Horses were shod. That was the way of things and always had been. Thurston mused on that thought to whisk the tedium of the road out of his head. They had to be, of course, or their poor hoofs would tear and splinter on the hard stone. He let his mind wander as he always did when he was teaming a load. Otherwise the endless and unchanging corridors of the high road might just drive him mad.


Thurston's train of thought had arrived at this particularly banal station after wondering what would have become of horses were they not owned by mankind. He chuckled to himself. Wild horses. Now there was a thought. Where would they live, of course, but also who would shoe them? Perhaps, if horses were wild, they'd learn to grown their own shoes somehow. They'd have different hoofs.


Despite his wandering thoughts, the road was beginning to mesmerise him some. He resisted just enough to keep an eye on the road and the team, but his horses knew the way. They'd travelled the road from Bowl to Shoridda a hundred times or more.





Suddenly, Thurston was roused from his half-dreaming hypotheses. The team ground to a halt, and he looked into the gloom. The horses seemed spooked.


He muttered a curse under his breath that he was only a human. Every race but the giants could see better than humans, and the giants didn't need to, since they could hear anything anyone else could see, or nearly.


Thurston shook the reins. It might have been just a swarm of bugs or rats, too low down for him to see easily, though these horses should be used to sugh things, even when they showed up in large groups. The horses started again reluctantly, but then stopped only a few feet further, the right lead prancing sideways a bit and rolling its eyes.


Determined to fnid the root of this mystery, Thurston climbed down from the bench and walked up past the horses. He still didn't see anything the matter. No rats. Nothing.


Just in case, he pushed in to the left, against the corridor wall where the horses seemed to be crowding, to see if there was anything there, or at least a clue to what was amiss. Still nothing.


He began to back his way out. He hoped he wouldn't have to use the lash, but he feared he would now. Something probably startled one of the lead mares and spread paranoia to the rest.





Something hard and cold blocked the back of his head, preventing him from backing right out. He started to turn.


'I wouldn't move too much if I were you,'  said an arrogant voice from behind him.


Curse me for a fool, he thought. Brigands. It was a pistol at the back of his head.


The part of his mind still wandering wondered at how bold they were, this close to Choridda. He was only a half hours ride from the city arches.


The rest of him tried to be calm and deal with the situation as he'd done twice before.


'You're welcome to my goods, of course,' he said almost conversationally, not moving a muscle. His leg started to cramp, but he gritted his teeth. Just co-operate, give them what they want, and you'll get out of this alive. After all, they wouldn't find the true valuables -- those were stashed in a special compartment under the truck.





'It's not precisely your goods we're looking for. At least, not what's in your load,' replied the arrogant voice smoothly. 'I have a very good idea what you're real haul is, and my men and I are going to find it if we have to disassemble your entire truck. However, to avoid any unnecessary disassembly, which would only leave this fine coach blocking traffic, we're more inclined to disassemble you.'


Thurtson bit his lip. This was not what he was expecting at all. The arrogant one sounded like he knew.


'And, eh, what exactly would it be you're looking for? Um, food, perhaps? I have very little money on my person, if that's what you mean.'


'Don't try games with me, Mister Stanhold,' came the voice again. Footsteps approached very softly. He could make out the shadows of a few more pairs of legs, but it was impossible to tell how many.


His mind reeled. They knew who he was. These weren't just ordinary highwaymen by any stretch of the imagination. They were probably hired mercs for a competing high guild, but how the secret slipped was beyond him. He hadn't even told his horses.





'Yes, yes of course,' Thurston Stanhold replied. 'But I'm afraid I'm under a bond oath not to aid you in any way. Surely you understand.'


'As a matter of fact,' said the voice, taking on an even more sinister tone if that was possible, 'I was counting on it. You see, we're far enough from the city that I have little fear that your screams will reach Shoridda, but your words will certainly reach my ears.'


Thurston nearly fainted. A hand clapped onto his shoulder and began leading him slowly back. He could now make out the other figures. There were three, but they were cloaked in shadow cloaks. He could count them, but he could not make out a single detail about them; not even their heights.


'Now lets begin,' said the voice from behind him still. 'Where is the liquid?'


'I can't tell you that.'


'We'll find it whether you live or not. I'd much rather you live.'


'Why?' Thurston asked, daringly.


'We might find a use for you.' Thurston could almost hear the sick, sinister grin of his captor. 'Now please.'


'I can't - nnngh!' Thurston's left middle finger was now bent all the way back to meet the back of his hand. His captor released it, letting it flop limply. Somehow that limpness felt as bad as the breaking. 'Why... why are you doing this? Just search the truck!'


'But this is so much more fun,' came the reply, with an actual sound of sick glee.


'Fine. Then since it doesn't matter... the canisters are underneath. They're secured inside a false panel that must be opened from under the truck,' Thurston confessed.





There was a slight sigh. 'Indeed.' came the voice. He heard a sleeve rustle behind him, and one of the shadow-cloaked figures moved out of view, likely checking. He heard a muffled voice from the other side of the truck speak to his captor -- likely the leader of this troupe -- verifying this, and a heavy, echoing clunk as he knocked the lock off. More verification came.


'Well, you're a smart fellow, aren't you,' came the voice again. 'it seems we'll have little pleasure from you this fine evening.' The voice paused dramatically, still holding him. 'Wait,' said the man. 'I have an idea.'


'Augh!' Thurston shouted as another of his fingers snapped. 'Why did you...'


His captor cut him off. 'My idea. I've decided not to believe you.'


'But -- your man! He just...' stammered Thurston.


'Yes but, you see,' said the man, 'I'm having more fun...' He punctuated the word fun by forcing another gasp from Thurston. '...not believing you.'





--





'I can't believe they're doing this,' sighed Silver. She was seated in a back booth in a tavern called The Smoke Hole across from her lover Sebastion Weatherill, a diabolid scoundrel and sometimes mastermind of the revolution.


Bastion shifted slightly in his seat, his black formal clothes making a silky sound as he did so, and nodded. She mirrored his shifting but less quietly, her leather street clothes squeaking against the leather cushions of the bench seat. 'A lot of people can't. Believe it, I mean. I figured something like this was coming. It had to. They're exerting their control and seeing how much they can get away with. But I hadn't expected it so soon.'


The announcement had come at the beginning of first shift that day -- that morning, though 'morning' was a meaningless term unless you worked in agriculture where the solith lights, for whatever unfathomable reason, had to be allowed to follow their normal fourteen-hour-on, ten-hour-off cycle. The announcement had very little effect on farmers who worked out so close to the wilds, at least in an immediate sense. It was more of a city thing for now.


Joag Holdings and Security Company, more often known as 'The Guild of Joag', was arguably the most powerful of the High Guilds of Shoridda, and they'd decided to flex their muscles. Controlling all the security forces of the city by council-approved and council-mandated monopoly, The Guild of Joag had a lot of muscles to flex -- all the city guard, security guard, militia and even all licenced personal guards were theirs to command.


They'd shown that power less than ten hours ago by making an official proclamation, repeated six hours after, that anyone found violating the long-standing but mostly ignored 'Peace Policy' -- a rule that prohibited public arguments of any sort -- would receive two chances, one verbal and written warning and one house arrest for a week, after which they would be shot immediately on their third violation. Of course, the proclamation claimed that normal, law-abiding and peace-loving citizens of Shoridda would never need to fear this proclamation, as only warmongers and Revolutionary terrorists would try to stir up trouble by doing something as vile as arguing publicly or inciting riots.





'Hell,' added Bastion, 'if it weren't for us, this would have come a long time ago.' It was going to put a damper in revolutionary rallies, too. The revolution consisted of both popular figures in the city who spoke freely of change as well as a shadow corps of soldiers. Bastion filled both roles as needed. However, this announcement made it very clear that the illusion of free speech was coming to an end. This siginified that the High Guilds, particularly Joag, felt more confident than they had that they could take on the Revolution and put it down once and for all.


Silver saw it as a threat against the people and the Revolution itself. Bastion saw more. He saw a boast, a proclamation of power. More than anything else, this was going to kill the participation of the wageslaves, that class of people who'd sold their viting provileges to the Guilds in return for basic necessities provided at barely poverty level. Those people were sheep, and it was easy to herd them, but not into the mouth of a wolf.





'I'm still going,' Silver mentioned.


Bastion said, 'Mm,' and nodded in a resigned way, glanced away and then gazed intensely at Silver, looking for a crack in the armour.


It was hard to meet Bastion's intense gaze sometimes, especially when politics came up. Sometimes Silver wished the could forget about politics, but politics were Bastion's life and she wanted so badly to be a part of that life. She ran her fingers through the long, straight silver hair that fulfilled her name. Silver wasn't old, nor was the grey premature. Quite the contrary; she was barely twenty. Her hair had always been a beautiful, rich silver colour and she'd been named for it. Though it was a common enough name, she lived up to it better than most.


Bastion gave up. No cracks were appearing. He looked away, turning his whole body towards the front of The Smoke Hole and making that silky sound again. 'You're probably going to get yourself killed.'


Silver scowled, anger flashing suddenly. 'Well, thanks. I really like the vote of confidence, Bastion.'


'Look,' he explained again for the tenth time that day, 'it's just that anything could happen, and this is a rather big deal. You have no field experience and...'


'And you don't want me to be in anything real because you're afraid I'll get hurt,' Silver cut him off.


'No. Wel, yes, but other people will depend on you, too,' he tried to defend himself, though the defence was getting hopeless.


'Again, thanks for the vote of confidence.' Silver rolled her eyes.


Bastion leaned closer to her, across the table. 'Careful, don't argue publically,' he said with a half smirk.


She shook her head at him. 'Bad,' she said.


She paused a long moment while Bastion sat back down. 'Besides, we're in the smoke hole,' she added, gesturing to the rest of the half-filled pub.


'I forgot to tell you. Don't rely on that anymore,' Bastion said.


Silver raised an eyebrow and looked her question at him.


'We pulled the wards off this place this morning.'


'Great, and they do the announcement right after. Why'd you pull thenm?' she asked.


Bastion shook his head. 'No, we pulled them down after the announcement.'


Silver blinked. She stared at Bastion a moment, saying nothing, then blinked a few more times. 'Why?' she asked finally, when looking her question didn't work this time.


Bastion gazed out over the tavern's one room. 'It was too dangerous.'


Silver looked incredulous. 'Hello? Isn't this when they're most needed?'


Bastion scowled this time, leaned forward, and said in a fierce whisper, 'Those wards didn't keep anyone out, they kept people from looking. Unless you were cleared or had no focus -- no suspicions of any sort nd no care to find any -- you just never noticed the place. Well, now that this shit is going on they'll have guild sorcerors out looking for anythign out of the ordinary. Those wards were out fo the ordinary, because most barsd would never weant to turn away business, especially not wealthy High Guild business. Now shut up about it before someone hears us, because the chances of that went up bigtime this morning.'


Silver looked down as Bastion leaned back again. 'Oh,' she muttered, meekly. 'Well, it's getting to be that time.' She glanced around slightly more nervously now. 'Uh, now that, err. I'm having some trouble meeting new people. What should I say to a stranger if I want to meet him or her?'


Bastion rolled his eyes and passed on the code.


