
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

[image: Feedbooks]

South of the Armrend

Greg M. Hall





Published: 2010

Tag(s): thief assassin underworld magic action




This is a story of the City of Burkand, home to Doomsday
Prophetess Perpetua Flox, the legendary twin assassins Denal and
Alcis Hozelhoff, and a host of politically savvy masterminds vying
for power.  For more about Burkand and the annihilation it
faces, check out Stunted, a novel which can be found
at gregmhall.com or any purveyor of electronic books.








Lurking in the Dark


South of the
Armrend River, Burkand showed its uglier side.

Nasrin’s best hope in the dark, stench-soaked streets of
this neighborhood was to go undetected, so he didn’t even
bother to carry a torch.  He wore his night-cloak, the black
one, and kept a running inventory of nearby shadows to crouch in if
he sensed the presence of someone else.

If that other person could be taken by surprise and overwhelmed,
Nasrin might make a move.  He wasn’t much to be admired in the
arts of hand-to-hand combat, and he held his magical skills even
more in contempt.  If he could get away with a quick
leap-and-stab, however, his shortcomings didn’t matter.

He found movement easy in the mostly deserted streets. 
Nasrin might have seen this as an invitation to break into a home,
had he not had more pressing business for the evening: an important
meeting with a man named Petros.










A Prospect For Business


The previous night,
Nasrin had bought a round of drinks for a group of friends.

“Who’s our benefactor this evening?”  Virestal, a
rough-and-tumbler the thief had known since childhood, had asked as
he hoisted a complementary tankard.

“You don’t want to know, my good man,” he said with a grin, “in
case the Town Guard comes asking questions.”

“Bah!  They never come this side of the river at
night anymore.”

“Oh,” said Nasrin, “they might, with enough provocation. 
If, for example, a certain resident from North of the river, who
happened to have their house broken into and some very expensive
missing, were high-profile enough.”

“Alright, Nasrin,” Virestal had replied, “I know too much
already.  Besides, who am I to question free drinks?”

An older man, olive-skinned and hairy, with arm muscles and
bulging stomach competing for attention, said: “If it’s a round for
the whole house, young man, might I trouble the keeper for some
gort on your generosity?”

Nasrin, already prepared to be flippantly magnanimous, suddenly
straightened his posture upon identifying who had asked.
 “Anything you’d like, Mister Houbros.  Two, if it suits
you.”

“Heh.  I’m here on business tonight, so one will suit me
fine.  Please, call me Petros; even my enemies do.”

After receiving the gort and making it disappear, the hairy man
fixed Nasrin with a stare and said: “The business I’m here on
involves you.  Quite a reputation you’ve acquired in such a
short time.”

“All good, I’m certain,” said Nasrin, parrying the man’s leaden,
hazardous eyes with his easiest smile.

“Of the kind to draw my attention.  I understand you did
some work for… an associate of mine.  A single-objective
job.”

Nasrin, who had helped himself to more than the item that had
been commissioned by a shadowy man who only identified himself as
‘Stone’, immediately grew cautious.  “I’ve done more than my
share of single-”

“No need to be coy.  I was most impressed when I heard who
had possession of it.  That must not have been an easy
acquisition.”

“A better word might be ‘impossible’, for someone of lesser
talents,” said Nasrin, repeating a boast that he’d shared with
Virestal when he explained his sudden generosity.  “Not only
did I have to elude the Town Guard, but the Don had his own private
security.  I had to defeat an array of the best magical and
non-magical wards and locks-”

“No need to convince me of your prowess,” said Petros, holding
his hand like a flipped-over crab to scratch at his stubbly
chin.  “I don’t care how a job is done, only that
it’s done.  But such things shouldn’t be discussed in
public.  If you’re interested, I have an address for you; meet
me there tomorrow night.”

Nasrin, aware of Petros’ reputation and the prospect of steady
employment and protection from one of the most powerful syndicates
south of the Armrend, eagerly accepted.  And that’s how he
found himself wandering the dangerous streets of Burkand on a night
that was best spent behind stout locks and in front of a fire.










The Audition


He found the
building easily enough.  No light leaked out of its windows,
and someone had barred the front and back doors.  Instead of
taking that as a sign that the meeting wouldn’t take place, Nasrin
assumed his potential employer wanted the meeting to begin with an
audition.

A battered old crate, added to some bricks whose mortar had
rotted sufficiently to give him good hand and toe holds, was all
Nasrin needed to enter an open upper-story window.  Instead of
hopping down from the sill, he slowly lowered his foot to the floor
and tested his weight on the boards.  They solidly supported
his weight, so he lithely entered the darkened room.  The
smell of musty paper and wood gave him the impression that the
chamber served as an office.  He hovered in silence to listen,
detecting voices from beyond the room’s door. 

The thought of him sneaking up behind Petros, and how impressed
the Capo would be at his ability, brought an easy grin to Nasrin’s
face.

He put an ear to the door, and, quietly, slowly, opened it.

An aching buzz flashed through his body, and Nasrin found his
grin frozen to his face and his limbs unable to move.  The
door opened all the way on its own as wall-sconces flared to life
with guttering flame, and his eyes watched helplessly as he was
lifted by an unseen force and carried, paralyzed, down a narrow
hallway.

At the end of the passage, stairs descended to the first
floor.  He floated noiselessly to the landing and, without
rotating, down the lower part of the staircase. 

There was no lighting at the bottom; the blackness gave him a
sense of being lowered into a pit, or the greedily hungry throat of
some giant beast.  A whimper tried to escape his mouth but
remained frozen in place.

Someone snapped his fingers, and a split second later tongues of
flame jumped to life from every candle and wall sconce in the
room.  Even the fireplace roared to life.

“Hello, Nasrin.”

Despite being unable to move, the thief managed to gasp. 
Petros stood next to him.  In the tavern on the previous
night, he’d been sitting, so the huge height advantage he had over
Nasrin came as a shock. 

Instead of relief, seeing his potential employer only increased
the rotten, dread-soaked ooze in Nasrin’s belly.  Petros had a
legendary reputation for physical combat, but wasn’t known to be
skilled at magic.  The bodylock and levitation, therefore, had
not come from him.

Nasrin’s eyes, the only parts of him that could still move,
darted around the room and lit on the source of his
paralysis.  Two mages, not much older looking than himself,
stood flanking a third, middle-aged man he recognized as Mr.
Stone.  The mages kept their scalps equally free of hair, and
shared the same short, bulbous nose and indistinct chin, but one
stood noticeably taller than the other.

The Hozelhoff twins?  Here?

The Hozelhoffs had a significant reputation, one Nasrin and his
peers spoke of in whispers and paranoid glances.  The twins
were fraternal, not identical, in appearance, but in mannerisms and
personality, they were of the same mind. 

And neither had displayed any sign of possessing
remorse. 

Most of what Nasrin knew of the Hozelhoff twins came from lurid
stories of their work as freelance assassins.  Those that
hired them usually wished to send a message to living family or
acquaintances; something along the lines of: Do not do what
this person did.

Nasrin found himself adamantly hoping that the
Hozelhoffs needed him to steal something.

Petros spoke, draping a meaty, hair-covered arm around Nasrin’s
much smaller shoulders.  “I want you to know, this isn’t
anything personal, kid.  But you really should have
followed Mr. Stone’s instructions to the letter.  One
item only.  Not a word of it to anybody.”  He
shook his head.  “Take those two young gentlemen over there,
for example.  They won’t spend the next several
nights after they execute this assignment sitting around the
tavern, buying drinks for every Sig Higgins that walks through the
door, crowing about how well they performed it.”

Nasrin tried to protest, but he could no more than point his
pupils left and right.  It didn’t serve as a very eloquent
argument in his favor.

Petros gave the kid a sad look that stopped just short of
pity.  “Shame… you’re a pretty talented kid.  I wouldn’t
have minded hiring you for some of my own jobs.  If it were up
to me, I’d just have your tongue burned out of your mouth
with a hot iron.”

“Stop blabbing and get out of the way, Petros.”

It was Mr. Stone, the man who had commissioned the one-item
robbery that had gotten him into this predicament.  Petros
didn’t hesitate; he definitely feared the stranger as much as he
did the twins.

Nasrin’s body, still suspended a few inches off the floor,
turned to fully face his captors.  Mr. Stone held a crystal
sphere, a seeing-ball.

As the thief’s eyes lit on the ball, he said: “I’ve asked for
the twins to put on a good show for my master.  I
suggested it might be a benefit for others in our employ to watch,
to reinforce the price of failing to maintain secrecy.  But my
master… let’s just call him ‘the Coordinator’, wants this to be a
private show.”

Nasrin’s death sentence came in the form of Stone looking at
each of the twins, and saying:  “Gentlemen?”

As the condemned thief’s body began to burn with pain, the man
held the seeing-ball up in one hand.  With the other, he
produced a sizeable hourglass from his robes.  “Remember:
don’t finish him off until the sand’s all run out.”
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	Rick's
Hostage (2010)
Jack is a winner who grinds his competitors into the dirt. His
wife's lover is about to find that out in the harshest way
possible. But Jack finds out he's been playing by the wrong set of
rules...



	


The
Gig (2010)
A bar band crosses the state to play a strange club they've
never heard of. The big paycheck sounds like a great idea, until
they actually start playing!



	


For
They Know Not... (2010)
Turlock and his insectoid partner are hired to barge into a
monastery and intimidate the holy men into selling their property.
Though it's a shrewd business move, it might prove to be bad for
their health.



	


Night
Sentry (2010)
Mikey, on watch over his post-apocalyptic town wall, is
confronted in the middle of a frigid January night by a dark-clad
stranger seeking entry.



	


That
Stupid Kid (2010)
George and his crew huddle in a poorly-heated shed after a
serious accident halts their work. As they wait to hear of the
victim's survival, rumors bounce off the metal walls.



	


The
Prodigy (2010)
Eleven-year-old Barton has never been accepted in the artists'
commune at the fringe of the Empire. He's not gifted at painting or
sculpture, after all-the only aptitude he seems to possess is
magical ability.

Unfortunately, nobody wants to help him develop his gift. Worse,
his sister's gift for magic is so insignificant she's practically
stunted-a shameful condition that condemns one to the most menial
existence.

Barton realizes his future lies beyond the huts of the commune.
Will a foreigner that appears to be a walking dead man be the key
to it all?



	


The
Hoffman Boys Go To The Farm (2011)
Steve and Milt are hit men that always get the job done. But
Steve's enthusiasm for his job has slacked off, and Milt's
beginning to get on his nerves. It might be time for a change.



	


City
of Light (2011)
The fortress-city of Pingwot, besieged for six centuries, has
attracted the Universal Church's attention by flaunting
pre-apocalyptic technology. Father Bertolo is sent to discover the
source of their sudden enlightenment. He fears the citizens of
Pingwot have stumbled on an ancient cache of information, but the
truth is much worse: he might have to call down a Holy Crusade to
destroy the city and save mankind from destroying itself yet
again.



	


Easy
Money (2011)
Booth and his adventuresome friends have the opportunity of a
lifetime fall in their laps: a job that's way too easy for a
payment that's way too large. But when killing's involved, nothing
is ever all that simple.
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