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      THE BLOODING OF THE ORCS

     
      The social structure of Maras-Dantia, cradle of the elder races, was near collapse. Its fragile balance had been disrupted
            by the inflow of a rapacious species called humans. They laid waste to natural resources, despoiled cultures and fomented
            conflict. Many gravitated to opposing religious groups, the Manis and the Unis, that waged bloody civil war.
      

      
      And they ate the land’s magic.
      

      
      Human pillaging upset the flow of earth energies which fed the magical powers most of the other races enjoyed. Now the spring
            of enchantment was dying. In turn the climate soured, throwing the seasons into confusion. The prospect of endless winter
            hung over Maras-Dantia, and beyond that the threat of an ice age, heralded by glaciers creeping southward.
      

      
      Orcs had no magic abilities to lose. What they did have were unparalleled martial skills and bloodlust.
      

      
      Captain Stryke led the Wolverines, a warband of thirty orcs serving sorceress queen Jennesta, a tyrannical sadist and Mani
            supporter. Stryke’s fellow officers were sergeants Haskeer and Jup, the latter the band’s only dwarf member, and corporals
            Alfray and Coilla, the group’s sole female. The balance of the command, at the outset, numbered twenty-five common grunts.
            On Jennesta’s orders, the Wolverines seized a mysterious object contained in a message cylinder they were commanded not to
            open. They also came into a quantity of pellucid, or crystal lightning, a powerful hallucinogenic.
      

      
      When the cylinder was stolen by kobold bandits, Stryke’s decision to track them down and recover the prize was the first step
            to the Wolverines going renegade. Aided by a gremlin scholar called Mobbs, the band opened the cylinder and found it held
            an instrumentality, an artifact said to embody great magical properties. To the orcs this strange object looked like a simple
            representation of a star, and they dubbed it such. Discovering it was one of five which, when gathered together, might free
            the elder races in some unexplained way, the band cast off their fealty to Jennesta. Against a background of Maras-Dantia’s
            descent into anarchy, they set out to search for the remaining pieces of the puzzle.
      

      
      Their mission was fraught with peril. They were dogged by a party of warriors Jennesta had sent to kill or capture them. Armies
            of Unis and Manis, aided by fellow orcs and opportunistic dwarves, sought their heads. Human diseases, against which the elder
            races had little defence, endangered their survival. And impatient with the failures of her own minions, Jennesta employed
            a trio of merciless human bounty hunters who specialised in tracking rogue orcs.
      

      
      All the while, Stryke was plagued by inexplicable dreams that showed an idyllic orc homeland, untainted by humans or a worsening
            climate. These visions were so lucid he questioned his sanity.
      

      
      The band snatched a second star from Uni extremist Kimball Hobrow, causing him and his followers to pursue them relentlessly.
            A third instrumentality was located in Scratch, the troll race’s underground kingdom. The Wolverines only escaped by taking
            troll monarch Tannar hostage.
      

      
      Haskeer, crazed after recovering from a fever, seized the two original stars and made off with them. Coilla rode after him
            and was captured by the bounty hunters. She bluffed them into believing that the band had gone to the freeport of Hecklowe.
            Having betrayed Jennesta and struck out to exploit the situation themselves, the bounty hunters needed Coilla to identify
            her comrades. They set off for Hecklowe with her as their prisoner.
      

      
      Stryke led the remainder of the band in search of Haskeer and Coilla. King Tannar, trying to bargain for his freedom, told
            them that a centaur called Keppatawn possessed a star, and that it was guarded by his clan in Drogan Forest. Stryke refused
            to release Tannar, who attempted to escape and died in the process, adding tyrannicide to the Wolverines’ infractions.
      

      
      In a deranged state, Haskeer became convinced that the stars were communicating with him in some way, and that he should take
            them to Jennesta, though this would mean certain death. Before he could carry out the plan, Huskeer was taken by Hobrow’s
            zealous followers, the custodians, and the stars fell into Hobrow’s hands.
      

      
      The Wolverines had bloody encounters with Hobrow’s men too, and discovered that Jennesta had officially declared them outlaws,
            with prices on their heads. Stryke decided to temporarily split the band, something he had previously set his face against.
            He took half the troop and continued looking for their companions; Alfray was sent to check on the possibility of a star at
            Drogan.
      

      
      Jennesta stepped up the hunt for the Wolverines, including more dragon patrols under the direction of her mistress of dragons,
            Glozellan. She also maintained telepathic contact with her brood sisters, Adpar and Sanara, queens of their own domains in different
            parts of Maras-Dantia. Adpar, ruler of the nyadd realm, was making war against a neighbouring race, the merz. Jennesta offered
            her an alliance to help find the stars, promising to share their power. Not trusting her sister, Adpar refused. Enraged, Jennesta
            used sorcery to cast a harmful glamour on her sibling.
      

      
      Coilla and the bounty hunters came across an enigmatic human named Serapheim, who claimed to be an itinerant storyteller.
            But the encounter ended before they could learn more about him, and the party pushed on to Hecklowe. The freeport, a neutral
            meeting place for all races, was policed by an assembly of Watchers, magically created homunculi who enforced order with lethal
            force. In one of the town’s seedier quarters, the bounty hunters negotiated to sell Coilla to goblin slaver Razatt-Kheage.
      

      
      Stryke’s group located Haskeer and saved him from lynching by Hobrow’s custodians. They also recovered the stars. Haskeer
            couldn’t give a coherent explanation of his actions. Stryke put his behaviour down to the fever and allowed him to rejoin
            the band, though under observation. Later, during an unseasonable snowstorm, the mysterious Serapheim appeared. He told Stryke
            that Coilla had been captured by the bounty hunters, whose existence was previously unknown to the band, and that they had
            taken her to Hecklowe. Then he disappeared, impossibly. Stryke sent a message to Alfray’s group postponing their rendezvous
            at Drogan, and with an even more depleted company headed for Hecklowe. They saw Serapheim there. Following him at a distance,
            he led them to the slaver’s lair where Coilla was being held. After a bloody battle they rescued her, but Razatt-Kheage and
            the bounty hunters escaped. Serapheim too had disappeared. Fighting their way clear of the Watchers, the Wolverines fled Hecklowe.
      

      
      Stryke and Alfray’s groups reunited at Calyparr Inlet, near Drogan Forest. Shortly after, while hunting, Stryke was ambushed
            by a vengeful Razatt-Kheage and his goblin henchlins. But Stryke overcame his captors, and killed the slave trader. Entering
            Drogan Forest, the band made contact with Keppatawn’s centaur clan. Keppatawn, a renowned armourer hampered by lameness, did
            prove to have a star. He stole it from Adpar when he was a youth, barely escaping with his life. But a spell cast by her left
            him crippled, and only the application of one of her tears would right him. Keppatawn declared that if the Wolverines could
            bring him this bizarre trophy he would trade the star for it. Stryke agreed.
      

      
      The band made their way to the nyadd’s domain, where Scarrock Marsh met the Mallowtor Islands. Chaos reigned there. Nyadds and neighbouring merz fought each other, and Adpar had slipped
            into a life-threatening coma as a result of Jennesta’s magical attack. As she had eliminated all rivals, her death promised
            to throw her realm into turmoil, with opposing factions vying for power. Fighting their way to her private chambers, the Wolverines
            found the queen on her deathbed, abandoned by her courtiers. When the cause looked lost, she shed a single tear of self-pity,
            which Coilla caught in a phial.
      

      
      Adpar’s death sent a telepathic burst to Jennesta and Sanara. It revealed to Jennesta that Stryke and the band were in the
            nyadd’s realm. She set out for Scarrock at the head of a Mani army ten thousand strong, determined to annihilate the Wolverines
            once and for all. Dragon Dam Glozellan and a squadron of dragons were sent on ahead. Kimball Hobrow discovered that the band
            had been in the area of Drogan. He led his own army of Uni followers there.
      

      
      The band fought their way out of the nyadd realm, only making it because merz warriors intervened to help them. But Wolverine
            grunt Kestix was killed in the process. The band rode for Drogan Forest with the tear and stars. En route they were attacked
            by a group of Hobrow’s custodians. Vastly outnumbered, the orcs made a run for it, but Stryke’s horse tumbled and threw him.
            As the custodians bore down, a dragon descended and Glozellan rescued Stryke. She flew him to a remote mountaintop and deposited
            him there, leaving without explanation. Despite the peak being impossible to scale, the mysterious Serapheim appeared and
            urged the orc not to give up hope. Then he vanished. Stryke almost didn’t notice the human’s inexplicable exit.
      

      
      Because the stars he had were singing to him.
      

   
      
      1

      
      They rode like harpies fresh out of hell.
      

      
      Jup turned in his saddle and looked back at their pursuers. He reckoned there were maybe a hundred of them, outnumbering the
         Wolverines four or five to one. They wore black and were heavily armed, and the length of the chase had done nothing to cool
         their fire.
      

      
      Now the leading humans were near enough to spit at.

      
      He glanced at Coilla, riding abreast of him at the band’s rear. She leaned forward, head low, teeth resolutely clenched, bunched
         hair flowing like rippled bay smoke. The angular, tattooed corporal’s stripes patterning her cheeks stressed her stern features.
      

      
      Ahead of Coilla, sergeants Haskeer and Alfray galloped headlong, their foaming mounts’ hooves pounding the frigid turf, kicking
         up clods of mud. The rest of the orcs were spread out on either side, grim-faced, bent into the lashing wind.
      

      
      All eyes were on the distant shelter of Drogan Forest.

      
      ‘They’re gaining!’ Jup bellowed.
      

      
      If any but Coilla heard, they didn’t show it. ‘Then don’t waste breath!’ she yelled, glaring at the dwarf. ‘Keep moving!’
      

      
      Her mind was still on the spectacle they had witnessed earlier, of Stryke unhorsed, then carried off by a war dragon. They
         had to assume it was one of Jennesta’s, and that he was lost.
      

      
      Jup shouted again, puncturing her brief reverie. He had an arm thrust out, pointing toward her neglected left side. She swung
         her head. A custodian had drawn parallel with her. His sword was raised and his horse was about to barrel into hers.
      

      
      ‘Shit!’ Coilla snapped. She pulled hard on the reins, turning herself aside. It got her clear and bought enough time to unsheathe
         her own blade.
      

      
      The human pressed in. He was waving the weapon and roaring, his words obliterated by the thunder of the chase. His first swing
         was wide, the blade tip hewing air just short of her calf. A rapid second stroke came closer and higher, and would have cleaved her waist if she hadn’t tilted from him.
      

      
      That made Coilla mad.

      
      She whipped round and sent out a stroke of her own. The man ducked and it cut a whistling arc inches above his head. He returned
         a thrust meant for her chest, but Coilla blocked it, knocking aside his sword. He made another pass, and another. She deflected
         both, their blades connecting with a jarring, steely clatter.
      

      
      Hunters and hunted sped on, pell-mell. They entered a small ravine perhaps a dozen horses wide. The terrain flashed by, a
         blur of green and brown. On the edge of her vision Coilla was aware of more humans crowding the band.
      

      
      She stretched out and swiped at her antagonist again. The stroke missed, and overreaching she almost toppled. He countered.
         Their weapons clashed, edge to edge, metal ringing. Neither found an opening.
      

      
      There was a fleeting respite as they realigned themselves and Coilla checked the way ahead. It was as well she did. The forward
         riders were splitting to either side of a dead tree square in their path, flowing around it like fast-running water against
         a huge ship’s prow. She tugged the reins to the right, throwing her centre of balance in the same direction. The horse swerved
         and skimmed past the trunk. For an instant she had sight of the bark’s scabrous grain. A skeletal branch raked her shoulder.
         Then she was clear.
      

      
      Where Coilla passed to the tree’s right, the human took a route to the left. But it was an obstacle for the rest of his kind.
         Their greater numbers clogged at the bottleneck, and for a moment he was alone. Set on being rid of him, Coilla steered his
         way. They recommenced their duel as the gully gave way to open plains.
      

      
      Trading blows, she was aware of the decamping Wolverines, with Jup staring at her over his shoulder. At the same time the
         main body of custodians, coming up behind, was renewing speed. Coilla settled on a bold move. She let go of her reins, giving
         the horse its head, and clasped her sword two-handed. Inviting a fall was a risky ploy, but she took the gamble.
      

      
      It paid off.

      
      This time, putting all her strength and reach into the swing, the blade bit flesh. It made contact at the elbow joint of the
         custodian’s sword arm, hacking deep. Blood jetted. Crying out, he dropped his weapon and clamped the wound. Coilla’s follow-up
         struck his chest, shattering bone, freeing a copious ruby gush. He swayed, head rolling. She made to strike again.
      

      
      There was no need. The bridle slipped from the wounded human’s fist. For a second he bumped along insensibly, a mere passenger,
         carried like a rag doll by his racing horse. Then he fell. A confusion of askew limbs and tangled clothing, he hit the ground
         tumbling.
      

      
      Before he came to rest, the custodian vanguard rode over him. Some went down in the collision and were trampled in their turn.
         A chaotic scrum of screaming men and horses formed.
      

      
      Coilla snatched her flailing reins and spurred onward, several riderless mounts in her wake.

      
      She reached the tail end of the fleeing band to find Jup hanging back for her. As they rode on together the enemy regrouped
         behind them.
      

      
      ‘They’re not gonna quit,’ Jup decided.

      
      ‘Do they ever?’ She surveyed the land ahead. It was turning boggy. ‘And this isn’t running country,’ she added.

      
      ‘We’re not thinking.’

      
      ‘Eh?’

      
      ‘We can’t lead ’em to Drogan.’

      
      Coilla frowned. ‘No,’ she agreed, her gaze flicking to the tree line. ‘Bad way of repaying Keppatawn.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘What, then?’

      
      ‘Come on, Coilla.’
      

      
      ‘Shit.’
      

      
      ‘Got another plan?’

      
      She eyed the mob of humans. They were closing. ‘No,’ she sighed. ‘Let’s do it.’

      
      Urging her horse, she put on a burst. Jup followed. They weaved through the ranks of grunts to the band’s head, where Alfray
         and Haskeer were leading the charge. The marshy footing was checking progress, yet still the pace smarted Coilla’s eyes.
      

      
      ‘Not the forest!’ she called across. ‘Not to the forest!’
      

      
      Alfray understood. ‘A stand?’ he shouted back, hefting the band’s streaming war banner.

      
      It was Jup who answered. ‘What else?’ he bawled.

      
      ‘Stand, yes!’ Haskeer chimed in. ‘Orcs don’t run! We fight!’
      

      
      That was enough for Coilla. She curbed her mount. The others took her cue and reined-in. At their hind the custodians were coming up rapidly.
      

      
      Wheeling about, she boomed, ‘Stand fast! We’re meeting ’em!’
      

      
      It wasn’t her place to command. As the highest-ranking officers, Jup or Haskeer should have given the order. But nobody was
         thinking of formalities.
      

      
      ‘Spread out!’ Jup barked. ‘Make a line!’
      

      
      With the enemy almost on them, the troop swiftly obeyed. They produced slingshots, throwing knives, short spears and bows,
         though in spears and bows they were miserably equipped, having no more than four of each among them. Snub blades and shot
         were more plentiful.
      

      
      The custodians were baying as they swept in. Individual faces could be made out, twisted with bloodlust. Their horses’ steaming
         breath was visible. The earth rumbled.
      

      
      ‘Steady!’ Alfray cautioned.
      

      
      Then they were a rock’s lob from the orc line.

      
      ‘Now!’ Jup yelled.
      

      
      The band loosed its meagre armoury. Arrows were fired, spears soared, clusters of stones flew.

      
      There was a moment of chaos as the humans braked. Several were tossed from their horses by the sudden halt. Others were felled
         by arrows and stinging shot. Here and there, shields went up.
      

      
      Retaliation was swift, if ragged. A few arrows winged back, several spears sailed over; but from their sparseness it seemed
         the custodians were as badly supplied as the Wolverines. Where they had them, orcs raised their own shields. Projectiles rattled
         off them.
      

      
      Soon the stockpiles were exhausted, and the sides fell to swapping jeers and taunts. Hands were filled with close combat weapons.

      
      ‘I give it another two minutes,’ Coilla predicted.

      
      She was wrong. The stand-off was broken in half that time.

      
      Emboldened by their greater numbers, the humans suddenly rushed forward, a black tide thick with steel.

      
      ‘This is it,’ Jup muttered darkly, hiking a butterfly axe from its saddle scabbard.

      
      Haskeer drew a broadsword. Scooping back a sleeve, Coilla plucked a throwing knife from her arm sheath.

      
      Alfray levelled the spiked banner spar. ‘Hold fast! And watch those flanks!’
      

      
      Any other advice was drowned by the onslaught.
      

      
      The custodians’ larger numbers and lesser discipline had them grouping together as they came in to confront the lesser force,
         hampering themselves. It didn’t change the fact that each Wolverine faced towering odds, but it did buy a few seconds grace.
      

      
      Coilla used it to try picking off some of the enemy before they reached her. She flung her knife at the nearest human. It
         smacked home in his windpipe and he plunged from his mount. Quickly snatching another blade, she pitched it underarm at the
         next foe, spiking his eye. Her third throw was wide of its mark, and proved the last. Now they were too close for anything
         but hand-to-hand. Shrieking a battle cry, she brought her sword into play.
      

      
      The first warrior to reach Jup paid for it dearly. A blow from the dwarf’s weighty axe split his skull showering blood and
         bone shards on all in range. Two more custodians waded in. Dodging their blades, Jup sent out a wide horizontal swing that
         severed the hand of one and stove in the other’s chest. There was no pause. More opponents replaced the fallen. His weathered,
         bearded face straining with effort, Jup laid into them.
      

      
      Haskeer’s savage rain of blows downed both his initial attackers. But the second took the blade with him as he fell, leaving
         Haskeer to face his next assailant bare-handed. The man had a pike. They wrestled for it, knuckles white, the barbed spear
         jerking back and forth. Plumbing all his strength, Haskeer drove the butt into the man’s stomach, breaking his grip. With
         a dextrous flip, the weapon was delivered to its owner’s innards. Prised free, it served again on another custodian. But this
         victim’s writhing snapped it, leaving Haskeer with a useless length of shank.
      

      
      Then two things happened at once. Another human moved in on him with flashing sword. And a lone arrow zipped from the scrum
         to pierce Haskeer’s forearm.
      

      
      Howling more with fury than pain, he wrenched out the gory shaft. Brandishing the arrow he lurched forward and employed it
         like a dagger, stabbing at the custodian’s face. The distraction let Haskeer snatch away the wailing man’s blade and gut him.
         His place was instantly taken. Haskeer fought on.
      

      
      Favouring a hatchet over the spar for close combat, Alfray wielded it with deadly precision. But in truth it was all he could
         do to hold back the storm. Though he had an orc’s lust for bloodletting, his years were beginning to tell. Yet despite his waning stamina he matched any in butchery. For now.
      

      
      He scanned the mêlée and saw that he wasn’t the only one overextended. The whole band was on the point of being overwhelmed,
         with fighting especially brutal at the wings, where the enemy was trying to outflank them. The Wolverines may have had little
         option other than a stand, but it was proving too bold a move. They were taking wounds, though so far none of them had gone
         down. That wouldn’t last.
      

      
      Though only a corporal, Alfray was on the point of ignoring protocol and shouting the order himself. Jup beat him to it, yelling
         words that stuck in an orc’s throat.
      

      
      ‘Fall back! Fall back!’
      

      
      The instruction spread along the besieged line. Grunts hastily disentangled themselves and withdrew. The face-off became a
         rearguard action. But the custodians, suspicious of a feint, were wary of going after their quarry with any zeal. The band
         knew their reluctance was temporary.
      

      
      Arms aching from the exertion of slaughter, Coilla retreated with the rest, reopening the gap between the lines. The Wolverines
         moved closer together.
      

      
      She came to Jup. ‘What now? Run again?’

      
      ‘No chance,’ the dwarf panted.

      
      Coilla ran a palm over her cheek, wiping blood. ‘Thought so.’

      
      Their opponents were working themselves up for the final assault.

      
      At Coilla’s shoulder, Alfray said, ‘We got a good few.’

      
      ‘Not enough,’ Haskeer responded gruffly.

      
      In undertones, some of the grunts were calling on orc deities to guide their blades. Or to make their deaths suitably heroic
         and swift. Coilla suspected the humans were appealing to their own god in similar vein.
      

      
      The custodians began advancing.

      
      There was a keening sound in the air. A fast moving shadow passed over the Wolverines. They looked up and saw something like
         a swarm of elongated insects sweeping across the sky. The dark cloud had already reached its apex and was curving down towards
         the enemy.
      

      
      It fell upon them wrathfully. The forefront of the custodian line was riddled with lethal bolts. They bored into upturned
         faces and chests, arms and thighs. Their velocity took them through the paltry defences of helmets and visors. Shields could have been
         made of paper for all the good they did. Peppered with numerous shafts, men and horses succumbed wholesale in a struggling,
         bloodied mass.
      

      
      A large force was riding, hell-bent, from the direction of the forest, and even as the band spied them they unleashed another
         deadly cloud. The arrows’ great arching path was well above the Wolverines, yet still they instinctively ducked. Once more
         death rained mercilessly on the heads of the humans, bringing further mayhem and chaos.
      

      
      As their allies approached, the band began to make them out.

      
      Squinting at the reinforcements, eyes shaded with a hand, Alfray exclaimed, ‘Keppatawn’s clan!’

      
      Jup nodded. ‘And well timed.’

      
      The small army of centaurs at least equalled the humans in strength of numbers. And they would reach the fray in minutes.

      
      ‘Who’s at their head?’ Alfray wondered.

      
      Knowing him to be lame, the band didn’t expect Keppatawn himself to be leading the offensive.

      
      ‘Looks like Gelorak,’ Jup reported.

      
      The young centaur’s muscular physique and distinctive flowing chestnut mane were now plain to see.

      
      Haskeer finished wrapping a piece of dirty cloth around his wound. ‘Why talk when there’s killing undone?’ he grumbled.

      
      ‘Too right,’ Coilla agreed, breaking ranks. ‘At the bastards!’
      

      
      They weren’t slow in following her lead.

      
      The custodians were in bedlam from the arrow blizzard, their dead and maimed littering the plain. Loose horses and walking
         wounded added to the anarchy, and those custodians still mounted milled in a directionless daze. They were easy pickings for
         a vengeful warband.
      

      
      No sooner had the orcs waded in and commenced their slaughter than they were joined by the troop of centaurs. With clubs,
         spears, short bows and crooked blades they assured the rout. The rump of the custodian force soon turned and fled, chased
         off by a knot of fleet-footed centaurs.
      

      
      Exhausted, battle-grimed, Coilla surveyed the aftermath. The auxiliary chief of the Drogan clan trotted to her side and sheathed
         his sword. He pawed the ground a couple of times.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Gelorak,’ she said.

      
      ‘Our pleasure. We have no need of such unwanted guests.’ He gave a flick of his plaited tail. ‘Who were they?’
      

      
      ‘Just a bunch of humans serving their god of love.’

      
      He smiled wryly, then asked, ‘How went your journey to Scarrock?’

      
      ‘Well and … not so well.’

      
      Gelorak cast his eye over the warband. ‘I do not see Stryke.’

      
      ‘No,’ Coilla replied softly. ‘No, you don’t.’

      
      She stared at the darkening sky and tried to hold back her despair.
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