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In the Meantime ... 

Draghan, the esteemed warlord and feared field-general, fakes an orgasm. 

During intercourse, as with any other activity of late, he’s been feeling heavy, dark, and exhausted, and taken no interest whatsoever in his fifteenth wife’s energetic performance of lust and pleasure. She lies shamefaced under him, knowing all too well her co-wives have witnessed the whole thing. And how they rejoice: There's nothing like a degraded and humiliated competitor. (She will later today slit her throat as punishment for sexual inadequacy, helped by considerable pressure from the other wives, who find her too buxom and attractive to get away with being the preferred bedmate.)

Draghan pulls on his thick, heavy leather pants—even the weight of his clothes offers his muscular arms resistance. 

“I gotta wee,” he says, lifting the canvas. There’s a muffled giggle and a select number of raised eyebrows. 

“Take a piss!” He considers throwing a tantrum and maybe decapitating the one he suspects giggled, but he lacks the enthusiasm. His energy reserves have been depleted, looted by an invisible, invading force; even the smallest of actions require manipulated determination. Besides, he doesn’t have the time. He glares in the direction of the giggle, and they bow their heads in artificial submissiveness. That will have to do for now. (She who laughed will commit suicide by drowning later today, helped by considerable pressure from the other wives, who find her too young and pretty to get away with laughing at things that are funny.)

Outside, he stretches and forces his lungs to inhale generous amounts of crisp, clear autumn air. The sweet fragrances of ripe berries and flowers ride a gentle breeze, and god has painted the skyline using his most beautiful colors and expensive brushes. Only months ago, the deity Verus was the obvious origin and the god to thank for this magnificent spectacle. Now, since King Böruk’s takeover and religious awakening, almighty Urgh is the expected recipient of all praise and glory. Praised be Urgh.

His two most trusted bodyguards follow right on his tail.

“No. I gotta take a piss. Stay here.”

They stay, but he feels their suspicious eyes on his back because when was a field-general too shy to take a piss in front of his men?

Muttering to himself, he shuffles to the edge of the forest encircling the camp, sidles through the thicket of trees and shrubbery, and following a full arch around the entire encampment; he's down by the river and the shaman's tent. On days of battle, the shaman is in direct conversation with god; no one can disturb him. But Draghan is desperate. He sneaks up close to the tent, listening. There's muffled chanting, drumming, and ... cursing over some sacrificial animal that refuses to lie still on the slab. 

Interesting. The sacrificing of animals is forbidden; a pagan practice from the days of Verus and his heathen flock. 
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Both Draghan and the shaman had been on the inside of the innermost circles of power since the previous regime, under the reign of King Avlar. Thus, they had been privy to all the lusts and cravings of the different princes and princesses. And the writing on the wall was clear: The King’s firstborn, Prince Böruk, showed a family-hostile desire to get his hands (and buttocks) on the throne and was a secret worshipper of the god Urgh, which meant that a change of rule would be a change of faith. So, when King Avlar met his premature death after a clumsy and unfortunate accident where he sat down on his sword—really, really hard—the winds of holy conviction turned, and it became wise to set sail accordingly, for health reasons in particular. 

The task of pulling the sword from Avlar’s bottom fell on the shaman, and lucky for him it was up to the shaft; this provided time for consideration and assessment: Living heathen, or honorably dead? 

“This is the will of Urgh and evidence to his greatness!” he proclaimed to the sound of iron grinding against pelvic bones and innards. It saved the shaman’s life and career. Draghan, learning by watching, kneeled and shouted, “Avlar is dead! Long live King Böruk! Praised be Urgh!” And the fresh King Böruk; a pragmatic, just as much as a fanatic, had thought it downright unintelligent to discard his best warrior.
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Muted incantations come from inside the tent that include a declaration of faith, to Verus! As Draghan has suspected, the shaman is a true believer, though not believing in the one true god. The King’s work instructions require the torture and slaying of unbelievers, but today divinity can be divinity, whatever the name or style of worshipping. 

Draghan clears his throat to announce his presence. There's a stifled shock, and then deafening silence. From under the sheep-skin canvas comes the sacrificial animal running at full speed—it has escaped the shaman’s sanctimonious fingers and rushes off through the tall grass, a visible slash across the back of its neck. 

A rat ... Verus must content himself with rodents for his meal of reverence I see ... 

A somewhat off-beat, improvised drumming begins, and the shaman chants unnaturally loud about how he condemns Verus and the sacrificing of animals. Draghan clears his throat once more, with authority. The shaman’s head peaks out from under a corner flap of the canvas. His dilated pupils tell of a wide selection of hallucinogenic mushrooms in his diet, and an acute fear of death. 

“Draghan?! You can't be here now! I mean, you're off to war, to invade ... I have blessed you, and I'm talking to V—Urgh. No one’s allowed access when I'm ... you know that, right? I guess you heard me talking to V—Urgh? You heard me, right?!”

“I heard a lot of things. But none of this matters now. Can I come in?” 

Sweat pours down the shaman’s face, and his eyes are restless. With every sound coming from the grove and thickets he jumps like an anxious roe deer. He has stripped his campsite of personal belongings; clothing and leather bags lie packed together outside the tent. 

“Well, ok, come in. Tea? Praised be Urgh, by the way! And King Böruk!” 

“Mm, sure ...” 

“So, what can I do for our esteemed warlord?” 

Shamans have their specific way of talking: Cryptic, and aggressively halting. Now, it seems to Draghan, the brazen unlawfulness about his unexpected visit has provoked the shaman into using a more common lingo. This again propels Draghan into shocking honesty: 

“I have questions. Regarding life. Why am I not happy and content?” 
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King Böruk, son of Avlar the Blasphemer, is disturbed during his breakfast intercourse. The minor inconvenience is the result of a trifling communication failure: Nobody told the newly employed Master of Ceremonies, before he barged in, that today’s royal morning assembly opposed the standard, five-minute routine. As a celebration of, and a preparation for the upcoming battle, the King involved in a quarter long, in-depth fornication with several concubines and not just the one. The King handles the bold interruption with calm and stoicism, and has the Master of Ceremonies’ head chopped off without any further reprimands—he did, after all, bring the shaman’s final directives and admonitions from Urgh. 

“There, there ... Calm down; we’ll get a new MC, don’t worry about it ...” he says to his screaming slaves and servants. And sure, through an early version of spin the bottle (Twirl the severed head: The line of stare, decides the heir) a new Master of Ceremonies is appointed. His first honorable assignment is to deliver the will of Urgh to his dear king. A king, ruling under the home-brewed conviction that he is chosen by Urgh to expand his empire to infinite proportions. Therefore, he has put his mind to the task, obeying the god’s orders. (Though, quite frankly he sees it more as if Urgh is asking him nicely.) Convenient then, how all the neighboring states are under the yoke of ruthless oppressors. And practical, how Urgh has instructed Böruk, through dreams, omens, and human intestines, to confront these, applying ruthless oppression. For the benefit and relief of the countries’ inhabitants, of course. Like today’s plan: The King’s army will liberate the next-door-nation from the misrule of the blasphemous Khan, and thus, spread the good word and faith of Urgh. Praised be Urgh. 

The King recalls with horror the prevailing conditions in his land before he seized power; the degradations and sufferings his subjects had to endure under the reign of Avlar, the heathen. To believe it was his father?! Disgraceful! And they had put their faith and trust in the false god Verus. Despicable! But everybody remembers how it all ended: His father's head on a stake and all the priests forced to eat their children before they were bashed, mashed, and trashed. Urgh’s will, of course. 

As the new Master of Ceremonies is ushered in and prepped, King Böruk reminisces ...

Verus?! Phooey! What was it the priests did back then, to show humility and loyalty? Slaughtered sheep, goats, and cattle?! Fuddy-duddy. So last century. Simply primal. To truly honor your god, you must butcher humans. I mean, really! Such shabby worshipping. Well, they all got what was coming to them. And the people’s jubilations when the days of tyranny were over, were uninhibited, weren’t they? Yes ... funny how an oblong weekend of crucifixions and rape can put people in the right mood, to save their hides ... 

The King looks forward to when the next battle ... is over. Then he will govern an even mightier empire, and he intends to celebrate the occasion and sacrifice some hot chicks to Urgh. After test-riding a few of them first. He’s sure Urgh won’t mind—quality assurance is an essential part of his royal duties. 

“Well, my dear MC ... never mind your predecessor; he's all gape, no bite. What says the shaman is Urgh's final directives before we go to battle?”

The MC, fresh from the prep, first reads the instructions to himself. He fears reading them aloud will be a prep for death: His own. 

“Urgh’s final directives ... uh-oh ...”
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The shaman is flummoxed—Warlord Draghan’s inquiry is of a most unusual nature, near unprecedented. Nonetheless, he forces himself to act according to expectations, and jumps around like a rabbit for a while, before tripping on one of the bags, and bites his tongue as he falls flat on the dirt floor. Blood, spitting, and cursing follows, but not quite in the traditional fashion of his shamanistic ancestors. Draghan is exhausted and sits down.

The shaman gradually regains his normal footing and resumes his standard mumbo-jumbo. He rattles amulets and talismans, and spits at uneven intervals in unpredictable directions; no one knows why, but it’s respectful to both lore and tradition. 

“Aaargh, the bear draws to its lair. But before he can eat his sleep, his tummy must fill with autumn's music. I see a serpent fly and the wind nesting. Our warlord has come to understand V—Urgh. Alas, Urgh never explains. Never! Only the river knows where water gets wet!” 

Draghan meets these sacred, sage words, with his mouth half-open and dead silent eyes. The shaman has done what is expected of him, and now there's a similar expectation going the other way, that Draghan should nod in consent, then eat some mushroom that’ll make him believe he’s immortal and able to talk to the moon. However, today isn't like any other day, and Draghan just can’t bring himself to enter the circle of expectation—he exhales, grabs the shaman by his leather poncho, pulls him in close, and whisper-hisses: 

“What I’m about to tell you, stays between the two of us. Just like your idol worshipping. This way there’s a
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