

[image: Cover]




​Table of Contents

The Gallery

Book Details

The Assassin

The Lion and the Mouse

The Gargoyle

Shapeless

Fallen Soldier

About the Author


The Gallery

VOLUME TWO

THE SPECIAL EXHIBITS

MEGAN DERR

Welcome to the Gallery, where you can admire hundreds of beautiful paintings, and perhaps find what you didn't know you were looking for…

In these rooms you will find the Special Exhibits, those paintings which remain at the Gallery only temporarily. Their time here can range from weeks to decades—even centuries. But they do eventually leave, so admire while you can. The subjects of these paintings come from all walks of life, from lonely individuals seeking respite while they await their true love, all the way to dangerous beings captured by the Curator or given to him for safekeeping until such time as they can be trusted out in the world again.

Today's featured Special Exhibits include: The Assassin, about a killer on the run and a painting of a man who once chose surrender over murder; The Lion and the Mouse, where a grouchy accountant escapes the snow only to find himself on a beach with an ancient gladiator; The Gargoyle is a beautiful, erotic statue not for the faint of heart; Shapeless brings a new and rather unique guest to the gallery when he is bequeathed to Silenus by a dead alchemist; and finally, in Fallen Soldier, a man escaping his kidnappers hides behind a statue of an unusual being who once betrayed a dying kingdom…
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The Assassin

Alonso waited until the car started to move, then shoved open the door, threw himself out, rolled to his feet and bolted into the crowd of people packing the city square. The squeal of tires and angry shouts behind him were quickly lost in the ruckus.

Like hell he was going to yet another one of his father's dinners. He was tired of it all. One more stupid glad-handing dinner with all those backstabbing barracudas, and he was going to have a fourth murder to his name.

Grimacing, he walked faster, ducked down an alleyway, then down a side alley. He tested doors as he went, finally hitting pay dirt about halfway down. There was always at least one dumbass who forgot to lock up properly. He slipped inside what proved to be a storage room, dusty and neglected, smelling of mice and dirt.

Locking the door behind him, he pushed through the junk-ridden room, wondering what in the hell kind of business he was in that allowed so much crap to pile up, and why they would use a room connected to the back exit for storage. Sloppy and stupid—what if there was a fire, or some other reason they had to get out quickly? It didn't take being the son of a Congressman slash black magic practitioner to know you should always have clear exits.

Reaching the door that led to the main part of the building, Alonso paused, pressed his ear against the door, and listened carefully for several minutes. Nothing. He grasped the knob, pulled the door open the barest bit, and then listened again. Still nothing.

He continued the process for several minutes, opening the door a little more, listening, eventually adding looking, until he was confident he would not be immediately caught. Slipping out of the grimy storage room, he stepped into a narrow hallway. There were a few more doors along it, some marked as further storage, another office, another mailroom. The last said 'gallery,' and the words shimmered funny, like they were made of holographic paint or something—but there wasn't any light to set it off.

Hmmm. The back of Alonso's neck prickled, but his only other option was to go back outside, and that wasn't happening. His father would have people combing the city by now, and Alonso wasn't going back. Not now. Not ever.

He closed the door quietly behind him and looked around. As promised by the weird sign on the door, he was in a gallery. The room he'd stepped into was filled with paintings that seemed to have an ocean theme, from a beautiful mermaid with terrifying teeth to a statue of a giant octopus-like thing in an enormous tank of water right in the center, with several more paintings scattered about.

The odd thing was that they all seemed to be paintings of individual people, minus one that seemed to have three. There were no landscapes, nothing with several people, no abstracts or modern art. Just people—well, beings, anyway, or did a mermaid count as people? His knowledge was limited to demons, and they did not count as people.

He continued on, careful to ensure his steps were always quiet, wending through room after room, but never finding an entrance or other way out of the gallery. After a few minutes, he couldn't even find his way back to the storage room.

Alonso sighed. This latest room had paintings portraying a woman brushing her hair, a man reading a book, another man working on a car, and a man and woman dancing in a field of fireflies.

The one thing all the paintings had in common was that each subject looked sad somehow. It was nothing obvious. They were smiling or relaxed or focused on their work—but the sadness was there, deep down. Like…Alonso frowned thoughtfully. Like they were waiting, he decided, waiting for something they were increasingly sure would never come.

Shaking off the strange thought, reminding himself he needed to keep moving or he risked being found and dragged back to the Land of Political Fuckwittery, he walked onward, through another room and another.

Eventually, he was forced to concede he was lost. All he had found was a labyrinth of galleries and a single door that was marked 'permanent exhibits, closed until further notice.' That door was sealed with magic so heavy it had left his skin tingling and his hand numb for twenty minutes after he had tried to open it.

Really, he should have caught on faster than the entire damn place was magic.

Sighing, Alonso sat down on a plush bench in a secluded little corner gallery that he had not managed to come across before, though he swore he had seen every room in the place at least three times.

It had only three paintings in it, and the lights over each painting were red, purple, and blue respectively. He half thought someone had wanted the room to be forgotten, overlooked.

Alonso sighed again and leaned his head against the wall, ignoring the paintings even as curiosity nagged him. Though he loved art and normally would have been more than happy to examine each painting for hours at a time, right now he was acutely aware that if he did not get a move-on soon, he would miss his flight and be back in his father's grasp before morning.

And though he had no qualms with killing, he did not want to go to jail for it—at least, not because he finally snapped and shot his father point blank in the face. Not that a man with demons under his thumb would die that easily.

His hands curled into fists briefly before he made himself relax.

He finally looked at the latest paintings more closely, as he apparently had nothing better to do until the gallery and its strange magic saw fit to let him go. No point in continuing to waste energy. He'd learned a long time ago not to fight with magic.

The first painting was of a well-formed man chained to a wall. He had pale skin and white hair, long and lustrous, falling to his waist. Slender, but with beautifully honed muscles. Heavy chains of some greenish-toned metal secured his wrists to a white-stoned wall. More chains secured his ankles, holding him spread eagled against the wall. He was also blind-folded, the livid red silk a stark contrast to all the bright, sharp white. It almost seemed obscene, somehow, that strip of red. The man was completely naked, save for that blindfold. His lips, as pale as the rest of him, were curved in a small smirk that seemed a challenge.

Shaking his head, intrigued now, Alonso stood and went to the second portrait. Two were on this wall, only one on the adjoining, and the remaining two walls were bare of paintings. The second portrait was of a man tied to a table. No, not a table. An altar. A black marble altar. This time, the man's hands were bound together, his ankles as well, secured by dark violet ribbon to the ends of the altar. His hair was shaved close to his head, and intricate tattoos covered damn near every last inch of his body. He seemed to be asleep, or perhaps meditating. Whichever it was, he didn't seem particularly troubled by his peculiar predicament. Indeed, to judge by his half-mast cock, he was rather enjoying the situation.

Interesting. Alonso started to turn away when he noticed there a small plaque beneath the painting—beneath all of them. The painting of the man on the altar was titled The Sacrificed Priest. The portrait of the blind-folded man was called The Basilisk Betrayed.

Alonso turned to the last painting, hanging alone on the farthest wall, easy to miss in the barely lit room. His eyes went first to the scripted letters beneath the painting. It said simply The Assassin Surrendered.

Curiosity snared by the strange title, Alonso finally looked up at the portrait, and his breath caught in his throat.

His father had three assassins on the payroll. Plain, unremarkable men, save for the frigidness in their eyes. There had been four, but John's body had been fished out of the river a few months ago. No one had ever figured out who finally put a bullet in one of the finest killers on the east coast, but then again, no one asked many questions when killers got killed.

All to the good, so far as Alonso was concerned. He didn't need his father knowing he'd been the one to shoot John. That had been his first kill but not premeditated. No, Alonso had saved premeditation for his backstabbing, black-hearted girlfriend after she'd sold him out and tried to kill him to get in good with her new friends.

Alonso had left her body in Severin's Porsche.

Like the other two paintings, the man in this portrait was tied up. He was in a dark cell, moonlight or something streaming through the bars to cast faint threads of light upon his naked body. The man was slender, spare, and sinuous, like an elegant snake. Any thinner and he'd be too skinny, but then again, Alonso had no taste for bulky men. He was already too much like his tall broad father, and men of such builds reminded him too much of everything he wanted to escape.

Soft-looking brown hair fell in the man's face in gentle waves that could almost be actual curls. He was neither blindfolded nor asleep, but stared directly out of the portrait with the most vivid green eyes Alonso had ever seen. His expression was blank, as though he did not care about a single thing, not even the fact that he was on his knees, arms stretched up, spread apart, chained to the ceiling.

There was something about those eyes, the careful lack of anything in them, that called to Alonso. He knew all too well what it was like to pretend to feel nothing, until you started to fear you were no longer pretending.

He reached out, almost unthinkingly, to lightly touch the painted face—and gasped, jerked, when he touched flesh. Stepping back, he froze at the sound of his shoes scuffing on stone, on the moonlit-dark surrounding him, the smell of winter and cold metal.

How in the world had he gotten inside the painting? Well, magic obviously, but he hadn't done anything, and this sort of pocket-universe magic was hardcore stuff. His father was a master of summoning demons, for the love of god, and even he wouldn't mess with something like this.

Why could his family not be normal? He'd often wondered, growing up, how many other Righteous, Upstanding Governors—and later Congressmen—practiced demonology the way his father did, if they practiced other things. He'd always longed to live in a home that knew nothing of demons, of human sacrifices, of blood and incantations and sulphur. Of bargaining with monsters.

"A visitor," the man in chains rumbled, some strange accent to his voice that was reminiscent of Italian. "I never thought Silenus would permit anyone to see me."

"Who is Silenus?" Alonso asked, then shook his head. "Who are you?"

The man looked at him with something that might have been amusement, though his expression never really changed. "Silenus is King of the Satyr; he owns the gallery in which you found me. You have not met Silenus? How do you come to be here if you have not met him?"
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