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As always, I thank my very supportive folks, the splendid K, the inestimable N, the fabulous C, the delightful E, the tenacious T, the Baltimore Raven-loving Mister Moose, and the other special people in my life. I'm the luckiest person in the world, to have you on my side. 

Finally, I would like to extend a special Thank You to R, who gave me much-needed information I required about certain aspects of the journey my characters would need to make during the course of this novel. The interwebs are not always the repository of all knowledge, and sometimes you have to step away from the computer and ask someone who's had first-hand experience. 

Really.
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Writing isn't easy, and don't let anyone try to tell you that it is. The Muse is a whimsical Being, and she's the one who chooses when (and where) to whisper in your ear. More often than not, she's out gallivanting around and nowhere to be found when you need her most. Of course, this also explains those times when I wake from a sound sleep and have to get to my manuscript to start writing whatever has roused me from slumber, before it dissolves away with the dawn and I lose it forever.

Yes, that can and does happen. Dammit.

The best laid plans to have a book out by a specific date are in fact only tentative, try as I might to anticipate my needs beforehand. On top of that, I often seem to live under the delusion that a book is going to be a certain length, only to later discover that it's going to take a whole lot longer to tell the story properly. Rare is the story that "behaves" as you might expect. In most cases, they're like wild things that need to be tamed, but in the process, you're going to have to give them a lot of rope to do it right.

This whole series has been like that. The first novel, "Siofra", was the shortest of them all at a bit more than fifty thousand words. "Fiach Fola" was intended to be perhaps ten to twenty thousand words longer than that, but it ended up at a wee bit over one hundred thousand words. I had thought the book would go a certain way, but other things happened that caused me to adjust my outline a bit and those changes required more research, background and character interplay. Imagine my surprise.

Along those lines, my plan from the start of the series was for it to be a trilogy, and wrote it with that in mind. However, it has become very apparent to me that there is much more to this particular story than originally met the eye. Thus, as of this writing, the final novel is intended to be “Cosán Fola”, which is Irish for “Blood Path”, bringing this part of Siofra's story to four novels.

A last word about the names of the novels in this series:

As the novels are about Siofra, who is an Irish lass at the core of her undead heart, it made sense to have the titles be in her natal language. This will not be the case for all of the planned novels in the Sumaire Web series of novels, so be assured that the tongue twisters will not be constant.

Yes, you read that right. There will be many more novels written about Siofra’s universe. They may not be about Siofra or Nathaniel, but there will indeed be more. I hope that is good news for you.

That said, I hope you enjoy reading this latest novel in the series at least as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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My mind was numb with grief, and I could feel an enormous hole in the center of my being. My oldest friend in the world was no longer a part of my existence, except in my memories of him. The suddenness of his death had even denied me the opportunity to say "goodbye" and for now I was rendered too grief-stricken even to weep.

Janos had been ended after having taken the time to warn me of my own danger. He might have been able to escape if he had taken the opportunity to run instead of contacting me, but he had not, and now he was gone. I could hear Nathaniel saying something to me, but I did not really pay attention. I simply sat on the floor and felt sorry for myself as I stared at the disembodied and oozing head of the lead assassin. Even to me, it felt more than a little ghoulish.

The former lead vampire’s eyes were still wide and stared blindly at nothing in particular, showing the massive surprise and disappointment he must have felt at his failure to end me. If Nathaniel had not been able to step in, I would probably now have that same expression on my own face, although wrapped up and on its way to prove my dissolution.

With Nathaniel having completely decapitated my final opponent in our recent battle, there was no chance of him ever coming back to try again. Certainly, with his ending, there remained no opportunity to interrogate him, but sometimes, when you have no other choice; you must go with what is prudent and necessary.

Things had not turned out as the now ended vampire had expected. Generally, when you arrive with superior numbers, things are supposed to go your way. Yes, you might lose a few of your number, but at least one of your small army should be successful in completing the mission. This was likely intended to have been my own Little Big Horn as far as my enemies were concerned, and they would be mightily disappointed when they discovered they had erred. 

One of our opponents had yielded and then fled when given the opportunity, and the other three had been permanently ended. Perhaps they had been young vampires and thus a bit cocky, forgetting in their hubris that the immortality which vampirism offers does have its own wrench to throw into the works. I'd seen such things once or twice in the preceding centuries.

New vampires make excellent cannon fodder in a pitched battle, as they often know so little about their limitations that they are ended before they are able to learn them. Long ago, when a vampire wished to go to war with another, his or her generals would spend some time making new vampires to use as foot soldiers to clear away opposition. If one or more of those new vampires were ended, it was of no great moment. There was always another to take his place. The control that the first feeding blood bond between sire and fledgling created forced the young vampires to obey their orders, even if they would rather have disobeyed.

Those who survived the wars were considered to be seasoned and thus clever enough to merit their continued existence. In some cases with, but a few without, the backing of the Council, I had ended some of those vampires whose luck at survival had resulted in danger to the greater community, so I tended to have strong opinions about the wisdom of vampire conscription. Just because someone has an attribute you desire, it doesn’t mean you should go so far as to bring them over. A tiger cub is adorable, but once they mature, they make very poor house pets.

I didn’t think my enemies would learn of their failure from the vampire who had fled and thus survived to feed and heal himself. That one would be a fool to believe they’d allow him to exist after having failed in his task. If he was anything resembling smart, he’d be on his way somewhere very far off their map and would lay low until things were safe once more. He'd obviously been smart enough to step away from the battle and go on his own way. That suggested that he was old enough that the blood bond no longer existed between he and his maker. Perhaps that had not been the case with those who had died, but we'd never know that now.

Our attackers had attempted two of the three ways to destroy us, and while they had not been successful in ending us, we hadn't escaped completely unscathed. There was significant damage to my body which would need healing as soon as possible, if I had any intention of retaliating against those who wanted me gone. If they'd simply chosen the third method of destruction, they might actually have been successful, as we'd been tired and abed when they attacked.

The three things that can end a vampire are complete incineration, decapitation or the destruction of enough of the vampire’s brain that there’s nothing left to animate the body. We’re hard to kill, but it’s not impossible to make it happen. A bullet of any metallurgic composition is going to end anything if you aim in the right place, and the same can be said of a wooden stake. But no one thinks of putting the stake into the vampire’s brain, so those are rarely successful at destroying a vampire. It just pisses them off.

Only a foolish human or fledgling vampire is going to think the conventional wisdom of staking the heart or removing it entirely from the vampire’s chest is going to end one of his or her kind. It’s a bit of a surprise, the first time someone tries staking you and all it does it hurt enough to make you want to lash out violently. Sometimes it even gives the human doing it enough of a shock that they don’t realize their danger until it’s too late and they discover they’re being held in your arms being sucked dry.

Well, there was that time when I yanked out the stake and stuck it into the human's heart before I realized I needed her to feed on to heal after being wounded in battle. That was one of those experiences when you learn to at least try to think things through before acting.

I will say that I felt in no way sorry for having ended the bitch. She deserved to be ended for having been audacious enough to try to end me. Servants weren't supposed to do things like that. Ever. Her fellow rebels had run away in terror as they saw her die, but I hunted them all and drank them down to heal my wounds.

Most non-French individuals believe that the French Revolution only had to do with the fabled ill-considered words of a French Queen in regard to her starving people, but they would be wrong. The French aristocracy had become so disconnected from the common people that things finally came to a head, revolted and the guillotine subsequently got a hell of a workout. I’d spent quite a lot of time in that country before it all happened, and seeing the way things were mapping out, I knew it was time to find somewhere else to be. Having grown up as someone who had to look out for herself in order to stay safe, I wasn’t a fool and knew the danger signs when I saw them.

A little more than half of the Council came to an end during that time, and not a few Havens were razed by rampaging humans. Those humans who had rebelled against their vampire masters and mistresses during those fateful days had met a gruesome end, as none of us who experienced their assault were feeling merciful. That had been the last time the Council stayed in such close proximity to one another if some sort of official meeting was held.

I could hear Nathaniel moving around the room, and the muffled sounds of packing, but I did not really pay attention to it. Instead, I could not help but think about the moment when Janos had been ended, my fertile imagination giving grotesque visuals to the terrible sounds I had heard over the phone. The remembrance of the sounds of his ending were what finally put me over the edge completely.

“Janos is gone, Nathaniel, he’s gone!” I couldn’t keep my anguish in any longer, as I felt the brimming blood tears tumble over my lower lids and roll down my cheeks, leaving cold trails in their wake. “I heard the instant he ended!”

This couldn't be me. I had never gotten this worked up about losses in the past. Even vampires aren't actually immortal, and would eventually meet their end in one way or another. I'd been acquainted with any number of them who had been ended through their own choice, accident or outright violence, but this ending was different for me. I'd allowed myself to become emotionally connected to Janos and this was the result. This was why I avoided becoming attached to humans whose lives were almost a blink in time compared to my own.

“I know, Siofra, and I’m really sorry about that, but we can’t stay here. We have to get the hell out as quickly as possible. I can’t imagine they wouldn’t be sending reinforcements to be sure we’d been ended. Also, there is no way that the authorities won’t be here shortly, since several of those bullets went through the walls,” he said to me, shrugging a bulging backpack onto his shoulders, kicking the assassin's head in the general direction of his inert body and then picking me up. “This one is gone, and we have to worry about ourselves now.”

Balancing me over one of his broad shoulders in a fireman’s carry, Nathaniel exited through the shattered window, holding me in place with one arm while using the other to pull us both up and then onto the roof. I did my best to make it easier for him by using my one good hand to hold onto the worn leather belt that secured his trousers. My damaged arm was not capable of doing anything much beside hang limply, there had been too much muscle damage from my opponents' weapons.

I thought that he would put me down once we reached the roof, but Nathaniel did not even stop to survey the situation. Instead, he leaped from rooftop to rooftop at an easy lope, putting as much distance between us and the massacre as possible. I could hear the distant wail of sirens and knew we’d made our exit none too soon. I wondered what they’d make of the bodies, since they would not appear to be “fresh”. While a vampire’s body doesn’t simply disappear into dust when they are ended in real life, decomposition tends to be a faster kind of affair when our bodies break down into their component parts. If left to its own devices, a vampire’s body will be completely gone within a week’s time, bones and all.

“It was not a good idea to leave that much evidence behind, Nathaniel. We can’t have a coroner looking at any of them too closely,” I told him as he sat me down in the shade on an otherwise barren roof about a quarter mile from our former hotel room. “We have to go back to deal with them.”

“Don’t worry about it, Siofra. I’ve already taken care of it,” he assured me, gesturing back the way we had come. Looking where he pointed, I could see the lazy curl of thick black smoke snaking through the air from the general direction of our former residence. “I grabbed our electronics, money and papers, and then I set fire to a few things before I left the building.”

If he’d been able to accomplish all of that while I was wrapped up in my anguish, either he was incredibly fast, or I had been headed down an ugly road mentally. I was glad that he’d shown so much forethought and said so.

“I’m glad you remembered that, Nathaniel. That could have been a serious problem,” I said to him, and meant it. “I’ve had to leave things behind in the past, and once or twice it didn’t end well at all.”

I was very happy that he had grabbed the electronics. Fire did not always completely destroy the contents of a computer’s hard drive, and right now, I could not remember if I had recently deleted my browser’s history. Our papers, however, were the most important items he had taken with us. Without them, we’d face a difficult time getting out of the country.

“I left our old papers in the bathroom. Hopefully, they’ll survive the flames enough to suggest that we were ended during the course of the fire,” he said as he removed the backpack and set it down beside me. It made a dull thump as it landed beside me, and it dawned on me what kind of weight it carried. “Kind of like what happened in Kabul a few years ago.”

Yes, Kabul. Got out of there by the seats of our pants, as far as I was concerned. Remind me to tell you all about that, sometime.

Taking another look at the oily black cloud of rising smoke, it was apparent that he had set fire to quite a few things. We always carried small fire-starter kits with us in the event we were forced to cover our tracks, although we had not had to use them very often. I had discovered them while I was still in the States. They were intended to be used for lighting barbecues and the like, but I had found they worked just as well for doing a significant amount of damage, so I had made sure to keep them on hand.

“Do we have any of those little sticks left over,” I asked him. “I don’t know when or where we’ll be able to pick up more of them.”

“Sorry, I had to use all of them and also all of the gel. I was concerned that since there are three bodies in there, I wanted them to be as damaged as possible,” he responded. “If things burn well enough, it should also muddy the waters for the assholes who are trying to end us.”

“True,” I replied. “Once they discover that there are no female remains in there, they might decide to start looking for me with questions in mind.”

I was grateful for his foresight and grasped his forearm with my good hand. It still hurt like a son of a bitch, but at least I was able to move it. My other hand, however, hung like a dead fish on the end of a hook.

“I’m glad you were there today, Nathaniel. I don’t think I would have made it if I had been on my own," I told him. It was galling to admit that I needed help. I'd always considered myself to be self-sufficient, as well as ready and able to meet any challenge, but this time, that hadn't been true. "I'm damned lucky to have you with me."

He would not meet my eyes, but squeezed my hand with his own before gently breaking free. Even without our old newborn fledgling’s emotional connection, I could feel his discomfort. I wanted to ask him about it, but he did not give me the chance.

“I’m going to go get you something to eat so you can heal up. We can’t stay here very long,” he said thickly, then disappeared down the other side of the building. I heard the faint sound of his feet hitting the ground, and then nothing but the sounds of the surrounding community. Since I could not really move very well until I fed successfully, I closed my eyes and let the aromas and cacophony of the area lull me into an almost hypnotic state.

I fell into a dreamlike state filled with the memories gained during my centuries of knowing Janos. What had seemed like an eternity now felt almost fleeting, and it twisted at my heart as a spinning wheel twists yarn. 

Our first meeting had been when we were selected to end a particularly rebellious vampire. He had not much liked me when we met, nor me, him. He saw me as some uncivilized Irish yokel, and I had seen him as a pampered member of the aristocracy who’d been given a gift he did not deserve.

We’d spent eight months together during that hunt, learning that each of us was very wrong about the other. Along the way, he taught me many things that would enable me to survive as long as I have. I had indeed been cocky when I met him, and he showed me that I was an insufferable little shit in rather ungentle ways.

There was the day he decided that he was comfortable enough with me to introduce me to his wife, Estelle. Within a few moments of our introduction, she had enfolded me in a ladylike bear hug, if such a thing could exist, and told me to think of her as family. The rush of feeling I’d experienced from her welcome was something I had no experienced in over a century.

Janos' wife was close to my height, but just slightly taller than I. However tall she was, when Janos held her in his arms, she only had to left her face a little to kiss his full lips. When he held me, however, he would rest his chin atop my head and enfold me in his arms in a protective and fatherly way.

Estelle had a small overbite and perfect little teeth that shone with the play of light across them. When she'd been brought over, she had dark blonde mid-length curly hair, that when she allowed it to hang loose, hung to midback, and because of the peculiarities of what we were, that had never changed. Estelle normally wore it pulled up in a neat bun atop her head, but when she wore it down, Janos could often be found with the fingers of one hand loosely tangled in it while the other would play with Estelle's dainty fingertips.

I thought about how he'd never be able to do that again and I mourned that loss as well. 

Then I recalled the innumerable games we’d played over the centuries: anything from games that lasted a half hour, to some that lasted more than fifty years. I wondered what had happened to the delicately carved ebony and alabaster chessboard I had given him on the hundredth anniversary of our first meeting, and which he had kept in his office. We’d started our latest chess marathon game about five years ago.

His sense of humor and his warm laugh. He had had an arsenal of dirty jokes that only proved that some off-color humor had been around since at least the Renaissance. I had never dared to ask him from whom he had learned some of them, as I did not want him to think I doubted their origins. 

His deep voice that could make me feel at home, or send shivers up my spine. He would have made a fantastic radio announcer, if he had not been so cautious about staying off human radar. His voice could slide so easily from laughter into something very serious or even dangerous, and that could happen in the space of mere seconds.

These were things I would never again experience or share with him, and it hurt me more than anything in my life ever had before. Excluding my maker, Andreas, with whom I had very little to do, Janos had been the longest acquaintance of my existence.

I came back to myself to find Nathaniel touching my shoulder gently. Opening my eyes, I saw an unconscious human on the ground in front of me. I hadn’t been breathing, so the scent of human hadn’t caught my attention until the human was right in front of me.

There was a large goose-egg on the human's head, but I saw no blood, so Nathaniel had been very careful while capturing this human. I could see from looking at Nathaniel’s face that he had already fed, which had been the smart thing to do. Who knew when we’d have the opportunity to feed again?

“There were two of them, so I fed from the one and brought this one back for you,” he told me, gesturing at the oblivious lump of flesh on the ground before me. “Feed and then we can find a safer place to hole up.”

With a little initial help from Nathaniel, who held the human up for me, I opened up the human’s throat and drank deeply. As feeling and mobility returned to the damaged portions of my body, I pulled the human close and drank as much as I could before I heard his heartbeat begin to flutter. He never awoke, which was fine with me, since I had no desire to have a wrestling match at the moment.

I felt my flesh repairing itself and heard the soft slither of skin and muscle as they flowed over themselves in the course of healing. Feeling returned to my lower body as the parched tissues soaked up the blood that filled them up. Pain disappeared, leaving behind only a feeling of sticky well-being.

Soon, except for the blood and gore that marked my clothing, there would be no outward sign of the battle that I had only barely managed to survive. I’d lost track of how many times I’d been in a similar situation, damage-wise, and was once again thankful that vampires don’t heal human-slow.

I pushed the body off of my lap and stood, the human’s blood not really making that much of a noticeable stain on my clothing. I already had too much of my own fluids all over them. I wondered aloud how I was going to be able to get from one place to another without getting too much attention.

“I tried to find something appropriate, but it was a choice between feeding and clothing, and feeding’s much more important,” he replied. “We may have to stay here until the sun goes down before we move out.”

I was not very happy about that, as opportunistic flies had already begun to settle on the corpse and start laying their eggs. Nature’s clean-up squad never misses a chance to create a new generation of janitors. While I understood their importance in the scheme of things, it did not mean that I liked being around them.

Since we were going to have to remain on the roof for at least another few hours, I carefully moved the body to the opposite side of the roof. I was pleased that the corpse’s clothing, although fouled when its sphincters released upon the human’s death, kept the worst of the filth contained.

“At least it’s not getting as hot now during the day, but that thing’s still going to get ripe in the heat of the day,” Nathaniel opined, to which I nodded. “I’m sorry.”

I laughed, but he did not join in. Nathaniel was rarely out of good humor, so his reticence concerned me. Hopefully he would be willing to talk about it.

“There isn’t anything you need to be sorry about. I’m just glad we survived,” I reassured him. “Are you okay?”

He looked at me and I could see the blood tears brimming in his eyes, his lower lip trembling a bit. It was like looking at a child trying so very hard to not allow tears to come.

“You may not like what I'm going to say, Siofra, but I have to say it," he said to me.

"What is it, Nathaniel?"

"I know you’re upset about Janos being ended, but I didn't really know him,” he confessed, wringing his hands together. It was as though he had once again reverted to being a little boy and appeared to feel guilty and embarrassed at his discomfort. “I came so close to losing you this morning.”

“But they were not successful. We’re both still here,” I tried to ease his distress. "We've survived to see another day, against nasty odds.”

“Siofra, I don’t know what I would do if I lost you,” he said softly. “You’re the only family I have now.”

It hit me like a shot and I cursed myself for being a worthless shit. It had been there right in front of me, and I'd either not seen or simply refused to see it.

I had been feeling so sorry for myself, feeling that I had lost my family, and had forgotten that I had a family of my own. Now I felt guilty and at least as terrible as he appeared to feel. When I had been turned, I had thought my entire family dead and gone, unlike Nathaniel, who had a couple sisters and a father he had to leave behind when he became a vampire. He had left them to ensure their safety, but that did not ease the pain of the wound that permanent separation caused.

I had created my own family when I had made the choice to turn him all those years ago, and I was being a real asshole now. It did not matter how upset I was, my first thought should have been for Nathaniel, but I had been selfish. Still hating myself and wondering how I could ever fully apologize for my idiocy, I moved close to him, taking his face between my hands and staring deep into his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Nathaniel. I was all caught up in my own thoughts, and forgot to think about how this affected you. The only reason you and I survived this is because we were together and were able to fight them off. Barely.” I told him. “I know I wouldn’t have made it without you at my side.”

His tears broke through the dam of his eyelids and ran down his face, unheeded. I reached up and wiped his tears away with my thumbs, smearing his cheeks with a thin layer of blood-colored fluid in the process, making it appear as though he wore blush.

Funny how blood tears retain their real blood color when the blood we ingest normally becomes so very dark. Maybe someday I’ll take the time to ask someone why, but that was not important right now. Nathaniel was the important thing right now. Hell, Nathaniel would always only be the only important thing.

He’s my family. The only “real” family I have, when it comes right down to it. Do I make a “blood relative” comment here or not?

Probably should not.

"We both survived, Nathaniel. That's what's important here," I told him. "Now we have to find whoever ended Janos and then tried to end us. They're not going to stop until we force the issue."

"I don't want to see you ended, Siofra," he replied. "Isn't there any other way to deal with this?"

"No, they're going to keep coming after us until they succeed, unless we end them, first. As for my being ended, it's always a possibility, Nathaniel, but I'm going to try my damndest to keep that from happening. Let's get off this roof as soon as possible and get the hell out of this country!"
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While we waited for the shadows of nightfall to arrive, Nathaniel and I brainstormed our exit from Iraq.

Using the airport was out of the question. I knew that from the start, and it did not take me long to explain why to Nathaniel.

They would be looking for us, well, me, really, and the airport was the most logical place for them to post their spies. Instead, we'd have to use alternative transportation, and right now, that was looking like we'd have to take the long way, heading northwest and up into Jordan. Yes, you heard that right. Jordan. That country had reasonably friendly relations with Western Europe, so it would be less of a hassle flying from there to Germany or England. The same could not be said of flying between Iraq and either of those counties.
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