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THE ORC HARROWING



1
BEGINNINGS
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Back when the world was young there were no upright races; all were beasts. From the Bitterfang Mountains to the Diresand Desert not a single soul existed. Years passed and all was calm, from the jagged peaks of the Scarlet Fangs to the Silver Sea. Back at that time even the elements were at peace.


But that was to end.


The clever wind from the west grew restless. It whispered from the highest mountain top and breathed across the Salt Flats until it met the Great Forest. It swept the leaves from the trees and gathered the dust from the Kourgaad Plains. From this came the elves, and the wise west wind was the breath of life inside each of them. They sang and danced, learned to ride and harness the land to their wishes. They were swift, carefree and loved the open plains and deep forests, much as they do now.


Meanwhile, far to the south in the Diresand Desert, another force was at work. The long summers scorched the land and made all plants as kindling. Mirages and heat hazes shimmered above the dunes and made even the memory of water seem painfully distant. Great fires raged through the few woodlands of the south, sending up palls of smoke and burning ash. From these terrible and hungry flames came the orcs. They were restless and hot-blooded, consuming everything in their path, and were much as we are now.1


Later, the daginn would crudely fashion the dwarves from mindless clay, seeking to make an army of obedient servants for themselves.2 But the daginn were careless and spilled the molten rock of the volcano into the clay. The dwarves became fiery and uncontrollable, liable to terrible tempers once wronged. Proud and stubborn, the dwarves rebelled against their draconic masters, soon leaving the volcanoes where the daginn make their stony dens. The dwarves built mighty halls and impregnable fortresses to shelter from the rain. They hoarded their bright gold and shining gems like the daginn who made them, and continue to do so all these years later.


Wind, fire and earth. Three elements indifferent to each other. Wind can extinguish fire, but it can also fan small flames into ferocious infernos. Fire may scorch and blacken fertile ground, but sand and stone can stop the flames from taking hold. Earth seems impervious to gales and tornadoes, yet dust can be swept many miles. Wind, fire and earth, three elements bound to compete against each other for all of time, just as the orcs, dwarves and elves will fight a never-ending war, spilling blood across Naer Evain for ever.


THE MIDDLE TIMES AND LESSER RACES


Goblins too came, after a time. Some crawled from dark places, others trekked up from the south, and still more emerged from the forests where they had remained hidden from the sun. They were small and insubstantial but shared many traits with the orcs.3 Neither as impressive nor as all-consuming as their larger kin, they made their homes in the mountains. Here they sought to unseat the dwarves from their fortresses, as foolish an aim as arguing with an incoming tide. In time the goblins became allies of the orcs. And occasionally dinner.


And finally there were humans, who ventured down from the Northern Expanse. A rare few emerged from the Diresand Desert, but for the most part they arrived from the north, clad in furs and sporting small beards. Humans are not wind or fire or earth. Nor are they mixtures of these elements. Humans simply exist to annoy, providing food for any orc who can spare the time to hack them out of their armour. Weaker than an orc, less useful than a dwarf, less wise than an elf, more untrustworthy than a goblin. Humans really are the most pitiful race in all of Naer Evain. They shame themselves by selling their swords and reveal a lack of honour no orc could live with.4


OUR PLACE


We orcs have always been shunned by the other races. We are not diplomats, nor are we great craftsmen. We are not concerned with beauty like the elf, nor consumed by avarice like the dwarf. We are not afeared like the goblins, nor do we plot like the humans. Our purpose is simply to survive. We live to make war and expand the territory we control. We live to make names for ourselves and to be remembered at the fireside during Great Feast and Midwinter.5 We do not expect a peaceful existence with the other races because we have only ever known them as enemies.


At first we were frightened of the elves, thinking them strange forest spirits or phantoms in the night. Surely no living creature could move so quickly and with such grace, we thought. We hunted them down as best we could and they in turn left many of our kin face down in the mud with arrows through their hearts. But the elves are not spirits, they are made of flesh and blood just as we are. They are capable of fear and they can bleed. They can be caught and they can be killed. The proud elves think themselves above the concerns of the mortal races, but their endless longevity gives no meaning to their lives. By contrast, every orc knows his time is measured, and seeks to accomplish something with the few years he has.6


The dwarves are naturally given to suspicion and loathing. They have always turned us away from the shelter of the mountains. They seek to keep the mysteries of stone and metal to themselves. Only the ferocious akuun and the daginn refuse to give ground to the implacable dwarf.7 Even now, our goblin kin find themselves in conflict with the greedy dwarves in the mines and tunnels. Testament to dwarven greed is the road they have laid across the great plains, a vein to feed their need for trade and gold. Happily, we orcs can plunder and lay waste the slow moving caravans, full of good food and bright, sharp steel.


The humans, most weak and mean of all the races, lie and twist words to their own satisfaction. They lack even the honesty to make alliances hold fast. We orcs are renowned for making war on each other, but it is always under the spirit of Harrowing.8 Humans care less for fame than they do for power, wanting only to subjugate their fellow man. They are not as nimble as the elf, not as tenacious as the dwarf and lack the orc appetite for violence. If they serve any use at all, it is one that does not register in the orc mind. They are at best cattle and are not to be trusted when employed as mercenaries. Be sure to assign a fearsome orc to watch over any humans in your company; gold alone does not ensure loyalty.


THE GREAT MOTHER


We are quite separate from every living thing in the world. The akuun can match the call to violence we feel, but they are feeble-minded and slow. They are no better than beasts and have no interests beyond their own hunger.


The goblins have always been weaker than we orcs. They are cunning and cruel but only keen to attack when their numbers are vast and uncountable. Their ambitions are limited to stealing from the dwarves and little else. Wiser than the akuun, more fierce than the goblins, we orcs are quite alone in the world. And yet it need not have always been this way.


When the night sky gave up its most precious jewel we were compelled to seek her. In her own way Khaeris, Star of the West, is much like us, the fire of all fires. For many years she had looked down on us from the darkness, bathing us with her magnificent silver fire. Then, for reasons not clear to us, she collided with the earth, almost tearing the continent in two. An intense curiosity fired the hearts of orcs; a nameless desire to meet and hail the fire of all fires. Many tribes sent ambassadors and speakers to the forest, seeking an audience with the Great Mother. Shamans and the wisest orcs were sent with gifts of spices and prized wolves. Our women took the young and the sick, seeking the healing touch of the mysterious Goddess from the night sky. But all were slain. All were found run through with elven arrows, or else cut down after trekking no more than a handful of miles into the Great Forest. We were turned away, denied our chance to meet with the most sacred of beings.9 A thousand years we sought her, and for a thousand years we were turned back.


[image: image]


This is why we hunt the elves so implacably. What right have they to guard the secrets of the Goddess from the night sky? What right have they to declare themselves the only heirs to her teachings? What right do they have to deny us even the glimpse of the Great Mother? This is the grievance that drives the orc to war. It is all we have ever known; some say it is all we are good at. Where the dwarf jealously guards the mountains, we siege and sack. Where the elf protects his beloved woodland, we burn and defile. Where the human settles, we destroy.


Asaan Firebringer knew the place of the orc in the world. We should rule mountain and forest and plains and river. Let no corner of the world not know our presence, let no valley or hill go undiscovered.


We are the orcs and this world will belong to us.


Translated from the speech of Midwinter by Kani Breakspeare, Ur-Khagan of the Scarsfaalen tribes.


– V.





2
THE HARROWING
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It was only after several months that I felt able to ask Kani Breakspeare to explain the Harrowing to me. The Harrowing is the loose code the orcs follow, enshrining the values they adhere to. By that point I had been the Ur-Khagan’s scribe for a good while, and, while not accepted, I was at least largely ignored by most of the orcs in the tribe. This was certainly preferable to orcs paying attention to me, which I was very grateful for. As Kani spoke that day he gathered quite a crowd, who were fascinated by his explanation.


– V.


WANDERING FLAMES


Light one small flame at the edge of a dry forest and watch it wander. It multiplies and moves, consuming the wood in its path. In time it creeps onto the plains and heath, burning the shrubs and grasses. All that is left behind is ash and blackened earth. And so it is to be an orc. If we stay still we dwindle and die, but with the wind at our back and fuel before us we can burn for eternity.


We orcs don’t settle down. Not like other races. Sure, there are those orcs what live at the Great Meets, blacksmithing, tanning leather for armour or trading food. But they ain’t real orcs. To be an orc is to be master of the world. We don’t have borders or Kingdoms because all the world belongs to us, not just the Khagan either.1 All the world belongs to all the orcs, from the most snot-nosed young ’un to the mightiest Ur-Khagan. The mountains are ours, the plains are ours, the rivers are ours, even the forests are ours, although we haven’t quite persuaded the elves of that yet.


CONDUCT BETWEEN TRIBES


A proper orc likes a scrap. It’s nothing personal, but if you’ve got something we need, then we’re going to take it from you. There’s nothing dishonest about this. You have the right to defend yourself and your things. Food, weapons, armour, wood – it’s all the same. The stronger will ultimately own what is being fought over and the weaker will die. That’s just life.2


This is all well and good to a point, especially if you can kill some elves while you’re about it, but orcs need to be mindful of each other. Orcs killing orcs when we could be killing elves or dwarves is arseheaded.3 For this reason we tend to avoid fighting and stealing between our tribes when we can. Not saying it doesn’t happen. Some tribes are notorious for it. The best way for an orc to stay dangerous is to keep fighting. You ain’t going to be much of a fighter if you’re not constantly testing yourself. In the past this meant tribe on tribe warfare, but these days we try to reserve the kicking for other races.4 Only at the Great Meets is fighting banned outright. I mean we have brawls, but they’re only with fists and knives. Proper weapons get put in a wagon and tied up with rope.


It’s bad form to attack a tribe leaving or journeying to a Greet Meet. If you can see the Meet on the horizon you should hold off on the kicking, is what I always say. A Meet is the one place a Khagan can relax a bit and focus his mind on trading and food. He doesn’t want to be concerned with defending his gear from other tribes. That’s why we don’t fight within sight of a Great Meet. And you never, never attack young ’uns.5 They’re crap in a fight anyway, so it’s no fun. Orcs killing young ’uns is an affront to the world, and damages the chances of us overrunning the other races. Once an orc kills a young ’un he’s no better than a Khast, and should be dealt with in the same way.6


Female orcs are a different matter. Most of them are more dangerous that some of my own retinue, and crazier than some berserkers I’ve met. Others can give you the eye, which is bad news and to be avoided.7
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BECOMING KHAGAN


Any orc, male or female, can become the Khagan of a tribe. It’s dead simple. An orc belonging to the tribe can challenge the existing Khagan at any time. Any time except in the middle of a raid or battle. That would just get confusing. Challenging a wounded Khagan is the mark of a coward, and those orcs who come to power like this rarely last long. Most tribes have a week of preparation for the challenge. Orcs don’t like change, so it’s good to give a few days’ notice to everyone. That and the chance for everyone to lay bets – some orcs do well out of a challenge without ever drawing steel.


Leadership challenges are fought in a circle determined by the tribe shaman, usually about fifty feet wide. A proper challenge circle is laid on packed earth. Grass is for elves and rock is for goblins. Good dusty earth is best for this sort of fighting. The edge of the circle is ringed with salt to keep out any sorcery or fell influences. All boons and fetishes from shamans are banned: the challenge is strictly a feat of arms.8 The tribe crowd around for a good look, because the next best thing to being in a scrap is watching one. The existing Khagan and the challenger face off against each other and fight with weapons chosen at random. Except for a longbow or crossbow, of course. No one is going to respect a Khagan who won a challenge with one of those. Besides, you might end up shooting an orc in the crowd, and then it will really kick off. The fight is to first blood, most of the time. Fighting to second blood is being thorough, to my mind, but fighting to third blood is just showing that you’ve gone a bit berserker. Sometimes a challenge goes to fourth blood, and a few times there is a burial the same week.9 A wise Khagan won’t kill without good reason. Killing challengers sends out the message that brutality is not just reserved for other races, but for anyone who ain’t you. Quickest way to lose respect. Tribes led by this sort of Khagan drift apart quick. Pretty soon it’s just a retinue with a lunatic leading it.


By fighting to first blood you retain the skills of the challenger. Your opponent gets a bit of prestige because there ain’t no shame in losing to the Khagan. This newfound status comes in handy when you promote him to Khagi a few months later. Better to have an ambitious orc taking orders from you, rather than beating him in front of the tribe and leaving him kicking his arse.10 However, a disrespectful challenger is asking for it. I like to decapitate them and use their head for a tent decoration. A disrespectful challenger is going to try to kill you to make his point. Everyone in the tribe knows this, so there’s no loss of face if you finish him off. I like to make them suffer a bit too, but don’t drag it out too long. Most times these challengers are put up by a shaman who’s attempting to have one of their followers made Khagan. This does the tribe no good at all. Shaman business and Khagan business, while having common goals, usually follow different paths. One thing ain’t like the other. A respectful challenger shows he’s at one with the customs of the orcs. It’s this attitude that makes him a good prospect for leadership. You want to keep orcs like this alive.
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“We live to make war”
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