements to their absolute limit?” 

         
         “The requirements,” Lewis replied in a low voice, as if someone might hear him chastising the curator, which was the last
            thing he wanted, “were to bring a piece that represented the artist’s best work. That showed their talent and their passion.
            A piece that represented their style.”
         

         
         “And this large piece does that better than a smaller piece could?”

         
         That was a harder question to answer. The instructions gave a size limit of twenty by sixty inches—and he had followed those
            guidelines. On the other hand, the canvas had been the bane of Lewis’s existence since he’d left his apartment in Baltimore.
            The museum had offered to pay to ship it before he arrived, but, one, Lewis felt self-conscious about the piece he had chosen
            to submit, and two, he had been a little worried they would open it before he got here and decide to turn him away.
         

         
         He had other pieces. Better pieces to submit, if he was being objective. Ones that had come near to winning festivals. Ones
            that had gotten hundreds of likes on social media. Even some that his father, who hated art and barely said twenty words to
            him a year, had grunted at, a sign of at least something passing through that facade of his.
         

         
         But this piece? This piece spoke to him. Clawed out to him in his dreams, screamed at him when he was in the same room. A
            metaphor and an honest-to-God statement all at once.
         

         
         This was the only piece he had painted in the past five months or so. The piece he had made when his mother was in the hospital.
            He hadn’t raised his fingers to touch charcoal, or paint, or a pencil since then.
         

         
         But not only that: How do you explain to the British Museum that the piece you are immortalizing in their halls is not your typical style of art but rather more surreal? A painting of a painting, specifically a landscape with a lake in the center, water overflowing the frame and into the room. How could you explain that as you painted it, while your father was calling your phone over and over again, leaving message after message growing in urgency, you were having one of your moments—one of those times when reality melted away, starting from the corners, and time folded in on itself? 

         
         You don’t. Because if you do, you sound crazy, as an ex-hookup of his had told him three years ago. You keep that shit to
            yourself. Especially around prim-and-proper Noah Rao.
         

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         “Hm,” Noah said, a rumble in the back of his throat. He pushed the side entrance door with his left hand, exposing a flash
            of his wrist and the raised echo of a tattoo. The artist in Lewis knew exactly what it was—or at least, what it had been:
            ravens. It must have meant something for Noah to stain his skin with the ink. And it must have been painful enough of a reminder
            too, for him to go through the process of removing it.
         

         
         Either way, it looked like it had been detailed and expensive. Maybe if they smoothed out the bumpiness of their relationship,
            Noah would let Lewis get a photo of it for Ana, his roommate. She would love that.
         

         
          Together, they stood in the entryway, and Noah made no movement to take a step forward. Lewis glanced over at him, tilting
            his gaze slightly up.
         

         
         “We’re blocking the entrance, Mr. Rao,” he cheekily told him, a bit of lightness in his voice.

         
         Noah didn’t respond, not at first, his eyes focused forward, toward the flow of people moving like waterways as they made
            their way through the museum.
         

         
         “Once you step through this alcove, Mr. Dixon, everything in your life will change,” Noah said slowly and quietly. “You won’t look at the world the same, and if we’re correct, the world won’t look at you the same. Not everyone wants that level of scrutiny. It’s okay if this isn’t for you, but you have to tell me that now. Otherwise, this is a chance few people have.” 

         
         Lewis thought it over for a moment. There was subtext here Noah wasn’t telling him. 

         
         “To do what exactly?” he asked slowly.

         
         “Cement your legacy, Mr. Dixon. Isn’t that, at its core, what every artist wants to do?”

         
         Lewis could tell from the way Noah’s voice dipped slightly that there was something else hidden behind the refined nature
            of his words, peeking around the corner of each letter, just out of reach whenever Lewis tried to look too hard. Honestly,
            it was infuriating, the way he was clearly speaking around something else.
         

         
         This was all so weird. The way the letter just appeared. How everything seemed to be falling into place for him, finally. But the universe had a peculiar way of keeping itself balanced, and at the moment, it was tilting in his direction.
         

         
         Yes, he wanted this—whatever it was.

         
         “God took my mother from me, Mr. Rao.”

         
         “Gods,” Noah muttered, at the direction Lewis had turned the conversation. “But continue.”

         
         Lewis’s brow twitched. “Someone took my mother from me, and in return, it seems I have been given an opportunity that many
            artists would die for. I’m not going to pass that up, not at least without seeing what could come from it. That’s what my
            mother would want.”
         

         
         Noah gave a slow nod, as if he was processing and accepting what Lewis said. With a gentle gesture of his hand, he gave Lewis
            permission to move.
         

         
         “After you.”

         
         Noah said “after you” as if he was holding the door for Lewis at a supermarket, but at the same time, as if he was almost ashamed at Lewis’s statement—a concern that left Lewis’s focus the moment they stepped through the doorway. This would be the British Museum in all its glory. Lewis hadn’t known what that meant, not exactly, until he stepped through the doors. 

         
         Lewis expected to step through the alcove and be greeted by the ornate entrance of the museum he had looked up on Google Maps.
            He already had pinpointed specific exhibits he wanted to see, for his own interest and for inspiration, and the fastest way
            from the entrance to reach them. But this wasn’t the main entrance of the British Museum, and it was as if stepping over this
            particular threshold transported him from there to here.
         

         
         Here being somewhere sterile and white, somewhere that made his eyes burn from a light source that came from nowhere and everywhere
            all at once.
         

         
         Here was still, with the bustle and murmurs of street life—behind him just moments ago—suddenly absent.
         

         
         Here was only him, Noah, and a woman.
         

         
         She stood with her back to them, looking upward at a rectangular item draped in a white sheet, hovering in the center of the
            room about a foot and a half off the floor. In a room with no doorway or windows.
         

         
         Here—

         
         Suddenly, pain erupted from behind his eyes. Lewis hissed and pressed the heel of his free hand against them. Splashes like
            watercolor appeared in the darkness as he pressed harder, trying to push the pain away. He bent over until his elbows rested
            against his knees as his stomach began to unknot itself from dozens of complicated somersaults.
         

         
         “The feeling will go away, Mr. Dixon,” said the woman in a crisp voice laced with only the thinnest layer of concern. “Just
            give it a moment. Magic, for the uninitiated, tends to leave you dizzy.”
         

         
         Magic?

         
         But he had no time to think more on that. Every hair on his body, every cell, every inch of bone felt like a low current of
            electricity had passed through it. There was nothing else but this feeling. It wasn’t exactly painful, but it wasn’t comfortable
            either. If he had to pick a description, it felt like his body was charged with caffeine and every function was executing
            its autonomous orders at 110 percent. Even if that feeling went away, Lewis figured he would be exhausted, sore, and in pain
            for the rest of the day.
         

         
         But, slowly yet surely, the sensation subsided. Not completely, no. But enough that he could take a shuddering breath and
            stand. His vision returned to normal; the splotches of color coalesced into familiar shapes, sharpened, and took form. Shaking
            the feeling off, Lewis glanced over at Noah, who gave a nod forward.
         

         
         “I’ll take your piece for you,” Noah said, gently yet firmly pulling it from Lewis’s grasp. “You should go talk to her. Ms.
            Thompson has been excited to meet you for some time now.”
         

         
         “Evangeline Thompson?” Lewis asked.

         
         “Director Thompson,” Noah corrected.

         
         Evangeline laughed, turning her head slightly to look at him. “Evangeline is fine.”

         
         Tall and sinewy, with a skin tone like Lewis’s, dressed like Noah, head shaved bald, and with catlike makeup that made her
            sharp eyes look even sharper, she dripped with confidence. Her exceptionally tailored pantsuit helped with that. She didn’t
            have a name tag; a power move, Lewis could only assume. But that didn’t matter.
         

         
         The word magic danced around his head, teasing his memory. The alcove he had stepped through, that transported him from one place to the
            next; this room with no doors or windows; the floating piece in the center of the room; and his own artwork . . . the piece
            he had just known he had to bring.
         

         
         All this time, Lewis had wondered if he was crazy, if the things he painted—which more often than not came true—were some twisted versions of déjà vu. Of course, he’d thought of the possibility of magic, but only for a moment. He wasn’t that insane, after all.
         

         
         But maybe there was magic. Maybe there were things in the world that defied the laws of physics and bent reality to their will.
         

         
         Which led his mind down another path, one that always seemed to be lingering deep inside him:

         
         Maybe there was a power that could bring his mother back.

         
         “You said magic,” Lewis muttered, his throat feeling tight, as if for a moment he had forgotten how to make words and his
            mind was, quickly, remembering how.
         

         
         “That I did,” Evangeline replied. “Don’t tell me you haven’t ever assumed it was real.”

         
         “We don’t have time for this,” Noah muttered.

         
         Evangeline sighed. “Please excuse Noah. He forgets that not everyone is born knowing magic exists. Class jades how people
            see the world.
         

         
         “But,” she continued, “he isn’t wrong. Not exactly. Tell me what you sense, Lewis. Tell me what you feel.”

         
         What he felt? Typically, being in the room with another Black person gave him comfort. An unspoken kinship that told him everything
            would be okay. But not this room. Magic or no, there was something necrotic in the air. It stank in such a way that he couldn’t actually smell it but
            rather sensed it in the pit of his gut. It made his pulse flutter with each slow and cautious step closer to Evangeline and
            the floating object.
         

         
         He felt . . . sorrow. Like a weight pressing against his chest, pulling him under the murky depths. Down down down he went,
            drowning in this feeling of cold dread.
         

         
         Something was very, very wrong in the British Museum—if he was even still in the museum. But that didn’t scare Lewis. Quite
            the opposite, actually. It excited him.
         

         
         After all, Alice’s greatest adventures came after she dove down the rabbit hole. And ever since he’d gotten the invitation to the museum, Lewis knew his greatest adventure lay before him. Even if it hadn’t meant coming to this strange non-space, he would have thought that. But before Lewis could ask Evangeline about magic, or the room, or what hovered in front of them, she flicked a finger and the white sheet fell off, like a woman letting her slip slide down her shoulders, and it melted with the white floor to reveal an art piece. 

         
         The same painting he had brought with him today to the British Museum.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Initially, on seeing the same painting that he had lugged across the Atlantic in such vibrant detail in front of him, Lewis
            felt like he was falling into a bottomless pit.
         

         
         Nothing in the world was original, no. But artists didn’t want to be accused of plagiarism. At least, no real artist. And
            Lewis was looking at a direct copy of his work. Or his work was a direct copy of this piece.
         

         
         Sort of.

         
         Even though the subject of the painting was the same as Lewis’s, the details were ten, maybe even twenty times sharper. It
            was also much, much bigger: Lewis estimated it was roughly seven feet by nine feet. Any painter worth their salt could estimate
            the size of a canvas at first glance. It didn’t make him impressive. But the piece?
         

         
         That was impressive.
         

         
         The vertical portrait depicted a bloodred lake surrounded by trees. Houses in the distance glowed faintly with lit windows. A sinewy, nude woman stood in the center of the lake, with a black tail slithering from her body and out into the land like a pathway. Ever since he’d painted it, he had pored over it. Deposited more time than he wanted to admit in understanding it. Not only was it darker than his usual works, it was, well, beautiful. Capturing something Lewis rarely was able to do when he was lucid. The painting that had stolen his time, time he would never get back, had taken and birthed something else too. 

         
         Authenticity.

         
         Lewis had deduced the tail was a representation of her soul, whoever she was who had stolen his attention for what he inferred
            was roughly four and a half hours, tethering her to the ground. Perhaps she lived there? Wherever there was. It didn’t look like anywhere he had been. Not that he could remember, anyway.
         

         
         But as he looked closer, he noticed the woman in this painting, this painting with not only depth in its paint strokes but also depth in its well of emotion vomited onto the canvas,
            was . . . wrong. Her proportions were slightly off. Her arms were too long. Her legs too. And, well, her head was upside down,
            crowned by the place where her neck should have been. Her eyes rolled back, showing only whites, and her mouth opened wide
            in a scream that Lewis felt he could hear in his bones. It seemed as if her teeth chattered slightly when he looked for too
            long.
         

         
         “Do you know of Edgar Dumont, Mr. Dixon?” Evangeline asked.

         
         Lewis knew he should answer, or at least acknowledge what she was saying, but he found it impossible to tear his eyes away
            from the piece floating in front of him. 
         

         
         Logically, his first thought was that perhaps there were invisible strings. The finest of wires folded around each other with
            a tensile strength that would make the strongest of spiders jealous. But there were no wires connected to the ceiling, or
            none that he could see. The temptation to reach up and run his hand across the top of the painting to check was quite strong.
         

         
         Lewis turned to look at Evangeline. “Answer my question first,” he said, not waiting for her to accept or deny his stipulation.
            “Explain the magic to me.”
         

         
         “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

         
         “All of it. How we got here, how this thing is floating, everything.”

         
         Evangeline paused, a small quirk forming on her lips. “You’re not scared?”

         
         “I’m terrified,” he admitted. “But fear isn’t a reason not to understand something.”

         
         Evangeline smiled in a way that reminded him of someone who heard something familiar and longed to hear it again. “Right answer.
            Magic, Mr. Dixon, exists all around us. Like electrons and protons, the air we inhale and the food we eat. It has existed
            since the dawn of time and will exist far after us.”
         

         
         “You know the Hadron Collider?” Noah asked. “The one that smashes atoms together?”

         
         “Science was my worst subject in school, but I know of it, yes.”

         
         “Think of magicians like human colliders. We break the barrier between magic and reality, scoop the pulp out from the center
            of the magic well, and mold it to how we wish,” Evangeline explained. “The magic that allowed Mr. Rao to take you from point
            A to point B? When you leave here, examine the alcove. You’ll see runes etched into the wood. This room is layered on top
            of many different spells by magicians more talented than me or Mr. Rao to construct a room where things we don’t want the
            rest of the world to know of can exist.”
         

         
         “You said we,” Lewis noted. “Who is . . . ?”
         

         
         Evangeline shook her head. “I answered your question on the expectation you would answer mine, Mr. Dixon. Your turn. Do you
            know of Edgar Dumont?”
         

         
         She was right. He owed her an answer.

         
         “I don’t, no. Is he a featured artist here? A guest? Patron?”

         
         “In a way,” Evangeline said. “What can you tell me about this piece?”

         
         I can tell you’re being annoyingly cryptic, he thought. But the look Noah gave him, the slight narrowing of his eyes, made Lewis think maybe the man had heard him in
            his mind. That wouldn’t be the weirdest part of today.
         

         
         “It’s from the Post-Impressionist era,” he said, focusing back on Evangeline.

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “The vivid colors and thick application of paint. It’s characteristic of the time. But not just that . . .” Lewis stepped
            forward, each step feeling less like a command he was telling himself to execute and more like the piece was calling him toward
            it. He wasn’t sure how, exactly—there was no sound pulsing off the work, no scent that tickled his senses. No, the summoning
            was something different. Something he couldn’t place. He knew, even if he split his chest open and dug around his insides,
            he wouldn’t find the source of the itch. No, this was something deeper. Something spiritual.
         

         
         “The distinctive brushstrokes and real-life subject matter . . . It’s a form of distorted expression. The colors, too, don’t
            match what you’d imagine when you see a lake. You’d expect to see blues and greens, but this artist uses blacks and reds.
            Like . . .”
         

         
         “Like he’s trying to depict horror?”

         
         “Exactly.” Lewis turned. “You said a man’s name. Edgar . . .”

         
         “Dumont.”

         
         “Yes, is this one of his? Is . . .” He looked at the brass nameplate on the bottom center. “There’s no name for the work here.”

         
         “And that is the reason why you are here,” Evangeline said smoothly. “Well, one of the reasons.”

         
         “What if I told you the historians were wrong?” Evangeline asked. “Paul Cézanne is often regarded as the father of Post-Impressionism.”

         
         “The Bay of Marseille,” he said without hesitation. “Sometime between 1883 and 1885.”
         

         
         “Correct. But we have reason to believe Edgar Dumont created it first. Never credited, as history tends to go. Born in the
            early 1850s, he painted this when he was just sixteen years old, in 1869.”
         

         
         “About fourteen years before Cézanne’s piece.”

         
         “Which is why this is so interesting.”

         
         Without hesitation, Evangeline walked over to Lewis’s wrapped piece and ripped the paper off unceremoniously. The strewn wrappings folded in on themselves once, then twice, then three times, growing smaller and smaller until a little brown square floated into the right pocket of Evangeline’s jacket. 

         
         Lewis knew what they would see when they looked: the same painting as Dumont’s, but slightly out of focus. Blurry, like he
            had tried to re-create it from a dream.
         

         
         Evangeline studied it, unmoving, for a moment. “You have talent,” she finally spoke. “Does it have a name?”

         
         Lewis shook his head. “No piece that I paint through . . .” He paused, but Noah nodded, like he was encouraging him to keep
            going.
         

         
         “Any painting you paint when you’re in a trance?” he asked.

         
         It felt odd to have someone else say it. Even odder considering he had never told Noah that. But as he’d already noted, it
            wasn’t the weirdest thing that had happened since he arrived in London, and Lewis noticed his limit for exceptional things
            was rising. Very quickly.
         

         
         And so, all Lewis did was nod.

         
         “Are all your paintings like this?” Evangeline asked, the tips of her fingers brushing against the ridges of black oil.

         
         “Blurry?”

         
         “Prophetic. That’s what you were going to say, correct? That they come true? Sometimes days ahead of an incident, or even
            months.”
         

         
         Lewis’s breath hitched for a moment. No one else called his paintings prophetic because no one else knew. But considering
            all that he had seen—the magic, the floating painting, the room with no windows or doors—prophetic art wasn’t weird for Evangeline
            and Noah. Perhaps artists throughout history were right; there is more than can be physically sensed.
         

         
         Just knowing that could be true, that the limits and rules which had been beaten into him weren’t as firm as one might think, made him itch. Not in a bad way. But in a way he knew Evangeline and Noah could scratch. 

         
         “Some of them do,” he said quietly. “Some of them, just barely. And some of them are just fiction.”

         
         “And you have no control over how they happen?” Noah asked. “No trigger?”

         
         Lewis shook his head. “Not really. Perhaps one or two have happened around stressful life experiences. But that’s when the
            most beautiful and important art usually happens. Artists put their blood, soul, and pain into their work all the time.”
         

         
         “What my associate is getting at,” Evangeline said, “is that your art is magic, Lewis. If you want, I could run some tests
            and help you figure out its origin, but I’m fairly certain it’s connected to our painter here.” She gestured to the larger
            piece. “We believe Edgar painted ten of these. None of them brought him any fame or success while he was alive. Each painting
            depicted a horror from his own life. He used art as a medium to channel his sadness. He called them the Macabre.”
         

         
         “Like I said, sounds like most artists,” Lewis muttered. He took another step forward, now within arm’s reach of the piece.
            Each brushstroke was exceptional. There were subtle details that one wouldn’t see at first glance. For example, in that dark
            trail, Lewis could see faces. No, not faces, skulls. But they were all the same and, from his study of anatomy—a community
            college class he thought would make him a better painter—he could tell the faces were all the same too.
         

         
         “Like most painters,” Evangeline continued, “van Gogh, Cézanne, Gauguin, Toulouse-Lautrec—his work skyrocketed in value after
            his death. The exclusiveness of the Macabre has turned the collection into pieces that individually sell for tens of millions
            of dollars. It doesn’t hurt that there are rumored to be ten paintings, but art scholars have only identified nine of them.”
         

         
         “Leaving a sort of scavenger hunt for the rich and those with too much time on their hands,” Lewis concluded.

         
         Evangeline chuckled. “You could say that, yes. But, additionally, like most things, the uncertainty and mystery surrounding
            the paintings is part of the wonder, and the value. Anyone who owns multiples could see a compounded investment. But we at
            the museum aren’t interested in them for their profit.”
         

         
         “You want them for their historic value, right? If this is Post-Impressionist, then this piece is at least a hundred and twenty
            years old,” he said, taking another step forward. “And if what you say is true about him being the founder of Post-Impressionism,
            its value can’t be quantified.” He shouldn’t be this close, he knew. His breath could affect the paint. In fact, the floating
            piece shouldn’t be this exposed. It should be at a distance from human contact. Shame on Evangeline; she had to know better.
            “And if you believe there are ten, generally sets tell secret stories when you have them all together.”
         

         
         Evangeline smiled widely. “Oh, he is good, isn’t he?”

         
         From the corner of Lewis’s eye he saw Noah’s jaw clench. Just slightly. Almost unseeable by someone who didn’t know how to
            pay attention. It gave Lewis pause, for a moment, reminding him of annoyance . . . yet not quite.
         

         
         However, something dawned on him that pulled his attention away. “Or do you want it for its magical value?”

         
         “Right again,” Evangeline said proudly. “Any descendant of Dumont would be, especially around their own ancestor’s heirloom.”

         
         “I’m sorry, what?” Lewis said, snapping his gaze back to Evangeline. Before he could complete the full turn, Noah had moved next to him within
            a single blink, gripping his wrist firmly enough that Lewis was sure he could snap the bone clean in half with just the right
            twist.
         

         
         “Hold your breath, Mr. Dixon. And if you could do one thing for me? Find the painting’s name,” Noah whispered.

         
         Lewis didn’t have time to ask what any of that meant before Noah’s surprisingly strong grip moved his hand forward. Lewis
            tried to scream, to yank his hand away, as Noah forced his palm against the painting. But his concern for the integrity of
            the painting—which somehow outweighed his concern for being manhandled so violently—disappeared the moment his hand touched
            the canvas . . .
         

         
         His mind flooded with thoughts and memories that were not his own. He tasted wine he had never drunk. He smelled cologne and
            perfume that seemed foreign to him. A warm, pulsating sting radiated from his cheek as images flashed. A woman, much like
            the one in the painting. A wedding, with the same woman dancing with a man, which caused hot, bile-like rage to boil in his
            stomach. An argument with the same woman. The man bursting in.
         

         
         Pain.

         
         So much pain.

         
         And then, the pressure of his fingers against the painting disappeared, as if the artwork had been pulled out quickly from
            in front of him. Lewis stumbled forward, reaching out blindly to grab on to something, even though he knew nothing was there.
            The painting, after all, was hovering in midair. He braced himself for the sharp burn of his face colliding with the linoleum
            floor, tensing his body to steel himself for the fall.
         

         
         But it never came. Instead of feeling a cool, hard floor, he felt . . . wet. Lukewarm, brackish water and the familiar warmth
            of humid summer air.
         

         
         Hold your breath, Noah had said.
         

         
         Too late. Lewis sputtered and flailed for a moment until his palms sank deep into mud. He hoisted himself up, panting heavily, wiping the salty mixture from his eyes. They burned horribly, but he blinked through the pain. There were more important things to be concerned about. 

         
         Just moments ago, he was standing in a room that should not exist in the British Museum of London, England, and now he was
            standing in a lake that also shouldn’t exist. More precisely, he was standing in a lake like the one in the painting, drenched from head to toe, while
            a boy, no older than sixteen, blinked at him curiously from the shore.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         So this is what it was like to be inside a painting.

         
         Lakes were either cold to the touch or warmed from the sun. They smelled like algae. They were dark, or green, or clear, or
            sometimes brown. But this lake? This lake was too perfect. Too smooth, like silver painted on a surface and evened out with
            a brush into a facsimile of a lake to trick the senses.
         

         
         It took a moment for Lewis to understand exactly what he was trying to say, and once it hit him, everything made sense. The
            lake was more like something in a painting than something that actually existed in real life. And the water didn’t feel like
            water, but more . . . like . . . paint.
         

         
         But that wasn’t all. The sky wasn’t the right color either. Because of how high the sun was in the limitless blue above and
            the balmy, skin-prickling heat, he guessed it was around one or maybe two in the afternoon, probably in the summertime. The
            sky should have been a shade of brighter cerulean, with toupees of white clouds lazily drifting through the endless blue seas.
            Instead, it was a vibrant explosion of purples, oranges, and reds. Colors that reminded him of sitting on the docks during
            summer camp in Virginia when he was in elementary school. The same docks where he had his first kiss with Aaron Mickelson,
            while campfire songs, bullfrogs, and childlike laughter drifted through the air—laughter from voices with no idea what life
            had in store for them.
         

         
         As strange as it all was . . . it was beautiful here.

         
         Yet everything was also perverted in some way, shape, or form. Like something had poisoned the landscape and tried to fix
            its mistakes, yet missed the mark.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         The voice came from a boy, who, Lewis realized, was staring at him, standing in front of something Lewis was intimately acquainted
            with: a canvas on an easel.
         

         
         “Are you here for the funeral?” The boy gestured with his head to something in the distance. Men and women, roughly a dozen
            or so, stood on a hill like splotches or black thumbprints. Lewis could hear the soft wails of a woman whose body was slumped
            against an older gentleman doing his best to hold her up.
         

         
         “I am,” Lewis said, even though he wasn’t. The words didn’t feel sour on his tongue like lies usually did. He felt a twinge
            of guilt for lying to the boy, but what was he supposed to say? How do you talk your way out of falling from the skies?
         

         
         There was a moment of silence between the two, the boy looking at him in that way children and teens do when posed with something
            their young minds can’t quite process.
         

         
         “I don’t remember you,” the boy finally said. He didn’t seem angry or upset, nor did he seem concerned that Lewis’s clothing
            was in stark contrast to his own. Just curious, as if he had discovered something he didn’t understand and had to unravel
            it. “Did you know my sister from school?”
         

         
         “I didn’t, no,” Lewis said, walking over to stand next to the boy. “But I bet she was a great person.”

         
         “She was an idiot.”

         
         There was a sharpness in his voice Lewis wasn’t used to hearing from someone so young. The words burned. His tone, on the
            one hand, had a directness and clarity that felt, at first, like a knife slipping between tendons without him noticing, yet
            the pain grew. On the other hand, he noted a sense of regret.
         

         
         “Marrying him,” the boy whispered, viscous disgust dripping from his lips. “Mother and Father loved him. Said he was a man of money.” 

         
         “Who?”

         
         The boy jutted his head toward the hillside. “William. My sister’s husband. Good family, my mother told her. Wealthy family,
            brilliant connections, my aunts said. And your brother, they said . . .”
         

         
         His voice dropped, but Lewis didn’t need him to finish. He knew, not from his mother or his father like this boy, but from
            other family members, exactly what they said.
         

         
         “Your son’s an artist?” his aunt had said in that upward inflection that showed confusion and disrespect. “What sort of life does an artist have?”
         

         
         That was the common statement he heard. Or rather, often overheard, as most refused to dignify him by saying it to his face.
            It was his mother, an exception, not the norm, who came to his defense.
         

         
         “I’m doing fine for myself, Elizabeth,” she had reminded her sister.
         

         
         “Yes, but not everyone has as much talent as you do, Jessica,” Elizabeth said in reply. “Very few do.”
         

         
         There was no point in reliving that memory, Lewis thought, forcing his attention back to the boy. The way his brow knit, his
            jaw locked, like Noah’s when Lewis came to the conclusion of magic in the clean room just moments ago. It looked . . . unsettling
            on the soft features of such a young boy. Like it was hastily painted on his pale face.
         

         
         What had the world done to this boy to make him have to grow up so quickly? Where was his youth, his sense of wonder, his
            openness and belief that people were inherently good? The cutting coolness of his words didn’t come from a boy who believed
            those things, but one who knew that the world was cold, cruel, and, frankly, shit to those who let it swallow them whole.
         

         
         No kid should know that. Not at this age. Not yet. Not for a long while.

         
         Unless something—or someone—in the world had pried open his jaw and forced that reality down the boy’s throat.

         
         “Your sister,” Lewis said slowly, eyes focused on the painting the boy was so fixated on that looked just like the one he
            had fallen into. A lump appeared in Lewis’s throat. Coincidences weren’t something Lewis believed in. Magical happenings,
            luck, some sort of divine intervention, and such. But chance? The world was too magical for random events to just be random.
         

         
         Besides, it made it so much more boring.

         
         “Her surname was Dumont, right?” he continued slowly. Part of him hoping he was wrong. 

         
         The boy nodded. “Until she got married. Then she became Savoir. Amelia Savoir.”

         
         “Which means you’re Edgar Dumont,” he replied, and then thought, and my ancestor, according to Evangeline, but that wasn’t something he was going to say now.
         

         
         Edgar nodded again.

         
         At least that was one thought out of the way. But it begged another: Edgar had made the painting that sucked Lewis in. Had
            he somehow summoned Lewis? Maybe through some connection of their blood?
         

         
         Lewis swallowed thickly, taking a moment for himself to process the words he just said. Sure, the fact some of his paintings
            came true whispered of something ethereal, tickled something in the back of his mind. But it wasn’t a thought he ever acknowledged
            or accepted.
         

         
         Now, in the span of less than an hour, he had been not only shown magic, but stepped into a goddamn painting; some unseen
            world thrown directly in his face, splattering his skin with its stink he could never get rid of.
         

         
         Magic existed, and the faster he came to terms with that, the faster he could adapt. And survive.

         
         “How did she die, your sister?” He remembered Noah’s request to find the painting’s name. Somehow he knew that was buried
            somewhere in Edgar’s truth.
         

         
         Edgar was quiet, with large brown eyes fixated on the painting, eyes that looked like they had seen too much. It was the first
            time Lewis really noticed not only how perfect the boy’s posture was, but also that he was wrong about the painting. The version
            of the painting he had first seen was great. But this? This one was perfect.
         

         
         How perfect the brushstrokes were, how they told a rich and honest story of the lake Lewis had just come out of. One of beauty
            and vibrancy but also of sorrow that made Lewis’s heart ache.
         

         
         It was a sorrow he knew well, having felt it when he found out about his mother. A surge of emotion he would have done anything
            to channel into something of meaning. To fuel his art. To convert it into something so his bloodcurdling screams that came
            from the depths of his chest when he was alone and reality was crashing all around him meant more than anguish.
         

         
         He knew what it felt like to be helpless. He knew the urge to grab on to something, anything, often a paintbrush, and create
            something that could be controlled. Even in the finite world of a canvas, being in control when the rest of the world was
            careening toward destruction, or at least it felt like it was, made everything a little easier. 
         

         
         He wondered, remembering the flashes he saw before entering the painting, if Edgar felt the same. He wondered . . .

         
         “Did your brother-in-law kill your sister, Edgar?”

         
         Edgar’s paintbrush stopped moving. Slowly, his eyes turned to look upward, and in them Lewis didn’t see innocence but quiet
            rage.
         

         
         “Drowning,” the boy said with a curtness that left much to be desired, turning back to the painting, continuing to add gray to the skies. 

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         Edgar nodded toward the hill where his family and the mourners were. “That’s how my sister died. At least, that’s what the
            report said.” He paused. “But it seemed a little too convenient. We were always told not to go too close to the lake, my sister
            and me. She knew better. This was her ancestral home. She wouldn’t have let that happen to herself. She was . . . too smart,
            too careful for that.”
         

         
         Lewis opened his mouth to say something, but Edgar continued, his eyes fixed on the painting; his brush, an extension of his
            right hand, moved with precision. Lewis watched additional details come into shape. It wasn’t long before Lewis recognized
            who the figure was.
         

         
         A woman. Coming out of the lake. Much like the painting he saw moments before.

         
         “I want to kill him,” Edgar continued. “I want to open my sister’s casket, pull her out, and shove him in. Alive. I want to
            bury him, hearing his muffled screams turn softer and softer as more and more dirt piles on top of him. I want to sleep in
            my house and fondly look, every so often, to the patches of overturned grass and know he’s there. Rotting. That the last thought
            he had was of panic and pain and regret.”
         

         
         There was no hesitation in his words, Lewis noticed. The boy spoke with conviction and determination, like he had been waiting
            for someone to let him say what was on his mind. Lewis slowly blinked, processing what he had just heard. They didn’t sound
            like the words of the aggrieved. The words of someone out for justice.
         

         
         They sounded like the words of a killer.

         
         The sky had gotten darker in the last few passing seconds. Purples and oranges morphed into a dark navy hue. And just as the sky had darkened, so had the painting Edgar was creating. Or—perhaps—it was the painting that had changed the sky. The lake was more turbulent—not like it was before, a still and pristine moment in time. Now it looked violent. Chaotic. Alive. 

         
         A loud wail, like a woman shrieking at finding her child dead, pulled Lewis’s attention away. He turned toward the funeral,
            just in time to see a woman collapse on top of the casket, practically straddling it. The man beside her gently but firmly
            attempted to pull her off—to no avail. Her wails continued, loud enough to gallop on the wind. Lewis frowned. If she kept
            that up, kept screaming like that, begging for someone—anyone—to help her with her sorrow, she would rip open her vocal cords.
            But he guessed she didn’t care.
         

         
         “I have a question for you now,” Edgar said. “Are you going to tell my parents?”

         
         “Should I?”

         
         “I just told you I want to kill my sister’s husband, in graphic detail. Most people would be terrified. But you . . . seem
            calm. Which makes me think you’re either someone who has seen death or created it yourself.”
         

         
         Lewis’s heart began to race as his gaze fixed on Edgar’s. What would happen when he was considered a threat and not a curiosity?
            Lewis wondered. It was something he didn’t want to find out and could only imagine, considering he still couldn’t fully wrap
            his head around how he had gotten here. But he didn’t need to understand; he just needed to get out, and if possible, fulfill
            Noah’s request. A request that seemed increasingly reasonable and balanced, compared to what he’d been told moments ago.
         

         
         “This painting of yours—what will you call it?”

         
         The question came out of left field, Lewis admitted, but that was the point: to distract the boy and throw him off-balance.

         
         “I ask,” Lewis continued, nodding to the artwork, “because something that good deserves to have a name attached to it. When you’re famous and rich, and people see this first piece, what do you want people to call it? Edgar Dumont and . . .” He gestured. “What rolls off the tongue? What is going to . . .” 

         
         “Cement my legacy?”

         
         “Exactly. Cement your legacy.”

         
         There was that familiar phrase. The desire to be famous, to be known, to be seen. The hunger for it made him ravenous. He
            could only guess Edgar felt the same way. He was a creative; he knew the struggles of balancing the desire to make good art
            but also to be known and revered. After all, why put your heart onto a canvas if not to be validated?
         

         
         “The Drowning,” Edgar said without hesitation. “Edgar Dumont and his painting, The Drowning. A study of life, death, and love.”
         

         
         “I think that’s a beautiful name.”

         
         Edgar’s eyes burned bright, not with anger but with pride. Lewis couldn’t help but smile back—something about the infectious
            grin of a kid soothed a dark fear in him. But, as Edgar opened his mouth to speak, nothing came out. His lips moved, but there
            was no sound, as if he had been muted.
         

         
         Lewis started to ask him what was wrong, but from the corner of his eye, behind where the funeral was, he saw something far
            more terrifying than death.
         

         
         He saw nothing.

         
         The edges of reality were bleaching, like someone was rolling white paint over the landscape from all sides. It closed in
            on them, erasing everything. Within a blink, the funeral was gone. Another blink, and the whiteness was several feet closer.
            It wouldn’t take long before the vibrant colors, the smells, and the sounds of whatever moment Lewis had stumbled into were
            gone.
         

         
         Himself included.

         
         His first instinct was to run. That disappeared quickly, the chilling effect of terror freezing him in place. His second was to take Edgar with him, to grab his hand and try somehow to escape. Yet as he reached out, his fingers passed through Edgar’s flesh, smudging his skin, his bones, and his blood, as if he were a three-dimensional figure made of paint. Which, Lewis supposed, in some sense he was. 

         
         Edgar didn’t even seem to notice the whiteness. His focus went back to the painting in front of him, as if the crawling whiteness
            didn’t matter or didn’t exist.
         

         
         “It’s just a memory,” Lewis whispered to himself. “It’s just a snapshot. A moment in time.”

         
         His voice was the only thing echoing in the vast blankness that was eating all the color from the painting. Reality seemed
            to bend within the vast, endless world. His simple sentence, a chant he repeated to ground himself, was loud, echoing off
            walls that he couldn’t see or feel—but it was also quiet, like a reassuring feeling he held on to to keep himself sane.
         

         
         However, that chant did little to keep at bay the dread of what might happen if he was stuck here, wherever here was. Or if,
            worse, he was simply erased. From all angles, the virus spread. There was no place to go, no direction to outrun it. There
            was only one thing that could possibly save him.
         

         
         The lake.

         
         It was in the center, Lewis realized, almost perfectly, as if it was the epicenter of everything. He had fallen into the lake,
            sprung out of it, and arrived here. Could the reverse be true?
         

         
         It wasn’t like he had much of a choice.

         
         Lewis gave Edgar one last look. He willed himself to give him a sign, something to confirm he’d heard him or could come with
            him. But the boy just continued to paint, layering final strokes of green and brown to add dimension that wasn’t there before.
            A simple yet profound action of art.
         

         
         Despite the impending nullification, Lewis had to admit Edgar really was an impressive artist . . .

         
         Not the time.

         
         Lewis pushed off the ground, keeping his body low as he dashed toward the lake. He didn’t think, simply acted, jumping into it headfirst as the whiteness nipped at his heels. He ignored the slipperiness of the water, pushing through and swimming downward, away from the endlessness he could still feel chasing him. 

         
         Lewis couldn’t see the bottom, not really. It was blurry and out of reach, no matter how hard he swam. But it didn’t stop
            him from kicking, from pushing his body until his muscles—even the ones he didn’t know he had—burned. Even though he couldn’t
            fully explain it, something inside him knew being erased was worse than dying.
         

         
         Lewis swam deep into the darkest parts of the lake until only blackness surrounded him, dark enough to swallow the white that
            found its way into the water. He never stopped, even as his lungs burned and he grew dizzy; even as the blackness began to
            burn away and fluorescent lights slowly burst through. He didn’t take a break until his head pushed through the surface of
            the water and he took a gasp of much-needed air.
         

         
         That moment was the only pause he got.

         
         He had burst out of murky, brown water that was filling the room where Noah and Evangeline were. He quickly turned his head,
            snapping his eyes toward the source of the gushing sound—the painting, where gallons upon gallons of water were spilling out
            of the frame and filling the room.
         

         
         “Fuck!” Noah screamed.

         
         Lewis twisted toward him, watching as what looked like dozens of hands clawed and yanked at Noah’s body. That was startling enough, but equally unreal were the half-dozen ravens that fought against them, pecking and ripping flesh from the arms and exposing bones and cartilage. Some of the arms swiped, hitting the birds and knocking them into the water. Enough hands were taken down, however, to give Noah—his body covered in scratches—a moment to stand. It was then Lewis noticed they were the same ravens he’d seen in the hint of a tattoo on Noah’s wrist; the tattoo that was now fully gone. 

         
         Evangeline, from what Lewis could tell, was faring better. She, at least, was standing, runic symbols made of white light
            circling around her like sentries. Each time an arm lunged forward, a rune would block its path—the arm entering one rune
            and exiting through another. It reminded Lewis of a magician’s trick . . . which he realized was exactly what it was.
         

         
         Evangeline’s eyes landed on him, a flicker of a smile appearing, but only for a moment. “Did you get it?” she yelled.

         
         Lewis nodded. “I—”

         
         “Behind you!” Noah yelled.

         
         Lewis turned to see a woman looming over him. She was waterlogged, her skin a light, translucent green. A white dress clung
            to her form like a second skin; her hair was thin and mostly gone. But what Lewis noticed most was the bruises on her neck,
            and he knew in that moment exactly who she was.
         

         
         Noah started to speak a word in some beautiful lyrical language, but before he could enunciate every syllable, Edgar’s sister—and
            by extension, Lewis’s great-great-great-grandaunt—slapped Noah across the face. The force was stronger than Lewis expected,
            hard enough for Noah’s body to slam against the far-right wall. He let out a pained cry before dropping like a heap of heavy
            sand into the lake, arms from the painting molesting him like vultures hungry for meat.
         

         
         Lewis tried to turn, to speak and call out to Noah, but he barely had time to jump backward before Amelia lunged at him. Her
            hands wrapped around his neck, tighter than Lewis thought humanly possible, so tight he worried his neck might snap right
            then. He lost his footing, her body pushing him back into the water, submerging them both.
         

         
         For a second, he thought he would sink like before, within the endless lake. But his back thumped against the white floor of the museum’s special room moments later. That was no relief, as the half-dead woman, Edgar’s sister, kept her grip on his throat, elbows locked and expression filled with rage, as if she thought killing Lewis would bring her comfort—or maybe even back to life. 

         
         Lewis wasn’t a strong man; he knew this. His strength was never physical. On the best of days, he might have been able to fight this thing off. But after almost passing out from swimming, combined with his loss of balance? There
            was no real hope for him. No amount of clawing at the arms, kicking, or trying to get leverage would work. So he did the only
            thing he could possibly think to do.
         

         
         He opened his mouth as wide as he could, letting the cold water fill his throat and lungs, and screamed the only words he
            could form, even as those words got swallowed by the water.
         

         
         “The Drowning!”

         
         Lewis wasn’t sure what he hoped would happen. Possibly not anything. Maybe he just wanted to say it, to speak a name to the
            piece, as if Edgar would know that it wasn
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