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      The setting is Phoenicia, ancient Lebanon, specifically Berot, which is modern-day Beirut, and a Ghoul is an ancient Demon

      Keywords:

      Abba — Father,

      Zawja — Wife,

      Ebn’ — Son,

      Bent — Daughter,

      Omm — Mother
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      The air whipped around his men in battle as they fought for the omm’s, bent’s, and ebn’s left at home. The enemy had threatened their families, enslaved them, and forced submission to their whims. The oath passed from abba to ebn’, generation after generation, would not allow the enslavement of their race. They were warriors. They were unstoppable.

      Sacred scripture had instructed how to summon the Ghoul. Warriors. Protectors. Demons.

      The idea of trading what he loved most with demons was not something he took lightly. But it was not solely about him. He had his citizens to consider. He had known what the ask would be long before he summoned Suhel, leader of the Ghoul.

      Did that make him a terrible leader? No.

      Just a bad person.

      The summoning object weighed heavily in his hand. It was not larger than a palm-sized stone, yet the souls trapped within gave it the weight of a boulder. Soon, another soul would be added. This time, the Ghoul would be under his command.

      He held the stone between his palms, eyes closed, mind fixed on resurrection and triumph over this realm. His body moved in a rhythm beyond his control. Words spilled from him without knowledge or permission. The stone dictated the ritual.

      “Who summons me?” a deep, dark voice asked from the ether.

      “I do,” he answered, shouting into the empty air.

      “Are you prepared for your sacrifice?”

      His heart stuttered as the image of his ebn’ never returning home struck him like a blade.

      “I am.”

      He had misunderstood what would come next. When his eyes opened, a man stood before him. Not a beast. Not a monster.

      A man.

      “What favor are you requesting?”

      The legends were clear. One must be exact.

      “I wish for your help in winning the war,” he said carefully, “not only the battle we are currently facing.”

      The Ghoul nodded and stepped closer until they stood eye to eye. Their shapes were similar. They could have passed for family.

      “You promised me death?”

      “Yes,” he said, nodding eagerly. “Come this way.”

      He looked out over the sea of red, tasting blood on his lips. The ghoul’s hands tore through bodies with merciless precision. The deal had been simple. Freedom to rule Berot in exchange for the slaughter of his enemies.

      They had gone to war a fortnight ago. His zawja and bent were safe at home. His ebn’ lay among the fallen, sacrificed for victory.

      He could sire another heir. He could not raise another army fast enough.

      Demons had been the only solution. Morality was a luxury they could not afford. Kill or be killed.

      His abba had taught him the singular truth. Survival came first. Even if it required sacrifice.

      Aban, his ebn’, had been only twenty. Unmarried. He rode into battle beside the Ghoul. He watched helplessly as the enemy’s sword cut through the air, Aban’s blood spilling onto the earth, feeding the waiting demons.

      Suhel had warned him this would happen. He had sent Aban anyway.

      He would have to look his zawja in the eyes and tell her. She would curse him. She would never forgive him.

      Still, it had to be done.

      “Are you prepared for the next phase?” Suhel asked.

      There was only one acceptable answer.

      “Yes.”

      Suhel required his blood to walk this plane unbound. He produced the ceremonial strife, its weight unbearable in his hand. His assistant gathered the spilled blood of his ebn’, blood of his blood, into a formal bowl. Both objects were placed on the table.

      Suhel took the blade, dipped it into the bowl, and sliced his own finger.

      The ghoul screamed as the blood seeped into his skin.

      “This is not your blood!”

      “It is,” he insisted. “My ebn’ spilled it in battle.”

      “No,” Suhel snarled. “It is not. He was not your ebn’. You seek to deceive me.”

      The strife lifted into the air, moving so fast it sang.

      There was no time to react.

      The blade slid between his bones, piercing his heart. He watched as Suhel withdrew it from his body and cut into his own arm. His blood fed the Ghoul. Skin darkened, then warmed, then flushed with life.

      “Heal me,” he pleaded.

      “You broke our deal,” Suhel said calmly. “You will die.”

      “No,” he gasped. “I cannot die. My people need me. My family.”

      “You will not be missed.”

      The words landed as Suhel’s form transformed before his eyes.

      “No,” he whispered, staring at his own reflection now standing over him.

      “Your zawja will endure,” Suhel said. “Your bent,” he grinned, “will be mine. I have an ebn’ perfect for her.”

      His body collapsed as strength drained from every pore, flowing through the air and into Suhel’s celestial form. The ghoul was becoming human. That had always been the price.

      He tried to find comfort in the thought that this had been the plan all along. That perhaps they were safe for now.

      Suhel laughed, the sound echoing across the battlefield. Hatred rolled outward, infecting every fighter it touched.

      “Foolish man. No one is safe. Your family will crumble for eternity beneath my hand. Your lineage is mine now. Forever contaminated.”

      With his final breath, his thoughts turned to his bent and his zawja.

      They would never know he had done this for them.

      For their lineage.

      For their legacy.
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      He had lived many lifetimes as a Ghoul, though none of them felt like living. They were survival, nothing more. True lives were only granted through blood oaths, taken from those desperate enough to summon them. He knew he had been fortunate. His summoner had been deceived himself, and that lie ensured there were no witnesses to the transformation.

      Suhel died at that moment. The version of himself he had known, worn, and inhabited ceased to exist.

      As he rode back toward Berot as the victor, the surrounding men celebrated. He did not know them, but they knew him. They cheered, shouted his name, raised their voices in devotion. He understood then why humans called upon demons for aid. The power drawn from their adoration was intoxicating, overwhelming. He had never experienced anything like it.

      “Assaf, wait up.”

      The shout came from behind him. Through the blood he had absorbed, he understood that Assaf was now his name. The voice belonged to someone he trusted. Familiarity would continue to surface as time allowed.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you want to set up camp? We’ve marched a long way. We’ll reach home tomorrow, but the men are exhausted.”

      Rest would help his subconscious finish absorbing Assaf’s memories. It would prepare him for his first meeting with his new zawja. He nodded.

      “Make it happen.”

      He pulled the reins and guided his horse off the main road, craving distance. Space. Solitude. After selecting a suitable place, he set up his camp and instructed the men who followed him to tend to the others.

      “Deal with the rest,” he told them. “I need time to mourn the loss of my ebn’.”

      It was what they expected to hear from their leader.

      The truth was simpler. His ebn’, Kamal lived. And tonight, he would summon him.
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        * * *

      

      “Abba.”

      The voice came from behind him, familiar and warm. He turned, smiling, and pulled Kamal into an embrace.

      “I knew you would recognize me.”

      Kamal studied him carefully. “This is the human who sought your help?”

      “Yes,” he said, nodding. “But he became my sacrifice. Now we walk a new path.”

      “Path?”

      “I have a bent now,” he explained. “Which means you will soon have a zawja. A true bloodline. One we can infiltrate and claim.”

      Kamal grinned. “I would welcome a zawja. And ebn’s of my own.”

      “As would I,” he agreed. “I will arrive in Berot by late afternoon. Join me in a few days. You will have someone specific to court.”

      Kamal inclined his head. “Safe travels to our new home, abba. I will see you soon.”

      The celestial form vanished. The summoning ended sooner than he wished. His strength was still rebuilding after the battle. Once Kamal joined him in Berot, everything would align.
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        * * *

      

      They rose early and continued toward the city. Hours later, crowds lined the streets, cheering, throwing bread at their feet, calling them heroes. The men with him basked in it, egos swelling.

      Berot had stood on the edge of destruction. The sacrifice had changed its fate.

      Assaf had not understood that his summoning altered history itself. The natural course of events had been rewritten.

      That was not his concern. If it troubled anyone, it was God.

      “Abba, abba!”

      The voice rang out through the chaos. He turned, searching until he found its source.

      His bent.

      He dismounted, handed his horse to a servant boy, and approached the young woman now bound to him. “Hello, my dear.”

      She wrapped her slender arms around him. His body responded instinctively, flooding with an unexpected sense of protection and possession.

      “Where is Aban?” she asked, scanning the crowd.

      This would need to be done, eventually.

      He shook his head. “I need to tell your omm. He did not survive.”

      She cried, though not as he had anticipated. There was no collapse, no hysteria. She stood tall, composed, resolute.

      “His sacrifice will not be forgotten.”

      He smiled, nodding. “It helped us win the war. He is a hero.”

      “Who is a hero?”

      He knew the voice before turning. His blood stirred at her nearness.

      “Aban did not return,” he said gently. “I am sorry, my dear Ahron.”

      He turned to face her. She was breathtaking. Radiant. Every inch of her presence demanded reverence.
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