
Slave Hunt

Dominic Barr was not having a good day. Standing with his back to the door and glaring out 
the window at Killary Harbour, choosing to focus on the wrecks of the old dwarven trading fleet 
that littered the head of the fjord, he mentally reviewed the sources of his confounded anger. 

Firstly, two fresh, surface-born slaves had escaped overnight – a quarter of the goods from the
last raid gone, and no indication of how they had managed it! Secondly, the trackers had returned 
empty-handed. And thirdly, this was less than a month after the last escape – which had ended in a 
fight with a group of Fir Nathair that had dared to claim the chattel for themselves! Was it really so 
much to wish for a smooth operation?

“I am not happy, Mr O'Brien,” he intoned over his shoulder, still glaring out the window. “I 
gave you a rather simple task, one that an old hand such as yourself should not have found remotely
difficult. You were supposed to retrieve two escaped slaves. And yet, you failed. Would you care to 
explain why?”

Behind him, Jonathan O'Brien took a deep breath, as though trying to steady his nerves. When
he spoke, he sounded like he had been drinking. Dominic took a mental note to check the man’s 
breath.

“We...we ran into a problem halfway to Maum, sir.”
That prompted Dominic to slowly turn around, deliberately controlling his anger enough to 

hook his thumbs into his waistcoat pockets and tilt his head downwards, glowering up through his 
bushy eyebrows. The three of them – O'Brien, the toothless old dog Mark Lynch, and that youngster
whose name he couldn’t remember – all looked away at the floor or walls.

“Explain.”

“Mark! Pick up the pace!” Johnny snapped as he glared over his shoulder at the second 
member of the group. The other orc glanced back in resignation, but didn’t move any faster. Johnny 
turned up the intensity of the glare. “If those children escape because you didn’t shift yer arse 
quickly enough, you’ll be paying the loss!”

The thought of paying a hundred pounds that he probably didn’t have, or having to sell the 
revolver and sixty bullets that he did, should have had the older Fomorian moving slightly faster. He
was still reluctant, for reasons that Johnny simply couldn’t fathom.

“Bad ground,” Mark replied, waving vaguely ahead of them. Johnny rolled his eyes and 
followed where he was pointing. The dogs hadn’t smelled anything, so what was the old man 
complaining about?

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the third orc interjected, carelessly waving his gun around 
with his finger dangerously close to the trigger. Johnny palmed his face.

“Donal! What have I told you about holding that?” he snapped. Why did he have to have the 
burnt out case and the new guy who had barely grown his canines yet?

“Um...shoot anything that attacks?” Donal replied hesitantly.
“Keep your finger away from the trigger unless you’re planning to shoot! Have you thought 

about what happens if you accidentally shoot a slave?”
“Uh...they die?” Donal’s tone made it clear he had not. Johnny looked back at him, causing 

the younger orc to hesitantly back away.
“Exactly! That’s at least three, six month’s investment wiped out! Each! Do you have any idea

how much it costs to snatch ‘em?”
“A lot?”
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Didn’t you pay any attention?” He shook his head and facepalmed 

again.
“S-sorry, sir. I...wait, does anyone smell fire?”



Johnny sharply looked up again, automatically sniffing the air. He didn’t smell anything, and 
neither had Éimhear or Brian. Éimhear was staring intently at a particular rock, and Brian was 
looking over his shoulder at the group, wagging his tail with a look of dopey happiness that only a 
dog could show. Johnny sighed irritably – this was probably just another excuse – and walked over 
to Éimhear. Nothing struck him as odd about the rock.

And then the crabs wandered out from behind the hillock, causing him to jump. There were 
dozens of them, all bright red or blue and over four feet across, scuttling forwards and talking in a 
strange, suave accent. One stopped in front of him and regarded him with beady red eyes that 
matched its shell

“Ahem. Gentlemen?” the crab queried. Around them, the other crabs stopped and turned to 
face him as one, their chattering voices changing from ordering each other to follow the speaker to 
variations of “spy among us”. One bemusedly noted that it seemed not to be the only spy.

“Gah!” Johnny shrieked, lashing out with his foot. He missed the crab that had stopped in 
front of him, which remained perfectly still and regarded him with malevolent amusement.

“Oh, fat man, please! This is getting awkward!” the crab commented mockingly. Shrieking 
again, Johnny reversed the grip on his shotgun and slashed ineffectively at it. What was 
happening?!?

Mark felt the world start to spin as he hesitantly took a step forwards to see if he could help or
at least disarm Johnny, who was slashing at thin air in full disregard for the dog that stood next to 
him. He almost felt as if he’d had too much to drink, but without the buzz that made him love 
everyone or the taste.

He grasped the tree next to him, trying to steady himself, and looked at it. All he did was to 
confuse himself even more as his hands told him that it was perfectly still, just as his eyes did. And 
yet, the world was spinning!

“Uh...guys? What’s going on?” Donal asked, completely bewildered. Mark looked at him and 
tried to admit that he was feeling a bit dizzy, but his voice refused to work. That frightened him as 
much as Johnny freaking out. Donal wasn’t a bad lad; it wasn’t fair to leave him wondering there.

Donal had the unnerving feeling that this had all happened before, but he couldn’t for the life 
of him remember where or when. The fire he could smell but not see; Old Mark grasping a tree and 
looking like he was about to throw up; the boss swinging a gunstock at nothing – it had happened 
before, he was sure of it! Even the dogs’ reactions were familiar. Éimhear was completely oblivious 
to anything, and Brian had chosen to circle around and-

“Brian! What the hell are you doing?”
The dog had grabbed his sister by the scruff of her neck and was dragging her backwards. 

Éimhear didn’t so much obey as follow mechanically, still staring forwards with a fixed, blank 
expression. Donal was slightly relieved that at least somebody was acting sensibly; there was a fire 
approaching, for God’s sake!

“Fire’s getting closer!” he yelled.
“What fire?”

Johnny couldn’t believe the crabs weren’t harmed. He swung again, saw the stock pass 
straight through it, and heard it mockingly comment that they were all quite out of their depth. The 
new guy had screamed something about a fire that wasn’t there – shouldn’t the crabs have smelled 
or commented on it too?

He didn’t notice the rain at first, so the first indication that it had began was that the crabs 
began to scuttle backwards with plaintive cries of “Monn Diú!” or “Jarate?”, whatever the hell 
those meant. The one in front of him snarled viciously that it hated him, even as it scuttled away. 
Johnny blinked and shook his head, hoping but not expecting them to disappear.

When he opened his eyes again, he couldn’t believe it. The crabs were gone. They’d just 
disappeared into thin air, with no trace that they had even been there.



“What the fuck just happened?” Donal asked, voicing exactly what he was thinking.
“Th-there were crabs just sitting there, mocking us!” Johnny whispered, starting to feel sick. 

Had that been only in his head?
“Crabs? I didn’t see anything? Did you?”
“I saw nothing,” Mark mumbled from where he sat, still clutching the tree. “Smelt no fire 

neither.”
“What?” Donal’s jaw dropped about as far as possible without dislocating it. Johnny stared at 

Mark as well, belatedly lowering his longarm.
“I told you it was bad ground,” Mark continued. “We just stepped into a...hal-uc-ation field.”
“A what?”
Johnny felt too tired to palm his face at the youngster’s ignorance. How was it possible to live

in the Homelands without at least knowing of them? Why had the guild hired him in the first place? 
Because he’s cheap, his inner voice replied. Budget cuts over the last three years had forced them to
reduce salaries, with all the resulting lowered standards and other side-effects. Damn the Brits and 
the Leaguists, ruining a centuries-old trade with their blockade.

“Hal-uc-ation field?” Mark repeated, beginning to stand up again on shaky legs. “Those 
places where you start hearing and smelling things. Didn’t old Peig mention them?”

“Smelling things? Wait a minute, you mean that fire was only inside my head?” The boy 
looked very pale.

“And the crabs. Fuck me, I probably looked utterly mad,” Johnny groaned, and this time he 
did facepalm. Neither of the others replied; there was no point denying it. “Let’s get out of here.”

“We’re not continuing? I thought slaves were expensive?” Donal’s face and tilted head 
showed his confusion.

“The money ain’t worth it, and they’re probably dead anyway if they went in there,” Johnny 
replied, shaking his head wearily as he turned to walk back towards the surface road towards 
Leenane. The dogs followed, Brian apparently sniffing at his sister’s ear. Behind them, Donal turned
his bamboozled stare towards Mark. All he got was a resigned shrug as the older orc turned to 
follow the boss.

“Probably dead? You didn’t even bother to check?” Barr growled.
“No, sir. The tracks lead straight into it, and those hallucination fields can kill you if you stay 

in them too long. It’s like their-”
“Like they just forget how to breathe? And I suppose a portal just appeared in the pen?” Baar 

snapped. Even as he said it, he mentally kicked himself for handing them a perfect excuse – one that
might actually have happened! The guild branch near Lough Fee had lost a slave and her bastard in 
a very similar manner nearly twenty-five years ago, and he privately suspected the little bastard had 
ended up with the O’Rourkes near Letterfrack.

“It’s a possibility, sir,” O’Brien replied. “It’s also possible that they’ll die overnight, or get 
eaten, or-”

“Yes, you’ve made your point, O’Brien! Since you’re obviously not up for the hunt, then you 
can take a look at how we can prevent this happening again! Now get out!”

He waited until the door had closed behind them before sitting down and removing his hip 
flask. Taking a swig, he closed his eyes and massaged his temples to relieve the oncoming headache
that composing the report for head office would cause. He opened his eyes again, and jumped as a 
sun-yellow spider the size of his fist appeared to be climbing through a solid wall.

Upon closer inspection, he realised that the spider couldn’t be real – it only had four legs and 
was floating in mid-air, its front legs pulling it forward in a crude mockery of swimming. Even so, 
he remained completely still as it swam towards the corner behind him and then faded away into 
thin air. He sat there for a moment longer, just staring at the corner, before hurriedly taking another 
swig to steady his nerves enough to start drafting his report.

Dear Mr Colleran...
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