
Fiction: Rancor
Dave Gross offers the following tale, featuring one of Beamdog's latest companions in the Baldur's Gate series—the half-orc, Dorn!

Dave Gross

With D&D expeditions taking place in Chult these days—carrying with them the campaign’s sense of dangerous exploration and pulp adventure—we felt it fitting to present a similarly themed tale. As one of the new companions waiting to be recruited into your party, Dorn Il-Khan appears in Beamdog’s Baldur’s Gate: Enhanced Edition, Baldur’s Gate: Siege of Dragonspear, and Baldur’s Gate II: Enhanced Edition. Here now, the previously untold backstory of Dorn’s famed magic sword (with homage to a certain cinematic treasure hunter intended)!

As an added bonus, we’ve worked with the folks at Beamdog to also provide the following fifth edition character sheet for Dorn Il-Khan.
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Famine slithered through the ravine of Dorn’s gut.

There was no way to fill the hollow ache. Dorn had already gnawed the last of the rat bones to nothing. If not for the slow trickle of moisture slicking the temple walls, he would have died of thirst days ago.

The predicament was Dorn’s fault.

He did not blame himself for the cowardice of the bearers. Their legs shook as they approached the forest ruin, but they feared Dorn more than the legend of the sunken temple. Dorn left them trembling outside the haunted place, where they dared not flee lest he catch them. No doubt they had fled at the first sound of collapse, knowing he could not follow.

Neither did Dorn blame himself for Barranca’s treachery. After they had triggered the pit trap, the Amnish thief balked at climbing across to join Dorn, who had leaped the gap in the instant it yawned open. The half-orc left Barranca knotting a rope to throw Dorn upon his return from the inner chamber.

Dorn did not blame the long-dead architects of the temple to Bane. They had designed the snares and pitfalls to endure for centuries, to protect the treasure entombed with their fallen champions. Overcoming those traps was a worthy test for one who dared to take the ebon blade.

Dorn had dared.

He first glimpsed the greatsword as he broached the inner chamber alone. Witchlight licked along its black, razor-sharp edges as it hung suspended by a similarly black chain attached to its pommel. A trio of will-o’-wisps danced near its tip fifteen feet above the temple floor. Around the sword loomed six pillars, each carved in the shape of an armored figure, each reaching a black gauntlet toward the glimmering sword, each yearning for the weapon.

Dorn knew that yearning.

He had begun to desire the sword since the moment he first heard rumors of its existence. Skeptical at first, he sought out bards and sages, demanding more tales of the legendary ebon blade. Distrustful of the sources, he hired a scribe to translate scrolls for him. Suspicious even of that simpering clerk, he forced the man to teach him to read. The task required months of effort and perpetual vigilance lest the coward flee, but it was worthwhile. Depending on others for such a critical task was a vulnerability Dorn could not abide.

With his own eyes, Dorn read how the various tales differed in details, but agreed on one point: he who wielded the ebon blade wielded power.

The thought encouraged Dorn as he stood in the chapel of the blade. Scanning the floor, Dorn knew even without Barranca’s counsel that the tiles concealed triggers for deadly traps.

On some were inscribed runes that Dorn did not recognize. A prickling on the nape of his neck made him think they contained magic that would tear him to pieces if he trod upon them.

On other tiles he saw the three-fingered claw of Bane or an image of the dark god’s black gauntlet clutching rays of energy. Whether they were a path to power or a ruse to entice tomb robbers to their deaths, Dorn could not divine.

Without setting foot onto its tiled floor, Dorn considered the rest of the room. Discoloration on the walls and the vaulted ceiling hinted at moisture leaking into the subterranean temple. Among the lumps of slime and mushrooms, he discerned crawling insects and worms.

The statues he had at first mistaken for pillars did not actually support the ceiling. Their figures were thin, attenuated, weakened in their effort to strain upward, grasping for the chain holding the ebon blade.

There was a lesson in that, thought Dorn: Those who reach too high become vulnerable to those who come after them.

Dorn knew what to do.

Avoiding the runic tiles, Dorn put his shoulder against one of the statues. He shoved with all his might, but the statue didn’t budge.

He shifted position, braced his back against the statue before pushing against the wall with his legs. He levered all his mass, strained every muscle. His grunt erupted into a furious roar before he surrendered the effort.

As he relaxed, he felt the statue shift a fraction of an inch. However slightly, he had moved it.

The miniscule victory fired his purpose. He unbuckled his weapons and let them fall to the floor. They were useless to him now. Soon he would have the only blade he wanted.

Dorn leaped up, jamming his heels against the wall while thrusting his shoulder against the statue as high as he could reach. He pushed, his height granting him greater leverage. The statue tipped.

He let his body contract as the statue rocked backward. As it tipped back to its limit, he shoved again, tipping the statue closer to the dangling chain. On the third push its fingers brushed the chain and set the ebon blade spinning. On the fifth the hand caught the chain as its shoulder hit the adjacent statue.

Dorn leaped away as the tumbling statues lurched forward one after the other to grasp the chain. Their combined weight ripped the chain’s bolts from the ceiling even as statues collapsed in a jagged mass of mutual destruction.

“Thus do rivals perish in feigned unity.” The line arose unbidden in his memory, but Dorn could not name the book in which he had read it. Still, its wisdom remained with him, making him stronger.

“What is happening?” Barranca’s voice echoed through the ruined halls. So too did the sound of falling stones. “Do you live, Dorn? Do you have the prize?”

Dorn ignored the thief. He reached into the rubble and retrieved the ebon blade. The chain sang as it hissed across the broken stone, still attached to the pommel.

Even with the added weight of the chain, Dorn raised the sword effortlessly. The air hummed as he swung it first in one hand, then in two. With such power in his hands, Dorn imagined that the world trembled to contain him. Then he realized the sound of crumbling earth was no mere fantasy.

“Hurry! The temple is collapsing!”

Dorn could barely make out Barranca’s words above the rising clatter of falling stones. Gripping the sword in one hand, he looped the chain in the other and ran.

Barranca stood holding the rope on the other side of the pit. His eyes alit with greed as he saw Dorn holding the sword.

“Throw me the sword,” said Barranca. “I will throw you—”

Dorn hurled the blade across the gap, clutching the end of the chain in his other hand. Barranca’s eyes bulged as the ebon blade impaled him to the hilt. The rope fell from his slackened fingers, slipping like a serpent into the chasm.

Dorn whipped the chain to the side, jerking the dying Barranca between the wall and a fallen stone. Dorn tugged the chain, grunting in satisfaction as he felt the body firmly wedged in place.

Wrapping the chain around his arm, Dorn leaped the gap.

He crashed hard against the chasm wall, but he kept his grip on the chain. In the moments it took him to climb up, the sight had left Barranca’s eyes. Dorn shoved a boot against the man’s belly and wrenched the blade free. Its green light had turned blood red. Dorn felt its power flowing into his own body.

The temple shook again, hurling Dorn to the floor and covering him in rubble. He tried to rise, but a terrible weight fell upon him. Dust stung his eyes and smothered his lungs. He struggled and crawled, always keeping his grip on the ebon blade. Soon, even his half-orc vision perceived nothing but darkness. His hands felt nothing but walls and rubble on every side.

He was trapped.


For days Dorn searched in the darkness, but found no way out. He dragged stones from the collapsed passage and rolled them into the chasm, counting to five before he heard them strike the bottom. He ate rats when he could catch them, centipedes when the rats became too wary to catch, and nothing at all when he had exterminated the insects.

He bloodied his hands upon the rubble, stanched by scooping handfuls of earth over his wounds, and fell asleep where he exhausted his strength digging. At first he took pains to eliminate his own waste down the crevasse. Later he reserved the effort for digging, and the stench of his own body grew overpowering even to his nose.

Sometimes he awoke to the pangs of hunger. Sometimes a distant light reflected high upon the walls, but he could not discern its source. Perhaps the will-o’-wisps drew near to devour the last of his life.

One day—how many had passed since the collapse, he could not say—Dorn woke to the sound of scrabbling claws. His stomach growled so fiercely that he imagined the sound would frighten off the careless rat. Too weak to stand, he crawled as quietly as he could toward the sound.

It came from the collapsed passage. A few pebbles skipped down the crumbling slope, blocking the entrance passage. Dorn pressed his hands upon the heap, feeling the vibration of the burrowing intruder. He stepped back and listened as the scratching neared the surface. It took all his will not to reach for it when he heard earth spilling out of the tiny passage. He could not afford to lose his meal to impatience.

Before he could decide when to pounce, two astonishing things happened.

A flicker of torchlight appeared behind the opening burrow. Blinking, Dorn saw not the snout of a rodent but a trio of straining appendages.

Human fingers.

“I feel an opening!” a man called from the other side.

Dorn’s hand found the grip of the ebon blade. He was careful not to give away his presence by scraping the chain across the floor.

The hand thrust farther out of the rubble, blocking the light behind it.

“It’s a whole room.” The man coughed. “I think I can push through.”

The hand became a forearm pushing aside more earth and rubble. Dorn resisted the urge to help. He rose slowly, his back against the wall.

An arm squirmed through the hole, followed by a shoulder and a head. The man pushed further, widening the hole enough to slip his entire body through.

Before he could do so, Dorn grabbed his wrist and pulled. The man unleashed a startled cry. “No need for that, my dear fell— Mysterious Mask, what is that dreadful stench?! Tell me it isn’t you—”

The man gulped as Dorn pressed the edge of the ebon blade against his throat. Dorn tried to speak, but he could barely wheeze.

“Have your minions clear the way, Kryll,” said another man’s voice from outside.

The sound of excavation resumed, harsher and louder than before. Skeletal fingers reached into the opening and scraped back furrows of earth.

Soon Dorn saw the animated dead laboring under the direction of a white-haired woman. Her red lips formed a cruel snarl as she saw him holding his captive. She turned toward the source of the second man’s voice. “Shall I shrivel him, Simmeon?”

“My friends won’t be pleased if you kill me,” said the man in Dorn’s grip. Despite his jaunty tone, Dorn heard the fear in his voice. “Besides, we didn’t come here to hurt you.”

“What did you come here for?” Long disused, Dorn’s voice had withered to a rasp. “The sword is mine.”

Another man stepped in front of the necromancer, doubtless the one this Kryll had called Simmeon. Perhaps fifty years old, his hard face showed no sign of decrepitude despite his gray hair. The way he moved in his heavy plate armor, Dorn suspected he would be a formidable opponent. The runed longsword in his grip only heightened that impression, but he held it lightly at his side.

Dorn barely spared a glance for the second woman who joined Simmeon. She held her chin high, looking down a long nose toward Dorn before flinching at the smell. Judging from the thunderbolt on her breastplate, she was a priest of Talos, god of storms and destruction.

“Are you the man known as Dorn Il-Khan?” said Simmeon.

Surprised to hear his name, Dorn nodded. He clutched the grip of the ebon sword tightly, unwilling to surrender its power even for succor.

“Rest easy, Dorn Il-Khan. The treasure we seek is not that mighty sword,” he said, sheathing his own blade. “The treasure we seek is you.”

Recruit Dorn in Beamdog’s Baldur’s Gate: Enhanced Edition, Baldur’s Gate: Siege of Dragonspear, and Baldur’s Gate II: Enhanced Edition. Also look for Neverwinter Nights: Enhanced Edition, coming soon (but available now on the Head Start program).
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