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The Temple of Baal-Zebub (Tale I of the Valruna Saga)

All eyes were on the High Priest as he emerged from the cool moist shelter of the temple into the hot dry air without.

It was shortly after nightfall when they found a suitable place to camp, some distance from the city walls.

Vana wasted no time, but shook Jerob awake and bad him ready the horses for a return trip to Bel-Athis.

The strong presence of magic caused the flames that lit the interior of the Temple of Baal-Zebub to burn bright blue.
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    He hath need of his wits who wanders wide
~ Hávamál
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The towering black statue of Baal-Zebub loomed in the inner recesses of the temple, its many-faceted eyes glittering in the flickering glow of the flames that rose perpetually from two enormous bronze braziers that stood on either side of the great stone altar at the idol’s feet.

Hairless blue-skinned priests clad only in loincloths of gold tended the fires night and day, feeding them coals and a rank concoction of foul substances that produced a pungent incense. The High Priest, robed in black, stood before the altar, his arms spread wide, chanting in an ancient tongue no longer spoken by anyone but priests. In his right hand he held a ceremonial dagger with a gold gem-studded handle and an obsidian blade.

Upon the altar lay a naked slave-boy with wrists and ankles bound, his eyes wide with terror. The High Priest raised the dagger aloft as his chanting rose to a crescendo; with his left hand he turned the boy’s face toward the statue, so that the fearsome idol would be the last thing he would see.

Somewhere in the darkness a priest struck a gong. As the deep bellow resounded through the shadowed halls of the temple, the High Priest plunged the dagger’s point into the boy’s heart.

A wide, shallow groove in the blood-stained, slanted stone surface on which the boy lay caught the warm red liquid that gushed from his still-beating heart and carried it to the rear of the altar, toward the statue’s midriff, where in the shadow of the massive torso a gaping maw waited to drink the wine of the boy’s life.

This greedy nether mouth led to an unseen cavity deep within the gargantuan idol suggestive of both stomach and foul womb, for when the god wished to punish his subjects a swarm of biting flies would be birthed from that enclave to darken the skies above the temple and the surrounding city like a black pestilence-bearing cloud.

At all other times maggots continually dripped from that reeking hole, so that the floor of the temple writhed with them.
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All eyes were on the High Priest as he emerged from the cool moist shelter of the temple into the hot dry air without. 
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It was midday in the city of Bel-Athis, the Jewel of the Sands, her blue and green domes gleaming in the sun, and despite the oppressive heat a sizable throng still lingered in the high-walled courtyard of the Temple of Baal-Zebub.

A hush fell upon the crowd as the High Priest lifted his arms high and wide. He waited a moment before speaking; relishing the suspense with which he commanded the mob’s undivided attention.

“The Lord of Flies is not yet sated!” he proclaimed at last.

Murmurs rippled through the crowd as two temple guards armed with swords of bronze at their sides descended the steps of the temple to fetch the god’s next victim. Slowly they moved through the throng, to the western gate of the courtyard and out into the narrow streets of the slave quarter.

From the rear of the crowd that had assembled in the courtyard a tall, fair woman on horseback, a stranger to these lands, gazed in wonder upon the temple, which squatted ominously atop a crumbling ziggurat of dark red stone.

A narrow black stairway lined with torches led steeply up the southern face of this ancient pyramidal structure, and on either side of the massive doors to the temple itself, which were fashioned of stout wood reinforced with iron, there stood four glossy black pillars with brazen capitals supporting the winged golden roof which blazed its defiance against the stark blue of the cloudless sky.

Even from this distance, she could see in the shadow of that roof the carven faces of grotesque demonic creatures leering down from an elaborate frieze, their long tongues lolling.

The temple radiated an ancient evil, alien and incomprehensible. In all of her travels, she had never before seen its like. 

Neither had any of the citizens of Bel-Athis seen her like before, and wherever she went in this age-old desert city she was stared at with a mixture of awe, curiosity, and suspicion.

For to the people of these sun-scorched lands, who were mostly of medium complexion, this stranger seemed unnaturally fair of skin—though the years she had spent in these climes had darkened her considerably—and whereas they all had dark hair and eyes, her hair, which she wore in a single long braid that fell to her waist, was the pale colour of straw, and most startling of all, her eyes were the same bold hue as the sky itself.

Her clothing, too, was outlandish: two crude garments consisting of nothing more than small pieces of hide laced together with leather thongs barely covered her breasts and loins, and her furred boots came almost up to her knees. A bear-claw necklace adorned her slender neck, and from a belt around her waist there hung a steel broadsword sheathed in brown leather trimmed with ermine. The sword’s grip below its steel cross guard was also wrapped in brown leather, and a reindeer’s hoof formed the pommel.

Though she wore no armour, the sword at her side made it clear for all to see that she was a warrior, and this in a land where a woman wielding any blade bigger than a dagger was almost unheard of. But this was not at all unusual for her kind, for she was of the wild and warlike barbarians of the northern steppes; the first of that country ever to travel this far south.

Presently the horsewoman’s attention shifted from the architectural marvel that was the Temple of Baal-Zebub toward the commotion that was stirring by the courtyard’s western gates. 

Her guide through these strange lands, a small dark man with shoulder-length curly black hair and short, pointed beard, clad in the loose-fitting garments of the desert folk, glanced up at her from where he stood beside Thunrasar, the magnificent grey stallion she rode.

“What is it, Vana?” he asked her in the tongue of the desert kingdoms.

“That girl,” the horsewoman replied. “Where are they taking her, Jerob?”

Her command of his language had greatly improved in the two years that he had known her, though her accent was still just as thick as it had been when they had first met.

He followed the direction of her gaze, standing on the tips of his toes in a vain attempt to see over the heads of the people in front of them.

Then, in fleeting glimpses between the shifting bodies he saw them: a pair of temple guards, armed priests whose depilated, blue-tinted skin declared their devotion to the Lord of Flies, gripping the wrists of a girl who could not have been older than twelve or thirteen, and dragging her, kicking and screaming, through the jeering crowd.

“They are taking her to the sacrificial altar inside the temple,” Jerob explained. “She is to be sacrificed to Baal-Zebub. See that grim-looking spectre looming over the crowd from atop the temple steps? He is Ammon-Zul, the High Priest of Baal-Zebub. All fear him, for he holds the power to choose who will live and who will die.”

Vana glanced up at the gold-painted face of the bald, black-robed, effeminate-looking man Jerob had indicated. She frowned, momentarily perplexed by her guide’s use of the word ‘spectre’. She could sense power there, of the most chaotic kind, barely constrained beneath the calm exterior of the distant figure who glared down at the throng with an ancient hatred seething in his dark eyes. Yet this was no ghost, but a mortal man.

This, then, must have been one of those words that could have more than one meaning. Jerob’s language seemed to be full of them, and at times she missed the simple plain-speaking conversation of her own folk.

“What was the girl’s crime?” she asked Jerob then.

“Crime?”

“What did she do to deserve death?”

Jerob shrugged. “Nothing. She is the chosen one; that is all. Baal-Zebub demands blood sacrifice, lest he bring a plague down upon the city... though
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