
Negative Colours

“Why are we watching this village?” Private Black asked, finally voicing the question on 
everyone’s lips. The village in question was barely even worthy of the name – just a collection of 
four obviously abandoned cottages, loosely scattered around some overgrown fields just west of 
Lough Corrib. From where he stood, cold rain dripping off his helmet and sloshing in the heel of his
left boot, it didn’t look worth spit.

“Ours not to reason why, Danny,” Corporal Thompson grumbled. Familiarity with the older man 
made it clear that he privately agreed, but wouldn’t say that in front of Lieutenant Jones. Or, more 
importantly, the senior officer that they were escorting, a Major Nettleson. Better to keep your head 
down and not attract the wrong sort of attention.

Black glanced towards the officers and that hulking Sergeant that had accompanied the Major. 
Nobody had told him the man’s name, and he didn’t care to ask. What piqued his curiosity was that 
neither bore the standard-issue Mauser rifle or the Webley revolver that the Lieutenant held in one 
hand, glancing around with forced nonchalance. The Major had slung his blocky pistol/carbine 
across his chest as he scanned the buildings through field glasses. The sergeant-

A deep chuckle broke into his thoughts, causing a chill that had nothing to do with the weather to
run down his spine. The bear-like sergeant had been right behind him! He braced himself for a 
tongue-lashing.

“Need to know, Private,” the sergeant chuckled. The warm, friendly tone made him even more 
nervous. “Boss?” he called over to the officers. Black couldn’t quite see them out of the corner of 
his eye, and he wasn’t going to look anywhere but straight ahead, but he could imagine the 
Lieutenant’s disapproving look at this disregard for protocol.

“Permission granted, Grizzly,” the Major replied languidly. Black’s eyebrows raised at the 
obvious nickname. There were probably others as well.

“All right, lads. There’s a few reasons why slavers or the Brotherhood would bugger out from 
somewhere like this. The obvious one is that they know we know of it. The second is that somebody
or something else attacked them – if so, who or what?” the sergeant explained. Black began to feel 
nervous again. Somebody or something else attacking orcs?

“Thirdly...you do know that reality goes a bit...doolally out here? If that’s what happened here, 
then we-”

It happened.

Where the buildings had been the off-grey of the local stone, it was now a glowing black. The 
moss on the walls and overgrown grass and bushes immediately surrounding the cottages had all 
turned a vivid, pulsing pink. The wood that partially covered one roof and the bark of the bare trees 
were now an unsettling blue-green. Between the fourth and fifth heartbeat, the colours suddenly 
returned to normal.

“What the hell?” Lt. Jones asked of nobody. Black took a slightly perverse joy in the normally 
finicky officer swearing.

“Rather harmless, all things considered. The orcs wouldn’t leave because of that alone,” the 
Major commented as he lowered his field glasses. “Lieutenant, would you mind lending Sgt. 
Bornell a few to examine this more closely?”

“Y-yes, sir! Corporal Thompson, you, Private Black and Private Hayes are to follow Sgt. Bornell
and...investigate this settlement.”

“All right, listen up. As you just saw, things can go crazy out here. You’ve all been issued with a 
bag of bolts,” Bornell instructed them, punctuating this with a jingling pat of the bulging pouch on 
his webbing. “If you feel the hairs rising on the back of your neck, throw one in front of you. 
They’re disposable, but don’t try to waste them. Now, move out.”



The exhilaration of movement had worn off by the time they reached the nearest cottage, with a 
vague feeling of dread replacing it. There was no sign that anything had changed, no sign that the 
colours had looked so wrong...no sign that it was anything but an abandoned cottage. Black fingered
a bolt. He had already thrown two of the bright yellow pieces of metal, and immediately felt stupid 
when nothing happened.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Thompson muttered as he scanned the barely-standing walls 
and gaping roofs.

“Much easier when you can shoot something?” Bornell asked sardonically. Black felt slightly 
reassured by the man’s presence, yet at the same time, he felt worried that he’d find fault with 
something minor. “Close quarters like this are where bolts really come in handy. Black, toss one 
inside.”

Black obeyed, throwing the thing in while shying his eye away, afraid to see it change colours or 
do something equally unnerving. The sigh of exasperation told him, even before he saw the critical 
look on the sergeant’s face, that he’d screwed up.

“Private, the point of throwing a bolt through the door is to keep an eye on it. Do it again, and 
watch where it flies.”

Black flushed angrily, but obeyed. How was he supposed to know he was supposed to watch the 
damn piece of metal? Nothing unusual happened – the bolt flew through the air in the same 
direction he’d thrown it, clinking as it hit the wall.

“Doorway’s clear.”
“Sergeant, why is that necessary? Is it to look for traps?” Hayes asked. It was the first thing he’d 

said since assembling that morning.
“I once walked through a doorway like that and somehow smacked into the wall at the opposite 

end of the room, without taking another step. That’s not even the worst thing the orcs have told us 
about,” the sergeant replied, grinning at the disbelieving looks they gave him. “Welcome to 
Connemara, boys. Private Hayes, you and I will check inside. The rest of you, cover the rear.”

Black swung himself over to the other side of the door, letting them in. From what he saw as he 
moved, there was nothing out-of-the-ordinary about the interior, not that that meant anything.

“Smell that, Private?” Bornell’s voice carried from inside.
“I smell it. Is that-”
“Dead body? Probably. Another bolt through that door.”
Black was on full alert now. There was something in the sergeant’s voice – an edge that hadn’t 

been there before.
“Looks clear. Throw another, just to make sure,” Bornell ordered. Two pounding heartbeats later,

Black flinched at the sergeant’s terse growl that there was an “inside-out patch”, whatever that was. 
“What on Earth?” Hayes asked plaintively. Black poked his head inside, but saw nothing. He 

wasn’t sure he wanted to see anything.
“Would explain why they bugged out,” Bornell commented grimly. “Let’s check the other 

buildings in case they left anything.”
Eleven nerve-wracking minutes later – Black had checked the watch he’d been issued – they had

their answer. If there had been any orcs setting up camp, they had obviously buggered off and left 
one of their dead behind. Of course they would, he thought sourly as Bornell gave the order to 
return. Not like us.

A faint hissing noise and a flash from over his shoulder caused him to spin on his heel, 
automatically hefting the rifle. Whatever he was planning to do, it vanished from his mind as the 
colours changed again, just two feet from his face. In the brief second before he leapt backwards, 
the top three inches of his bayonet had turned from a dull metallic grey to a glowing mixture of 
black, edged with an otherworldly dark blue.

“Jaysus!” he shrieked as the colours changed back to normal again. If he’d been three feet closer,
it would have been him changing!



“Think of it like stepping into a torch with a tinted filter, Private. It’s disconcerting, but 
harmless,” Bornell told him. “Keep moving.”

“Damnit Danny, I was hoping you wouldn’t come back,” one of the others commented when 
they returned. Even the Lieutenant cracked a smile at that.

“Like I’d let meself die when you still owe me a pound,” Black retorted, trying not to answer the 
man’s grin with his own one. “It’ll take more than one invisible torch with a tinted filter to off 
Daniel Black.”

“Funny, I think you screaming like a little girl when you bayonetted the air,” Hayes smirked. 
Before Black could respond with an unintended translation of Goethe, Major Nettleson asked if 
there were any signs of life. His tone suggested that he already knew there weren’t.

“We ran into an inside-out patch,” Bornell answered, causing the joking to die down. “Looks like
an orc got careless and stepped into it, and the rest of them left in a hurry.”

“A...a what?” Lt Jones asked, staring confusedly at them. He wasn’t the only person.
“A patch of ground or air which causes the victim to turn inside out. Quite an unpleasant way to 

die,” the Major commented dryly. Black struggled not to gape at the man, wondering how he was so
unperturbed as he continued, “Welcome to Connemara, gentlemen.”
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