
Please enjoy this extract of an exclusive short 
story from Joe Abercrombie:

THE THREAD
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Sabra picked the last few bolls from the latest plant, pods bursting 
open with white fluff, tossed them into her bag and blew a long 
sigh as she straightened. She squinted up at the sun, wiped the sweat 

from her forehead, slapped the fluff from her sore fingertips, shifted the 
strap of the bag on her sore shoulder, rubbed at her sore back and blew 
out another sigh. The usual routine.

‘Hard work, eh?’ said Kurin, nudging his hat back so he could wipe 
his own sweat-beaded forehead.

He always seemed to be close by. Tending to the next row of plants 
when they were picking. Stuffing the bale beside hers when they were 
packing. Setting his plate on the table next to hers when they were eating. 
She thought she caught him looking at her, sometimes. Or maybe she 
just wanted to think so. He was a fine-looking man, after all, with those 
broad shoulders and those good teeth and that easy smile. 

She took a nervous glance about, worried the overseer might notice 
them talking, then remembered that the overseer was gone. Dragged 
through the dust behind a donkey then beaten to death with shovels, 
and not at all missed. They were not slaves any more. They were free, 
and could talk as much as they pleased. As long as they filled their quota.

‘Hot work,’ she said, pressing her own hat down a little, half to hide 
from the sun, half to hide from Kurin. She thought she might be blushing 
a little.

‘Here.’ He offered her his flask. Then he wiped the neck with his 
sleeve, and offered it again. His sleeve was dirty. All their sleeves were. 
But it was a nice gesture. No doubt she would have found it a less nice 
gesture had he been less nice looking. But that is the ugly truth about 
pretty people.

She wanted to slosh it all over her face, but took what she imagined was 
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a ladylike sip instead, and handed it back. ‘Very kind,’ she said, hiding 
behind the brim of her hat again.

‘Have some more, if you want,’ he said, still smiling. ‘We’re free now.’
She thought about that. ‘Yes. We’re free.’ And she took another sip, as 

if to prove the point to herself.
They were free, and that was a great thing. A wonderful thing. A thing 

they had all begged God for, for so many years. Only sometimes Sabra 
wondered if things had changed all that much after all.

As a slave she had slept in a stinking crumbling shack and eaten lentil 
paste. Now she was free she lived in the same stinking crumbling shack 
and ate the same lentil paste but had to pay the man who lived in her 
old master’s house for the privilege. Her master had been hacked to pieces 
and she had shed no tears for him at all, but the man who lived in the 
house now looked at her just the same way he had. 

If a slave had filled their bag too slowly they might have been beaten. 
Might have been lashed. Made an example of, to encourage the others. 
Now, if a worker could not meet their quota, they would not be paid. 
Then they would have no roof. Then they would have no food. Then one 
day they would be gone, and a new worker found. There were always new 
workers. She had heard that was how they did things in the Union. They 
boasted they had no slaves there. But she was not sure it was better, any 
more. In her dark moments, she wondered if it might be worse.

But she did not want to let Kurin see her dark moments, so she smiled 
as she handed the flask back to him. Things had not changed as much as 
she might have wanted. But at least she could smile now. ‘Thank you,’ she 
said, as she bent down to the next plant and started plucking the bolls, 
pods bursting open with white fluff. 

‘You are lucky,’ said Kurin, still watching her, still smiling.
She looked up at that. ‘I have never once in my life thought so.’
‘You are short.’
She drew herself up to her full height which was, admittedly, not high. 

‘We are all the height God made us.’
‘And, thanks to God, you do not have to stoop so low as I do to pick.’
Sabra could not help laughing. No doubt it would have been less funny 

if he had been less pretty. But there was the ugly truth again. ‘True. But 
my back still aches by evening. And when my bag gets full it drags along 
the ground, while yours wafts at your knees and keeps them cool, like a 
fine lady’s dress.’

Kurin laughed. ‘True. I never thought of that. Perhaps we are both 
luckier than we thought.’
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