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LEANDER

Leander is … A Scot. A warrior. A murderer. A vampire.

But strength beyond imagining means nothing if he could not save the one he loved. And, by God, he did love her.

Now his maker has tasked him to find another soul to claim for her army. A nun in Venice, a woman lost and afraid.

The need for the life draw of his maker is as strong as the need to protect. Yet soon he will have to make an impossible choice. If she does not join their clan… he will be forced to take her life.
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1775

Venice


[image: ]

I. The Daggers

Catania, Sicily

June 1, 1775

Petra smiled into the Sicilian summer sun, holding her stiletto blade at the ready in a reverse grip. Even dressed down with a simple corset and single skirt tucked up above her sturdy heeled shoes, the midday heat took her breath away. 

She had always wished the great Sicilian baroque tower Lucius had built for them decades prior reached the inner courtyard of their sprawling fortress to offer shade, but his focus had been on orienting the architecture around their ritual pool in the center.

Leander, bare-chested and sweat-laced, circled with his matched dagger held aloft, his green eyes and straight mouth as serious and intent as always. “If we were fighting claymore, you would be on the ground beneath my blade, Prima Vita.”

She squinted at him. “And if we were fighting bastard swords, you would be.”

“I see we are both at a disadvantage, then, my lady,” he said with a mock bow, as he wiped a sweaty hand down the fabric of his kilt.

“Far more than you know,” she couldn’t help but say, realizing she could no longer delay the inevitable.

Caught off-guard at her words, Leander hesitated for a split-second. Petra used her unrivaled speed to thrust her dagger toward his midsection, shallowly slicing open his bare abdomen to drive her point home. He let out a short gasp, knocking the stiletto from her hand as he dragged her down with him to the rough stones of the courtyard.

Her dagger clattered beside them as Petra felt his blade touch the delicate skin at the top of her neck.

“I rather think I’ve won this engagement.”

“You have won the battle, Leander, but I will always win the war.”

The certainty in her voice made him hesitate to make his next move. He clearly didn’t trust her softening smile.

“What is it?” he asked. “You want something from me. I’ve seen that same look in your eyes just once before.”

Petra regretted putting him in this position again, but it was time now. Time for him to truly become part of their eternae, to earn his keep. It had been decades since he had lost his last love—and five years since his recruitment of the last novitiate had ended in disaster.

She studied his face as they lay panting from their exertions. He was the handsomest among them all. She had turned him at age twenty-three when Lucius found him. His strength was what she was after. It was why she had initiated him into her eternae. His strength was matched only by her mortal enemy, Clarius Avidus, and she knew she would have need of him before it was all over.

Finally, Petra responded. “It is the call to another kind of battle. And it is you who will answer it.”

“No.” Leander pushed her away and rose to his feet, the gash she had torn in his abdomen dripping blood onto the tops of his black trousers. It would soon heal on its own, but the bloodied look it gave him reminded her again of his fierceness and his seemingly boundless desire to protect the women in his life. Was he remembering all the women he had lost?

“I have heard rumors coming out of Venice. A woman.”

“No, Petra. You cannae ask me again.”

“I will. And I am asking you now.”

“You have others here. Ask Lucius. Or even Cassian. He would kill anyone for you.”

“No. It must be you. And you know why.”

“So you can torture me again?” Sudden anger deepened his voice and narrowed his eyes. “So I can watch her die, this time at my hand and not yours?”

“You must earn your place among us. And you must let go of this obsession. You cannot protect everyone in the world. Humans are fragile. They die. And there will be times when you can’t stop it.”

“You brought me here to protect you. Have I not done everything you ever asked of me?”

“Oh, yes. All save one.”

“You cannae ask me to kill a woman.”

“This time will be different. This time you will succeed. Do whatever you can to bring her into the fold. I need her. We all do.”

Leander narrowed his stunning eyes at her as his words turned accusatory. “What do you want of her?”

“She can read minds.”

He shook his head. “Oh, is that all?” His anger rose with every word. 

She could not tell him everything. Not yet. But she would tell him enough.

“I seek to know Clarius’s mind, Leander. And if this woman can give me the access I need, you should honor my request to seek her out.”

“It isn’t a request, Prima Vita. It is a command from my maker.”

Petra thought about disagreeing, but they both knew the truth. “It is.”

Leander raised his eyes to the sun beating down on them. The midday heat came in waves, its oppression lending weight to her simple words.

“And if this woman refuses me?”

“Then you will kill her,” she said softly. “To protect all of us from her, you will kill her.”

Leander turned away from her, then, striding across the courtyard as he threw his dagger to the stones. “No. I won’t. I will make her an immortal, whether she wills it or no.”

“Do it, then,” Petra said, even though they both knew such a thing was expressly forbidden in their laws. “And don’t come back without her.”

“Her name?” he asked, his voice softening, as he turned back to her.

She shook her head at his question. “But you should be aware, Leander, I’ve heard rumors this woman is a nun.”

Leander’s eyebrows rose as he stared at Petra. Then he shook his head and strode away.
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II. The Search

Venice, Italy 

July 11, 1775

Leander always felt naked without the rain. Somehow, it made the scratch of his wool plaid a little more bearable. But today Venice was sweltering with bright white heat. The people were out in the streets in droves as the deep summer sun made them lift their faces to the sky. The sight of common folk basking and relaxing in the streets was strange to him. Back home, there was no time for that sort of nonsense. In Ayrshire, Scotland, the commoners worked until their hands bled, and then they worked some more. And all the while the fog and the rain and the cold would seep into their bones until they begged for physical labor just to keep the blood moving.

But Leander wasn’t home anymore, and he didn’t know when he would be again. Even after all these years, the lowlands of Scotland often invaded his daydreams. There were so many things he didn’t like about home, but he still craved the chance to go back—back where the whiskey was good, where the women’s voices lilted softly, and where the rain smelled like heather and peat. The sweat trickling down his forehead shook thoughts of Scotland from his mind, and he took off down the gangplank of the ship at a fair stride as he carried a few odds and ends and a change of clothes in a haversack strapped to his back. 

Leander tipped his chin to the captain, who did the same in return, and when he set foot onto the strange sidewalks of Venice, he felt like he was stepping into an alien land. He had never seen such a place, a city where the streets were made of water and instead of mules and carts getting stuck in the mud, there were slick wooden boats slicing through calm green waves. 

He tried to imagine growing up in such a paradise, but his imagination would never have been able to conjure this place into existence. That this woman he searched for likely had lived here all her life baffled him. What sort of woman was she? Perhaps this nun was merely a charlatan and a liar and her supposed gift a sham. He would soon find her out, one way or the other.

He looked down one side of the street and then the other. Families milled about and beautiful, gold-skinned women stood gossiping in small groups while men sat at cafes smoking cigars. Leander knew full well he didn’t belong here and never would. A Scot he would always be, so he vowed to stay here no more than was absolutely necessary. He wanted to get back to the confines of Petra’s fortress-like estate in Sicily. Back where it was safe. Back where his body wasn’t tempted by these beautiful Venetians.  

Leander might not know her name, but he knew she was a nun, so he figured he’d start with the city’s convents and inquire at each one. He also knew the nunneries would likely not allow a man into their hallowed halls, so he decided to come up with an innocent story that the woman’s father was dying and wanted to say goodbye. This, he figured, would get him in. If all else failed, he would simply scale the walls and seek her out himself. He was an immortal with impossible strength, after all. Nothing would stop him from stealing this woman away. He had a job to do. He would do it. And then he would finally tell Petra she could ask no more of him. It wasn’t just the idea of killing a woman that repulsed him. The mere thought of making an immortal—with or without the woman’s consent—disturbed him too. Because, in order to live forever, she would still have to die. Her death would be on his hands one way or another. He had already had enough guilt to last a lifetime. And, for him, a lifetime was an eternity. He did not take this duty lightly. 

“Mi scusi, gentiledonne.” Leander approached a group of middle-aged women. They stared at him and shied away, but he held his hands up in supplication to show he held no weapons to do them harm. As was usually the case, he towered over them.

“May I speak with you a moment? I am seeking a particular woman, and I am new to this city.”

 They looked at him aghast, clearly shocked that he would have the audacity to approach them in such a manner. But he felt certain that the men of the city would be less likely to know where this nun could be found. While most of the women seemed to fear him, one of them, a dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty, looked him up and down and seemed intrigued. He focused on her, hoping she would give him the answers he sought.

“I’ve heard tales of a woman—a nun, in fact—who can read minds,” he said in Italian, a language he picked up from Petra twenty-five years ago. “Have you heard of such a woman, and do you know where I may find her?”

One of the women shook her head and began to babble quickly in broken Italian. He couldn’t place her accent. The woman who seemed interested in him said nothing but rather studied him with curiosity. She was certainly a handsome woman, and he could see by the look in her eyes that she wanted him. He might shun the company of women these days, but he still knew that look well. He ignored the babbling woman with the greying hair and focused on the beauty.

“Can you help?” he asked her.

 “Yes, I know of her family, and I have heard rumors of this girl.” Even as she said the words, she backed up against the Istrian stone building behind her.

Leander smiled, hoping to disarm her. He knew that much of what intrigued her was the brilliance of his eyes and the irresistible presence his immortality gave him. But this time, he didn’t want to draw her. He wanted her to reveal what she knew.

“Do you know where I may find her or her family?” he asked in a soft voice. 

The babbling woman shook her head at her friend, obviously bidding her not to reveal anything to a stranger.

“I do not wish her harm, signora. I simply wish her to read my daughter’s mind.” 

The ladies looked shocked at this revelation. He figured a story that would pull on their heartstrings would go over better than the real story. “My daughter is very ill and can no longer speak. I want to know her wishes before she goes to God and the angels.”

This seemed to warm them to his cause. The handsome woman looked disappointed, as she obviously assumed he had a wife. Easy to put her mind to rest on that score.

“My departed wife would likely have understood my dear, sweet daughter but I, alone, must care for her now. I wish to know what she needs before she leaves this world.”

“You may find the girl’s family where Calle Castelli meets Rio del Miracoli, signore, but I’m sorry to say the girl, herself, has been hidden away in a convent, shunned by her family.”

“Which convent?”

“No one knows. It was kept secret so the people of Venice could not find her.”

“Do the people wish her harm?” Leander asked, worrying a bit now about how he was going to safely get her out of the city.

“Some do. I’ve heard tales…” The woman trailed off, but she didn’t need to continue. Leander knew well how humans treated those who were different.

“I see. I wish to speak first with her family to gain their permission to see this nun.”

“You will likely have no luck there, signore. Her mother and father are ashamed of her.”

“To me, such a skill is a gift.” He nodded to the ladies, gave them his thanks, and took his leave. He could feel the eyes of the handsome woman following him as he turned away.

You don’t want me, milady, unless you wish to die.
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III. The Convent

Leander hurried on, his stride growing more assured as he stopped to ask directions a couple more times. When he arrived at the nun’s family home, he realized it was not grand in scale or appointments but far richer than the small farm he grew up on. He suspected this family wanted for nothing. 

When Leander turned the corner, he saw a young boy scrubbing away at something on the stone wall. Witch! it read in Venetian red paint, which didn’t bode well.

Leander waved at the boy to get his attention.

“Does the Rosetti family live here?”

The boy eyed him warily, refusing to respond.

“I mean the family no harm. I simply wish to speak with the father on an urgent matter.”

The boy nodded, dropping the brush into his bucket of blood-red water and rushing inside. A woman appeared from within the darkened confines of the door. Leander was surprised to find she had red hair and pale skin, an unusual sight anywhere in Italy. This woman likely hailed from some Northern country. She wore a fine dress, but weariness lay in the premature wrinkles creasing her face and the down-turned curve of her shoulders. He could tell she had been weeping mere moments before, and even now she dabbed at her cheek as she studied him.

“What do you want, signore?” A resigned suspicion drowned all tone from her voice. “My husband is away on business.”

“Good afternoon, Signora Rosetti. Forgive me for intruding on your day, but I confess I seek your daughter.”

“I cannot help you, signore,” she said abruptly, attempting to slam the door in his face. 

“Please, Signora Rosetti.” He caught the door’s edge with his boot. “Your daughter is my one hope.”

“You must go, signore. My husband has forbidden us to even speak her name. He has disowned her.”

“And you have not?” Leander asked gently. 

Suspicion grew in the lady’s bloodshot eyes, and she did not answer him. He figured she thought him some kind of official or church man come to test her faith—though why she would believe that of a man in a kilt he had no idea—but he would not be deterred. 

“I have.”

“Why, signora? She has a gift… a gift worth cherishing.”

“The people speak of her as a devil child. Such gifts are not from God.”

“You speak of what you do not know,” Leander said, a little more forcefully than he intended.

“I have no wish to know, signore,” she replied, her voice equal in tone. The woman peered back inside the house, clearly looking for a way to remove herself from the situation.

Leander hoped she wouldn’t scream. The last thing he needed was for her to call for the authorities—not that they could keep him locked up for long. He also did not wish to draw upon this woman, but he would do it if she forced his hand. He figured a single moment of his draw would have her singing her secrets in no time.

“That may be, signora, but I have urgent need of your daughter. I would speak with her. If she means nothing to you now, then it can do no harm for you to tell me where she is.”

“And if she damns you to hell, signore?”

I’m already there, woman, he wanted to say. 

“Let me worry about such things,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “Even if she wished to, she could never harm me. I simply wish to know the name of the convent where she resides. I need her gift to help my daughter.”

“What do you mean?”

“I lost my wife last year to the fever,” he said, crossing himself, “and my daughter has gone mute in her grief. She is not long for this world, having succumbed to the fever as well. I wish to hear her final wishes before she is lost to me forever, signora. Please look into my eyes and know I speak the truth.”

Leander knew what she would see there in his immortal eyes: grief, decades old, unrequited, inconsolable.

And that was all it took. “My daughter Delfina is at the Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo, signore. Now leave us before my neighbors find out why you are really here.” She glanced around again, her eyes wary of censure.

“I thank you, signora. I will take my leave, but I hope both you and your neighbors realize some day that your daughter’s gift is a blessing and not a curse.”

She slammed the door in his face, and it reminded him of why Petra always told them to keep their immortality a secret. To be human was to be controlled by fear.  
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Everywhere Leander went people stared. There were no jeers or epithets directed toward him, but he suspected that was because he looked fierce in his kilt with his claymore at his side—not to mention the sheer size of his body and the piercing, immortal eyes that stopped people in their tracks. It was unusual for anyone to attempt to accost him. That was one advantage to being so tall and formidable. As he moved through the streets the throngs parted for him, but he paid them no heed. He had a job to do. 

Eventually, after crossing the bridge over the Rio de Santa Marina waterway, he discovered the basilica, which towered over the surrounding buildings. He reconnoitered it first, looking for weak points where he could infiltrate if need be. By some miracle they were renovating the basilica’s brick and stone facade, so a wooden scaffolding reached nearly to the roof. It would be nothing for him to scale it if they refused him entrance. Once up there, he could climb down into what was likely a courtyard separating the main church from the living and working quarters next door. That’s where he decided to start his search. He figured the easiest method to try first was to simply ask to see the nun. 

Leander strode past several groups of Venetians hurrying on their way to other parts of the city and stepped up to the door. At his loud knock, a young and meek nun answered after a moment. He cleared her height by two feet, and he noticed she was sweating from her heavy black habit in the excessive heat.

“Good day, signore.” When she looked into his eyes, she audibly gasped. “How-how may I serve you?” she stuttered. 

“Good afternoon, Suora. I am looking for a nun. Suora Delfina? She resides in this convent, aye?”

The nun looked at him suspiciously, despite her awe at his presence. “You’re a Scot. What business have you with one of our nuns, signore?”

“I have come to tell her that her father is ill. I have come at her family’s request, since they are no longer on speaking terms. May I tell her this news as they have requested?”

The nun visibly shook her head, trying to rid herself of the trance he had seemed to put her in.  Wariness slowly began to replace her shock. Perhaps the nun was aware of this girl’s sad history.

“This is most unusual, signore. We do not allow men into our convent.”

“I do not wish to come in. I only wish to speak with her briefly to relay my message and no more.”

“Wait here, signore.  I must consult with the Badessa Superiore of my order.”

 “Of course, Suora. I am happy to wait,” he replied, and took up a place leaning against a stone column next to a carving of a winged lion, the greatest emblem of Venice. A few minutes later, the nun came back. 

“Signore, I have spoken with the Badessa Superiore, and she has refused your entrance and will not let you speak with Suora Delfina. She is in seclusion and only comes to the church for prayer and services. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

“Is there no one else I may speak with?” he asked, attempting to hide his frustration behind a placid expression and soft voice.

“There is not, signore, but I can relay any messages you wish to send Suora Delfina if you wish.”

Leander frowned, trying to think of any message that would be useful. If everything went ill and he couldn’t get in, which he knew was unlikely, he hated to give her news that her father was sick when he was not. It seemed cruel to make her worry unnecessarily, but it couldn’t be helped, he realized. This was too important, and his task too great. Leander stood debating a moment longer, and then he made his decision.

“Please tell Suora Delfina that her father wishes her to know that he has forgiven her.” The small lie might at least give the nun comfort. If that was all she ever heard about her family for the rest of her life it would be enough.

“Yes, signore, I will give her your message myself.” Her smile, while genuine, had the air of flirtation about it, and he realized he needed to take his leave of her immediately. “Suora Delfina will be pleased to reconcile with her family. May your day be filled with blessings, signore.”

 Leander walked from the church but stood watching the building from across the Rio de Santa Marina under the shadow of a shop. He decided he would scale the scaffolding under cover of darkness. Better that the other inhabitants of the convent never know what happened to the girl. She would simply disappear, and with any luck, they might assume she escaped and ran away. It would be a far safer story than the truth.


[image: ]

IV. The Brothel

While Leander counted down the hours for night to descend, he decided to wait in a nearby pub. Tonight, he knew a fortuitous crescent moon would rise, which would give him enough light to creep through the convent but be too dark for the humans within to see him.

The late afternoon sun had turned the brothel that Leander entered into an oven.

As he stepped through the doorway, he was immediately accosted by the smell. Cheap perfume mixed with beer and the scent of unwashed bodies. After he had become an immortal, his sense of smell had been heightened along with the rest of his senses. It was times like these he wished that had not been the case. He strode to the bar and ordered a mug of ale.

“We only serve coffee and wine here, signore.  Which do you want?”

 Leander frowned as he contemplated downing the whiskey from his own flask, but he decided to save it, assuming he would need it before the day was done. Or perhaps this nun would need it, now that he thought of it. It wasn’t every day you met an immortal sent to damn your soul, after all. He ordered a red wine, though he did not favor the taste in general. He sipped on it, grimacing and flipping a denarii onto the bar top, which the bartender greedily snatched up.

 Leander sat in the back corner, where the shadows were the deepest. He kept his back to the wall so he could see anyone who might decide to foolishly irritate him. Still, the stares followed him. He figured it was his kilt that drew the most attention. He couldn’t imagine that was a usual sight in this part of Europe. Scots mostly kept to themselves. They didn’t venture far from home if they could help it. He took care not to stare at those around him or gather too much attention, but this didn’t stop the whores from sidling past his table once in a while. 

Leander hadn’t been inside of a brothel in years, and he didn’t usually allow himself to look twice at a woman. The danger was too great. A single kiss could make him lust for the Essentian draw. He had come close a few times, but Lucius Valerii had been there to pull him back from the brink every time. If he hadn’t, Leander couldn’t bear to contemplate what his fate might have been. Instead, he kept to himself most days, venturing out of Petra’s Sicilian fortress only when called to do so to run errands and such. He might have a will of iron, but the temptation of the draw was beyond him. Petra once told him that age would temper the desire, but only slightly. Such an admission from a two-thousand-year-old immortal came as no comfort to one who could only claim forty-three years of forever himself.

A particularly busty woman slinked toward him, her eyes daring him to feast on her as she put her palms on the table and leaned over to give him an eyeful. He didn’t mind looking. The lass had a sweet face with rosy lips, rouged cheeks, and breasts spilling out of her too-tight dress. But it had been a year since he had had even a drop of Petra’s blood to temper his lust for the draw. He bitterly regretted that Petra had sent him on this mission so late in the year. 

The woman’s voice came in a velvety whisper. “You’re a beautiful boy, and you’ve eyes like the sea. I expect you’re fresh off the boat and in need of a woman’s touch.”

“If I were anyone else, I’d take you up on your offer,” Leander answered honestly, “but no woman can comfort me.”

“You haven’t tasted me, young man.”

“And you wouldn’t want the taste of me. If you value your life, you’ll move on to the next man.” Leander pleaded with his eyes for her to pass him by. He knew he was a temptation himself, knew because the immortal in him called to her, as it did to all who crossed his path.

The look of disappointment on her face was palpable, but she couldn’t seem to pull herself away from him. He flipped her a coin. “Go and drink away your passion, my lady, and take comfort in the fact that you have dodged an eternity of hellfire.”

She frowned in confusion, but finally snatched up the coin and sauntered away. 

Did he really believe that? That what he was would damn him? He might have talked of such things in the past with the others of his immortal clan, but they didn’t seem to know either. And how would they know? There were no others like them. No one to whisper the secret of their longevity to them, or know what came after—if anything. Could an immortal die? Would they discover the answer to that question at some point, or would they go on forever with the world passing them by?

The hours passed, and darkness came soon enough. The crescent moon had just crested the nearby rooftops when he stepped outside into the cooling night. He watched from the shadows for a quarter of an hour, waiting to see if there were any people loitering about who would cause him trouble. He saw no one. Then a movement down an alleyway caught his attention. 

It was the prostitute, her face turned from him as she lifted her thin dress to catch the breeze coming up off the waterway. A boatman whistled at her but she ignored him, eyes closed. Something about the way she stood, unaware of her seductive pose, unaware of his sudden desire to take her, to taste the ether of her soul, made him go to her against his will
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