
Backstory: Porter

The light that shone into his face made it difficult to see much in the room, but it didn't block his 
ears. He could hear somebody settling themselves into a chair, probably a more comfortable one 
than the metal monstrosity he sat in, thick leather straps around his arms and legs – the meaty arms 
and legs that were covered in ugly green scaly patches. Behind the light, he heard matches being 
struck, smelled a cigarette or cigar coming to life.

He straightened up and tensed as somebody cleared their throat, before a button clicked. When 
the man behind the light spoke, it was in an upper-class accent that didn't quite mask the speaker's 
roots in Malahide. His manner was unhurried.

“We'll get started. You are James David Porter, is that correct?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Where were you born?”
“Number 11, Pound Lane, Maynooth. First of June, 1880.”
“Born to who?”
“Michael and Andrea Porter. Dad was a corporal in the Royal Irish Fusiliers for twelve years. My

mother was a greengrocer's daughter.” So far, this wasn't as bad as the previous sessions elsewhere. 
If anything, this officer sounded like he was going through the motions, languidly drawing on and 
exhaling the cigar.

“Where and when did you enlist, Porter?”
“Fifth of March, 1896. Same regiment as Dad; last time I remember him crying.”
“Why?”
James considered this. What was the man asking him? Why had he enlisted? Why had his father 

been crying?
“Sir?”
“Why did you enlist?”
“The...the banshee attack on Castlebar a month earlier, sir. My aunt and uncle were there a week 

before it happened. We...we didn't even know if they were alive until they sent a telegram from 
Enfield!” That moment of sheer, unbridled relief had been one of the happiest of his life. In the 
aftermath, enlistment had jumped fourfold, driven by equal parts of hatred towards those cave-
dwelling elves who had somehow corrupted the very nature of reality, and peer pressure.

“You desired a chance to prevent a similar occurrence?”
“Yes, sir. The entire street wanted that.”
“Hmm.” A languid draw on the cigar. “How long were you in basic training, and where were you

stationed after?”
“Six months. After that, another six months in Dublin. Then we were shipped out to Egypt for 

two long years.”
“Don't like the heat?” the officer asked, sounding amused. “Or perhaps the natives?”
“Not really fond of the heat, sir.”
Another draw on the cigar. “Does Operation Briarwood in May of 1912 ring a bell?”
Porter winced. “Yes, sir.”
“Summarise it for me.”
Porter took a deep breath. “I was told we would be attacking a conversion centre the Fomorian 



Brotherhood had set up under the hills west of Oughterard. We were the advance party; we were 
supposed to confirm the location, seal them off, and wait for the dwarven airships to show up with 
some kind of attack gas. That was the plan. It was – pardon my language – a complete bloody 
disaster.”

“There were no survivors from the advance party. What happened?” Porter's heart sank.
“Nothing went right. They knew we were coming. The bloody cavalry and airships never arrived.

Eventually, they...they overran us.”

For a moment, he was not in the interrogation room, but in a pine forest that was mildly boggy 
underfoot. He had just seen Corporal Morgan's head ripped apart by a shotgun blast to the face, and 
responded with a rage-fuelled bayonet thrust to the monster's throat. The Fomorian fell with a 
bubbling scream, clawing at the gaping wound in it's throat as he ripped out the blade, eyes darting 
around for the next target.

Another Fomorian screamed a name and lunged at him, swinging an axe. He ducked the enraged,
clumsy blow and twisted the rifle around to lunge at the monster's stomach. With a sudden burst of 
speed – far faster than something that heavily built had any right to be – the orc dodged it, swinging
the axe down onto the rifle. The shock drove it from his hands, disarming him just long enough for 
the monster to grab him and, eyes glinting with malicious glee, raise the axe. He closed his eyes.

The blow never came. Instead, he heard another orc speaking in a fervent, scornful tone that 
sounded like it was lambasting the one that held him. He cracked open his eyes, and his heart sank 
as he saw another orc standing behind his would-be executioner, clad in light green robes and an 
adjusted helmet. One of the Brotherhood's enforcers.

“Corporal?”
“Sir?” Porter was abruptly yanked back to the present.
“How many of them were there?”
“I counted at least thirty dead to ten of us. Only myself and Private Hurley were left alive.”
“Not bad. What happened after that?”
“They dragged us into the tunnels. Into the conversion centre.”
“Oh?” He sounded interested. “How was it laid out?”
Porter shook his head. “They just took us under the hills and locked us in a cell for a while. Then

they started beating the crap out of us. They weren't even looking for information - they just wanted
revenge. I don't know how long it lasted.”

“What happened when it stopped?”
“They left us for a while longer. Then one of those...those green-robed enforcers started 

interrogating us. No, not interrogating. They...”

The green-robed orc folded its arms into its sleeves, frowning at them where they had been 
chained to a wall. When it finally spoke, it had the overformal tone and antiquated grammar of 
someone who had not had learned a language in a very long time.

“I feel the need to apologise for my brothers'...zealousness. They may have taken offence at their 
comrades' unfortunate deaths. Now that their choler has been purged...”

“Fuck off,” Private Hurley mumbled, his voice slurred and one eye swollen over. The orc sighed 
tiredly, as though it expected this.



“Please...I am here to guide you during your initiation. You have breathed in the blessed air, your
body shall be remade over some time into a newer, uplifted form,” it began, voice rising and eyes 
gleaming fervently. “You shall no longer be cursed with the weakness of humanity or dwarfdom!”

“What the fuck?” Porter asked, feeling his bladder tighten unpleasantly.
“You will have heard of the banshees – if you are sufficiently fortunate to have not seen them,” 

the orc continued, voice dripping with distaste. “You will have heard of their malice. Their 
warmongering. They seek nothing less than the destruction and enslavement of us all!” A pause to 
gain breath, then it resumed. “The decadent League may have abandoned us, and bamboozled you 
into regarding us as demons, but the tunnels have not! This air, this blessed air that you breath 
now...is the source of our strength!”

The orc unfolded its arms, raising one and tugging down the sleeve to reveal a grey shirt sleeve. 
With a dramatic flick, it rolled down the shirt sleeve to reveal a thick, heavily-muscled arm 
sporadically covered with green, scaly veins.

“We are the first line of defence against this incursion. We...are the Fomorians!”

“The first line of defence? They actually believe that?” The officer broke in, interrupting Porter's 
abbreviated retelling.

“They do, sir. At least, that one did.”
“Jesus Christ. How...how long did it take to turn?”
“I don't know. They told me it would take a few months; they said that it happens much quicker 

in children. For all I know, it hasn't even finished.”
“How did you escape?”
“It might have been two months or more after that; I don't know how long. They let us up onto 

the surface to gather logs, with three others and four guards.”
“Did they trust you that soon?”
“No.”

The orc grunted irritably and shoved them forwards, snarling another command in Irish. The five
prisoners shuffled forwards, ankles chained together and two of them pushing wheelbarrows. 
Porter’s eyes had just about begun to adjust to the light that filtered through the trees, just enough to
see the red-haired woman ahead of him. He vaguely remembered her red hair from the cells 
block...was her name Sarah?

He had no way to know how long it had been since they started, but eventually the orcish guard 
snarled at them to stop, glaring with open hostility as it backed away. Another one spoke from the 
shadows up ahead, instructing them to do something, but Porter couldn’t immediately understand 
what. It sounded as though it was ordering them to start cutting down a particular tree.

One of the guards sighed explosively. He glanced over his shoulder, expecting to see a club 
descending on his back, and his eyes widened in silent shock as the guard pitched forward with a 
look of disbelief on its face. The other guard whipped around with a baffled snarl, and froze at the 
sight of four plants surrounding the group, rifles and repeater carbines aimed broadly around the 
group. The fifth pulled a bloody knife out of the first guard’s back, wiped it on the corpse, and let 
the body drop.

The second guard snarled with rage, drawing a revolver from its belt in a defiant gesture that 
proved to be futile as a stuttering burst from one of the carbines impacted its head. It crumpled, the 



revolver falling from nerveless fingers.
“Don’t move!” Porter was more relieved by the accent that sounded like it came from the 

Rhondda Valley, than the fact that the guns – not the standard Mauser No. 4 – weren’t quite aimed 
at him,. Desperately, he racked his brains for any recollection of soldiers who eschewed the 
standard service dress or weaponry. Nothing came to mind...nothing confirmed.

“Identify yourselves!” the plant ordered.
“Um...Corporal James Porter, Royal Irish Fusiliers. This is Private Tom Hurley, also Royal Irish, 

and...”
“Sarah Delaney,” the woman added hurriedly, about to introduce the others.
“A likely tale,” the plant retorted, cutting her off. Somewhere underneath it, he could see the 

outline of a face. “I knew they had low standards, but I didn’t think they allowed your kind in.”
“We’re not orcs!” Miss Delaney shouted. “I’m from Headford!”
“I’m from Maynooth!” Porter added. The plant shrugged.
“Keep your hands up. Brydon, search them. Hughes, check the bodies.”

“What happened when you arrived back at the outpost?” the officer broke in.
Porter hesitated. After arriving at Oughterard, they had been thrown into a cell and ignored for a 

day. Then the initial interrogation had begun. Some pompous dwarven officer had shouted at them 
and cited various legal acts that were probably meant to browbeat them into submission, but really 
just bored him after the first hour. After God alone knew how many hours, the dwarf had given up, 
leaving with a sneering comment about it being impossible to offer salvation to a creature that 
would accept it.

The second one had involved a British soldier – or rather, a Wexford-accented artillery captain. 
This one had been frigidly polite at first, not believing that they hadn’t been born as orcs. He had, 
however, conceded that Porter certainly sounded like he was from Maynooth or around that area, 
and that Miss Delaney’s story did match that of a nurse gone missing on a pilgrimage along the 
Wall.

When Porter and Hurley’s fingerprints came back confirming their identity, the captain’s attitude 
had changed from condescending contempt to one of condescending pity. The dwarves had become 
even more fanatical in their attempts to browbeat confessions out of them, or trying to save their 
immortal souls, or whatever excuse they had...

A knock at the door broke into his thoughts. He glanced around, struggling to make out anything.
“Sir?” the officer stood up, sounding a little surprised.
“At ease, John,” a Scottish brogue replied. “Corporal Porter, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Colonel Johnstone. I’ll excuse the salute, given the circumstances. This is really just rehashing 

what the service got out of you, so I’ll get to the point.” He paused. “The eggheads are certain that 
we can’t undo what happened to you. But what happens next is up to you.”

“Sir?”
“You may be aware that the dwarves despise the Fomorians. They insist that all Fomorian 

detainees should be handed over to them for...well, I think you can imagine.” Porter shuddered. 
He’d heard the rumours, all right; those displays of zeal in Oughterard were bad enough. The 
Colonel blandly continued, “Of course, it hasn’t seemed to occur to them that extermination might 



not be a soundly thought-out policy. They’ve never considered, for instance, hiring any as soldiers. 
It would certainly be cheaper.”

“What, as a freelancer?” Porter couldn’t keep the indignation out of his voice. Orcish 
mercenaries? Who the hell thought that was a good idea?

“Not willing to consider that, eh?” the Scotsman asked mockingly. “Well, if you’re not 
interested, then I can’t really help you.”

“Beggin’ you pardon, Sir, but I took the King’s Shilling! I don’t see how being turned into an orc
negates that!”

“That'll do.” The Colonel turned to leave. “Oh, one other thing, Corporal.”
“Sir?”
“Welcome to Department 11.”
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