
Thunder on the Steppe Campaign Bible 

 

"I have heard that one can conquer an empire on horseback, but one cannot govern it 

on horseback." 

 

Yelü Chucai, advisor to Chinggis Khan 

 

Introduction 

 

The world of Drakhiliin is old, and its inhabitants have seen many empires rise 

and fall, but the Orchak Khanate has the potential to surpass them all. 

On the heels of Gormuk Khan’s unification of the disparate orc tribes into the 

powerful Orchak Horde, they swept across the Steppe into Avradabad, Ignatia, and even 

as far as the benighted cities of the western savages in far-away Albion. On the eve of 

victory, however, Gormuk Khan turned back, for reasons unknown, and now languishes 

in his tent, leaving his relatives to squabble over the division of the empire. 

Into this burgeoning but yet fragile empire you are thrust, a ward of the Orchak, 

with the potential to make a fortune, rise to glory, or even change the path of fate... 
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The Orchak 

The orcs of traditional fantasy settings are almost universally evil, but not so in 

Thunder on the Steppe. The orcish tribes of the Thundering Steppe are warriors, yes, 

and can be cruel, but they have a strict code of conduct, a rigid hierarchy, and strong 

traditions that drive their society. Though they are as diverse in their alignment as any 

race, the Orchak Khanate as a whole tends toward Lawful Neutral. 

Though Orchak culture is complex and often incomprehensible to outsiders, but 

familial and tribal ties are the most important motivations, and most decisions, both on 

an individual and societal level, are driven by a desire to show deference to elders, both 

living and dead. 

Gormuk Khan has established himself as head of the “tribe” of the Orchak, which 

until recently, had been a fragmented species with dozens of tribal identities -- it 

remains to be seen if the Khanate will survive Gormuk’s death intact. 

 

A shattered sky 

Though alarming to outsiders, the Orchak have always lived under a shattered 

sky. The space above the Thundering Steppe is filled with constantly shifting and roiling 

clouds that fill the air with never-ending peals of thunder and periodic strikes of 

lightning, though these rarely reach the ground. Earth-scouring storms called horde 

slayers occasionally sweep the steppe, and it is Orchak tradition (and perhaps even the 

driver of their nomadic lifestyle) to simply outride them. 

Plenty of daylight still strikes the Steppe, certainly enough for plant life to grow 

as normal, but it is dappled and inconsistent.  The presence of non-stop storms makes 

certain druidic magics especially powerful -- Call Lightning is always cast as if under 

stormy conditions, doing an extra d10 damage and Thunderclap’s base damage is 

increased to a 1d8. 

 

Ruling from horseback 

The Thundering Steppe is a vast place, with very few cities to speak of, and even 

in the more densely populated areas of the Orchak Khanate, like Avradabad, the culture 

of horseback riding is deeply ingrained. An Orchak warrior’s skill at riding is at least as 

important as his skill with blade or bow, and any citizen of the Khanate would rather be 

homeless than horseless. Every Orchak, from shepherd to khan, rides, with horses being 

the most common mount by far -- some though, like the elite Ghost Warriors and the 

Sky Druids, have been known to ride other beasts like dire wolves or even giant eagles. 

Your PC doesn’t need to be an excellent rider, but they should absolutely expect 

some time on horseback, and likewise should anticipate that much of the campaign will 

take place in wide open spaces. 
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Races 

 

Dwarves - 

Dwarves are relatively rare in the Orchak Khanate. The vast dwarf civilization, 

ruled by a coalition of oligarchs known as the Stone Enclave, exists entirely 

underground, and is locked in an eternal struggle with the Drow, who live in deep 

caverns and seek the return of their subterranean dragon god, Draquatloc. Dwarf 

children are taken from their parents and raised in creches, where they are sorted 

according to their ability into what the dwarves claim is the ultimate meritocracy. 

The few dwarves that venture to the surface tend to be merchants or 

ambassadors, though the fiercely self-sufficient Enclave has little use for surface goods. 

There is a growing population of criminals and exiles sent to the surface for no reason 

other than failing to fit well within the rigid structure of the enclave. Most surface 

dwarves hail from the Ignatian Sultanates, and might be chosen as wards for their skill 

at arms, unparalleled talent for magical stoneshaping, or their knowledge of runes and 

cryptography. Dwarven clerics, paladins, druids, and rangers are most common -- 

especially the archetypes that deal with earth magic. 

 

Elves - 

The grey-eyed sea elves once ruled a thalassocracy that encompassed every 

corner of the Cyrene Sea, but their low birth rate has seen their holdings greatly 

diminished over the centuries. The cities that remain a part of the crumbling Cyrene 

Ascendancy are old, beautiful, and ironically, contain very few elves. Cyrenium, the 

oldest city in the known world, is the seat of elven power and one of the most 

cosmopolitan metropolises the world has ever known. 

Elves are not great horsemen, preferring the sea and their swift wooden boats, 

but they are fine archers, and the Orchak ‘borrowed’ the art of making composite bows 

from them. Their epic songs, prodigious musical talent, enviable fashion, and reputation 

for being excellent lovers make elven wards popular among some of the more libertine 

members of the Orchak nobility. Elven culture has shifted away from the physical, 

making wizards, bards, sorcerers, and warlocks more common. 

 

Gnomes - 

Gnomes are perpetual outcasts, driven from their underground homes centuries 

ago by the war between dwarves and drow, but they have made places for themselves 

everywhere in Drakhiliin. Intelligent, highly adaptable, and irresistibly charming, 

gnomes have ingratiated themselves with all the races of the world, even managing to 

secure by deft trade negotiations a grand city of their own in the middle of the Cyrene 
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Sea. Inopolis is a city of innovation and scientific discovery, and its great university 

produces the world’s finest astronomers, chemists, and alchemists. 

The loose gnomish confederacy of houses competes for honor and prestige, and 

gnomish scions have been known to volunteer themselves as wards for the Orchak 

Khans in order to have a chance to explore new cultures or ideas. Gnome artificers, 

sorcerers, wizards, and rogues are all common, but the Sophist Order of the Broken 

Anvil contains a growing number of gnomish fighters and paladins. 

 

Half-Elves - 

The Cyrene Ascendancy has long encouraged racial intermarriage to bolster the 

dwindling ranks of pure-blooded elves, and with the shrinking number of noble families, 

it is often a political and genetic necessity. Half-elves are well loved by humans and elves 

alike, and the metropolitan areas of the Cyrene coast and the Ignatian heartland are 

populated largely by these offspring. 

Half-elves are suited uniquely well to pursue any path they like -- with easy 

access to Albion’s city-kingdoms, the Cyrene coastal cities, and the halls of learning at 

Inopolis, there are half-elves of all classes and professions. They tend to spend a great 

deal of time at sea, making druids, rogues, fighters, and wizards of a seafaring bent fairly 

common. 

 

Halflings - 

The halfling homeland is a chain of inhospitable frozen islands off the northern 

coast of Albion, and for many centuries they raided up and down the coasts of 

Drakhiliin, sacking and burning whatever they could reach. In his last act on this earth, 

the Sophist prophet Marius converted the halfling Thane Ulric to the good faith, but was 

murdered by pagan traditionalists for his efforts. The complete conversion of the 

halfling clans would take another century, but since then, they have spread throughout 

Drakhiliin, with large populations residing in Albion, Inopolis, Cyrenium, Ignatius 

Major, and now Barkha Khadin. 

Halflings never shook their martial nature, though they have turned it to more 

productive ends. Incredibly hardy, persistent, and brave, halfling knights held the line at 

Craghroag after their human compatriots had fled, saving thousands of civilians from 

the onslaught. World renowned for their skill at arms -- especially with the iconic 

throwing axe, the haskarl -- halflings are very commonly barbarians, rangers, and 

fighters, though the monastic Order of Ulric contains some of the finest paladins and 

martial clerics anywhere in the world. 
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Orcs -  

Note: Orc blood is strong, and all orcs use the half-orc stat block, regardless of 

parentage. 

Orcs remained relatively isolated from the rest of Drakhiliin for most of recorded 

history. The savage nature of the Thundering Steppe, the warlike quality of the 

civilizations around them, and the incredible remoteness of the region made trade and 

diplomacy difficult and unrewarding. Even in victory they retain their roots as herders 

and mounted warriors, favoring the open field, the desperate hunt, and the rent sky of 

the steppe to the trappings of civilization. 

Orc tradition had little use for writing or scholarly pursuits, but the new demands 

of rulership mean that there is a rising class of orc youth that includes wizards, 

alchemists, and bards, uncommon as they may be among their elders. The majority of 

orcs favor mounted combat, serving as rangers, fighters, paladins of Tengris, and 

monks. The shamanistic tradition also produces large numbers of storm druids, 

warlocks, and sorcerers. 

 

Humans -  

More numerous than elves and gnomes, humans still remain newcomers and 

small-time players on the world stage. The mysterious prophet Marius brought them out 

of the darkness by teaching them Sophism, the reverence of sophia, a complex collection 

of precepts that presents truth as the holiest and most worthy of ends. Under threat 

from an enemy now forgotten, the warring human warlords of Albion eventually 

gathered under the banner of an Imperator, which means literally ‘chosen to rule’, 
though the office has since become hereditary. Tartonius Maximian is the current 

Imperator, but it is really the Sophist Orthodoxy that rules, with the archonate 

overseeing the governance and the monastic orders providing for defense. 

Humanity is still shaken from their near-defeat by the Orchak Horde, and are 

more than happy to send tribute and wards to Barkha Khadin if it means that Gormuk 

Khan’s warriors will stay away from their borders. Many even go willingly, hoping to 

convert or learn from the Orchak. With the strongest faith of any major race, a large 

proportion of humans belong to the divine classes, especially as paladins -- the Sophist 

tradition, while not martial in origin, has taken a strong turn toward the knightly orders 

in light of recent events. 

 

Other Races - 

There are many minor races in Drakhiliin, though the best represented are 

Kenku, which until recently ruled Avradabad, Tabaxi, who rule the decaying cities in the 

jungle to the south, and Genasi, which are common in Ignatia, where djinns and other 

spirits have long commingled with mortals. 
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Classes 

 

Barbarians - 

Perhaps no class is better suited to the ravages of the steppe than the barbarian. 

With their resistance to damage, fast movement, and inherent toughness, the rough 

conditions of the Thundering Steppe will affect them less than it might a weaker person. 

The halflings, humans, oreadd, vanara, and orcs all have barbarian traditions, and the 

Wolf Lodge of Barkha Khadin trains barbarian warriors that are legendary in battle. 

Barbarians made up a large portion of the Orchak Horde as it traveled west, and can 

serve as caravan guards, explorers, mercenaries, or simply thugs. 

 

Recommendations: Much of Thunder on the Steppe will involve travel and survival 

situations, making barbarians well suited for this type of work. All of the skills a 

barbarian has at their disposal, especially survival, will come into play. 

 

Bards - 

Bards, troubadours, skalds, and other musical entertainers are well-loved in the 

Orchak Khanate, though they may not be elsewhere. The Orchak love to sing, and love 

hearing a good song, and the khans have grown to appreciate other types of music as it 

penetrated the Thundering Steppe. 

Bards are employed very commonly in many armies and martial traditions. The 

Orchak Horde contained a large number of warsingers, mounted bards with powerful 

voices who rode into the battle with a song of war on their lips. The Halfling thanes long 

favored the skalds of Furstheim, who are ferocious with the axe, the war drum, and their 

own voices, and the Order of Ulric has incorporated many of them. The elves even 

maintain a troupe of bello sonarii, who strike fear into foes with trumpets, fiddles, 

drums, and other instruments. 

 

Recommendations: Many of the skills a bard brings to the table will be necessary in 

Thunder on the Steppe. Social skills like persuasion, deception, and insight will be 

important for navigating the intrigues at court and rooting out potential threats, while 

the knowledge available to bards will help in dealing with the many cultures of the 

Orchak Khanate and the wide variety of enemies you may encounter. 

 

Clerics - 

Clerics are a growing phenomenon in the Orchak Horde, as every faith sends its 

holy men into the newly available lands opened up by the Pax Orchaka, and there is 

ample opportunity to serve your faith in Thunder of the Steppe. While Sophism does not 
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encourage becoming a cleric, there are many clerics of Ignatius, orc clerics of Tengris, 

dwarven clerics of Cthonus, and even some pagan holdouts in Furstheim and Albion. 

 

Recommendations: All faiths will be represented in Thunder on the Steppe, but clerics 

of Tengris or ‘conceptual’ clerics (clerics of the air and earth especially) will find 

themselves fitting in the best. 

 

Druids - 

The natural world is fierce and influential in Drakhiliin and druids are highly 

respected among most communities. Dwarven earth druids, orc storm druids and 

animal shamans, and half-elven druids of all types are some of the more common. The 

vast majority of Thunder on the Steppe will take place out in the open or near nature, 

making the spells and class abilities of a druid incredibly useful. 

 

Recommendations: Druids of all types, with their ease of travel, affinity with nature, and 

ability to manipulate nature,  will make excellent choices for this particular campaign, 

and all tie in strongly with the existing societies. 

 

Fighters - 

There are proud warrior traditions everywhere in Drakhiliin, and the Orchak 

Khanate is home to many of them. Orchak warriors are not just skilled horsemen, they 

also are among the finest swordsmen, fighting with curved sabers, and the best archers, 

both mounted and on foot. The monastic orders of Albion also play host to fighters of 

the highest caliber. The Cathedral of Blades in Cyraenium might be the oldest martial 

academy in the world, and though it lacks the prestige it did centuries ago, the elves still 

train the best duelists in the world. 

 

Recommendations: Combat will play an important role in Thunder on the Steppe, and 

fighters will always be needed. Subclasses that emphasize versatility or mobility have 

the potential to be more useful than others.  

 

Monks - 

In an ancient age, the wandering Tabaxi ascetic Timursan walked from the 

jungles of Avradabad to the western coast of Albion, teaching the primal art of kai 

wherever he went. Since then, monastic combat has evolved in every part of the world, 

and most cultures host at least one monastery devoted to a combat style derived from 

Timursan’s teachings. The Order of the Empty Hand in Albion and the Hasagi of Avra 

Thradesh are among the most well-known and respected. 
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Recommendations: The innate survivability, mobility, and self-sufficiency of a monk 

will make them good choices for a varied campaign. The zen archer and kensai 

subclasses are very popular choices among Orchak warriors, and will fit well in this sort 

of campaign. 

 

Paladins -  

These are the halcyon days for holy warriors, especially in Albion and the Orchak 

Khanate. A thousand knights of the faith perished at Craghroag, but their great deeds 

have been sung in every tent, hall, lodging house, and tavern from Burran-by-the-Sea to 

the Rimefort, and a new crop of fresh-faced paladins has sprung up to replace them. 

Inspired by their victory, Orchak youth are training as paladins of Tengris in great 

numbers, passionate about defending their new kingdom from ancient evil. The Orchak 

Khanate is a lawful place, and the efforts of paladins to protect and shape it into a 

functioning society are well appreciated. 

 

Recommendations: Social ability will be very important in Thunder on the Steppe, so 

the courtly manners and innate leadership qualities of the paladin will be a great asset to 

the PCs. There are fewer outright ‘evils’ in the world of Drakhiliin, so some paladin 

abilities are of limited usefulness, but there is always a chance for a warrior of faith to 

shine. 

 

Rangers -  

In many ways, rangers are the invisible backbone of the Orchak Khanate. 

Whether they’re guarding the borders of the vast empire, keeping the deep, ancient 

forests clear of threats, or hunting the game that will feed the vast army of the khan, it is 

unlikely that the khanate could function without these wilderness warriors. There are 

few organized groups that train or sponsor rangers, and in both Albion and the Orchak 

Khanate, it is typical for a ranger to mentor a single student at a time. 

 

Recommendations: Many of the subclasses available to rangers could serve useful in 

Thunder on the Steppe. Some spellcasting traditions, including Ignatian Magi and 

Tengu wizards, employ rangers as bodyguards. 

 

Rogues -  

Wherever there is trade, there will be theft, and Inopolis, Cyraenium, Khorsaban, 

and Avra Thradesh play host to well-established thieves guilds. The Orchak Khanate, 

however, has made life difficult for the petty thief, with even the most minor of property 

crimes punishable with a severe sentence. After all, if all you own is a horse, the theft of 

a saddle is an unforgivable crime. 
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Recommendations: Rogues in the Orchak Khanate make their living as scouts, 

assassins, skirmishers, and problem solvers, but rarely as thieves. Their unique skills 

and adaptability, however, makes them indispensable to both the horde and the 

administrators of the khanate. It is not uncommon to see Thorokhai or Ogradei Khan 

whispering to cloaked figures late into the night. 

 

Sorcerers - 

Magic runs strong in the races of Drakhiliin, and there are sorcerers in every 

major city in the world. They tend to draw strongly from the spiritual forces of the world 

-- the four elements, the ancestors, the never-ending storm above the steppe. Some even 

draw their power from the ancient blood of dragons, though if they do so they hide it 

well for risk of prosecution. Among the Orchak, sorcerers are rare, but when they 

manifest, the primal magic in their orc blood produces dangerous and powerful 

spellcasters. 

 

Recommendations: Dragons are a unique threat, a primal evil in Drakhiliin, so draconic 

sorcerers have learned to hide the origin of their power. Otherwise, a sorcerer is a 

welcome addition to any lord or khan’s entourage, and many have risen quite high in the 

esteem of the Orchak. 

 

Wizards -  

In some senses, Drakhiliin has been shaped as much by the will of powerful 

wizards as it has been by natural forces. It is hard to know for sure what forces the 

ancient wizards of Ossuaria or Aztacaan brought to bear, but it is well known that they 

caused the rending of the sky and the receding of the seas. There are magical writings 

that date from before the birth of mortal races available to those with the will and talent 

to use them. While magic is sometimes seen as irresponsibly dangerous, wizards are an 

essential part of the social fabric of every nation. 

 

Recommendations: While all schools of magic have places of learning in Drakhiliin, 

divination and conjuration are the most widespread and prominent. Necromancy is not 

forbidden, and much of the art is necessary, but most races find it distasteful. 

Arcane sources are most often used as a symbol of the school that the wizard 

trained at -- for example, pupils of the Grand Academy at Inopolis bear a simple iron 

band on their right index finger, while wizards from the Cyrene Thaumaturgium carry a 

rod of white gold, a tradition more ancient than the school itself. 

In the Orchak Khanate, wizards with familiars almost overwhelmingly choose 

birds, bats, or other flying creatures because of the utility of having a flying companion 

to scout, stand watch, or send messages, though this is an informal tradition, not a rule.  
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Backgrounds 

 

Son/Daughter of Albion:  

Whether by choice or or by force, you left Albion to travel to the Orchak Khanate. 

You might be the child of a magistrate or patrician or one of the many children raised in 

a monastery or abbey. You may or may not be a devout sophist, but the values of Albion 

are instilled in you -- love of knowledge, the foregoing of earthly delights, and respect for 

the power of the spirit world. 

The open minds and ascetic habits of the people of Albion make them resistant to 

attempts to sway or control them, granting them proficiency with Insight checks. The 

polyglot nature of Albion also means that Albionesse characters start with two 

additional languages. 

 

Ignatian Wanderer: 

The Sultanates of Ignatia control vast swathes of beautiful, harsh, deserts, ancient 

cities, fantastic canyonlands, and millions of souls, but they are not all there is. You left 

or were chosen to leave Ignatia Major to travel to the Orchak Khanate. Unlike the 

humans of Albion, the sultans have known of the Orchak for a long time, and have been 

known to trade with them on occasion, though this manifestation of a horde is new to 

everyone. 

Ignatians are born into hot, arid conditions and bear the brunt of yearly 

sandstorms that scour the lands, making them hardy, granting proficiency with survival 

checks,  and the large distances and clear skies of Ignatia Major make Ignatians more 

keen-eyed than people from other regions, granting them proficiency with perception 

rolls. 

 

Avradabad Native: 

You were born and raised in Avradabad, now incorporated fully into the Orchak 

Khanate. Your parents spoke fondly of the Tengu Magocracy, but no one can deny that 

there is less corruption and that non-Tengu citizens now have greater options for 

advancement. As the son or daughter of an important bureaucrat or merchant, you were 

chosen to become a ward, but it is not as unpleasant for you as it might be for someone 

from a more distant land -- after all, you don’t have to leave the borders of your own 

empire. 

Avradabad is the wealthiest, oldest, and until the Orchak conquests, most 

powerful nation in the world, granting its citizens special privileges. Avradabad natives 

start the game with 250 extra gold, a masterwork weapon of their choosing, and gain a 

permanent +1 to Appraise, Knowledge: History, and Diplomacy checks. 
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Khanate Citizen: 

Whether you are part of the Orchak clan or not, you were born and raised in the 

relatively new Orchak Khanate under the watchful eyes of the khans. You have lived 

your life in the open spaces underneath the thundering skies and traveling the vast 

steppe. You are at home in nature and with animals, and are as comfortable in the 

saddle as you are afoot. 

There is no way to live or travel in the Orchak Khanate without a horse, and every 

full citizen who lives above the subsistence level has at least one. A Khanate Citizen 

begins play with a horse or riding animal of their choosing, and gain a permanent +1 to 

Ride, Handle Animal, Perception, and Survival checks. 
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