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1934

Luther Blalock lay on another unfamiliar bed in yet another unfamiliar city. His search had led him back to his home state of Alabama. Now in Montgomery, he was a few hundred miles south of the home he had shared with his wife, feeling as far from her as ever.

Staring up at paint flakes hanging from the ceiling, he released a slow and heavy sigh. Stabbing pain had ripped through his chest constantly since the day she was taken.

The same question he had repeated multiple times every day for the past fifty-nine years, rolled across his lips again, “Lavender, where are you?”

He replayed every moment of their life together since that September day in 1833 when they said their wedding vows. They were happy. By day, they worked side by side to build the life they loved on the farm. Their nights were filled with love making. In their bed. Under the stars. In the hay loft.

She was the strongest woman he’d known since his mother, but he had detected a somber change in her as she had helped her Aunt Mil care for Uncle Hec after his stroke. A hurt he had prayed would heal and become easier to bear with time.

They had declined her offer, years earlier, to become like her and Luther and live forever. “We are happy to grow old together Lavender, our sweet, sweet, girl,” they had said.

On a sunny Sunday morning when she went to help them get ready for church, she found them. Aunt Mil was curled at his side, her head resting on his chest with sweet crescent shaped lips that would last an eternity.

Luther had watched his wife mourn the loss of her aunt and uncle. Unable to cope, she had slipped into a deeper depressed state with every passing day.

As Lavender slowly withdrew from their life, she wandered, walking alone in the woods on their property for days.

During that time, he had kept an eye on her from a distance to make sure she was safe and to give her the space she needed to grieve in her own way.

“Was I wrong?” he whispered.

Luther’s heart shattered all over again. He inhaled and squeezed his eyes shut. “Why didn’t I try harder to comfort you? What should I have done? Lavender, I failed you!” Luther screamed out, breaking the silence of his rented room.

Rolling onto his side, Luther drew his knees to his chest and curled into a ball. Speaking to her in a whisper as if she were in bed beside him. “You were getting better. I could see the real you coming to light in your eyes. I should have insisted on staying with you that day. When you told me you’d be right along, I was so relieved. I thought the worst was over, and at last my wife had returned to me, but...you never came home.”

Luther heard the key turning in the lock. He sat up on the edge of the bed with his back to the door and wiped his face on his sleeve.

“Grady, you’re back,” he said, avoiding eye contact with his friend until his red, tear-filled eyes started to dry.

“Yeah. I know you said you weren’t hungry, but I brought you a hamburger anyway.” Grady Hayes had traveled with Luther in his search for Lavender for the past five years. He had admitted to Luther that the tales of the Hayes and Blalock family ties passed down through several generations of Hayeses, held a place in his heart for his extended family.

Hunting vampires was in Grady’s genes, but he didn’t kill for sport. Neither did he kill on the overall assumption that all vampires were evil. The Blalocks had been long time friends to Junior Hayes and his many descendants. Grady had said he considered it an honor to help the man his great-great grandfather had loved as a brother. Traveling with Luther in search of his wife seemed a fitting tribute to keep the family legacy alive.

“Thank you, Grady.” Luther accepted the burger and took a bite. He shook his head and tossed the rest on the bedside table. “I need to go hunting. You get a few hours sleep, then we’ll head out. I want to get on the road to Mobile before first light.”

Grady tossed his hat on his bed before leaning close to the dresser and examining his reflection in the mirror. His hair skirted the top of his collar and his thick, dark mustache hung just over the top of his lip. “Sure thing, Luther.” 

Then he turned to Luther with hope in his eyes. “Hey, this new tip is going to pay off. We’re gonna find her soon. I can feel it.”

He clapped Luther on the shoulder and returned to the mirror. “I think I’ll get a shower. I need to spend some time with a pair of scissors, too. I could use a shave and a trim all around.” He turned his head side to side, sizing up the hairy situation.

Luther picked up the wide brimmed hat he used to shade his face from the damage the sun was sure to cause his kind. It was a necessity by day, a habit by night. Raking back his thick, black hair with his fingers, he fit his hat in place. He opened the door but paused, leaning against it for a moment. “Take your time and get some rest. You’re a good friend, Grady. You help keep me grounded the same way Junior did a hundred years ago.”

“Like I told you, Luther, the stories of the friendship and brotherhood between our families have been passed down for generations. You and Lavender have been good to the Hayses for more than a century, and I won’t stop until we find her,” Grady said.

Luther forced away some of the worry from his face and nodded in Grady’s direction.

As he stepped out into the moonlit parking lot of the motor lodge, he scanned every direction. When he detected no human sounds or prying eyes, he slipped behind the building into the wooded area.

He inhaled a deep breath but detected no interesting scents to his left. To his right, he caught the enticing smell of a deer and set off to track the young doe at a slow and steady pace.

As his hunt for food took him deeper into the woods, his mind wandered back to the day his wife vanished. He had tracked her through a similar setting to the creek where he found her sitting on a stump. Wild violets blanketed the ground around her. When she turned at the snap of a twig under his foot, their eyes met.

Lavender rose and held out her arms. The pleasant curve had returned to her lips, and he once again saw eyes filled with love.

Luther hurried to her and gathered her in his arms. He reveled in the feel of her body as it melted against him.

Warm and willing, she clung to him and whispered, “Luther. You have been so patient with me. I’m sorry I’ve neglected you these past weeks.” She shook her head. “Has it been three or four now?”

“Hush now, love. You have nothing to be sorry for,” Luther said, as he held his reason for living against his chest. “Are you ready to go home now?”

“Yes. I have missed you. Dealing with their deaths and the funeral left me numb. I need to feel again,” she sobbed against the curve of his neck. “I need your touch.”

Luther raised his head and clasped her face between his hands. He rejoiced. His heart overflowed with happiness. She was back. His wife had returned to him. “How about I fill the tub, and we relax in a bath together?”

Lavender looked lovingly into his eyes. “Yes. You go ahead and I’ll be right along. I want to collect some violet blossoms for our bath.”

He placed a tender kiss on Lavender’s lips. “I have missed you so, my darling wife.” He reluctantly left her to collect her flowers and was eager to have her return home to him.

Love filled his heart as he walked toward their home that day. Her grief over losing her aunt and uncle was at last under control.

He heated water to fill the tub then waited almost an hour longer, but she never came to him. Worried, Luther retraced his steps to locate her. He found a handful of violet blooms scattered across the stump she had occupied earlier, but his wife was nowhere in sight.

Her scent saturated the air around him. The fragrance that said she missed him...missed his touch, the one that said she needed to come together as one with him again. He also detected a strange air mingled with Lavender’s.

He sucked in a sharp breath. Fear griped his chest as he searched the area around him. Another vampire? The trace of the intruder was closely entwined with Lavender’s desire to be with her husband. With each step he took, the hint of her fear swirling around him grew stronger.

Frantically tracking them for miles, his search led him north until her trail became faint and faded away to almost nothing. The smell of horses and a strange wagon came into play.

Why would Lavender leave me? With a stranger? I can think of but one answer...the unidentified vampire has controlled her thoughts and lured her away against her will.

Luther blinked away the memories, bringing his focus back to the present. His body’s need for blood overrode his dreadful memories of Lavender’s disappearance. He spotted the deer to his right feasting on piles of acorns under a grouping of oak trees. 

He crouched into position, keeping a careful eye on her every move before he launched himself twenty feet and latched his arms around her neck. He took her gently to the ground and located the throbbing vein in her neck. Careful not to tear her skin, he sank his teeth into her hide and drank.

Her struggling lessened and her heavy panting calmed. She remained still until Luther released his hold on her. He rolled backward onto the balls of his feet and stroked the doe’s ears. “Thank you for the nourishment you provided me. May you live a long life and never be hungry.”

As the doe regained her strength, she stood and ambled along. Luther sat and watched as she faded from sight, then lay back on the thick layer of leaves and looked through the canopy of foliage above him.

His jaunt into the woods to have his meal and give Grady time to get some sleep had spanned more than eight hours now. Lavender was, as always, on his mind and it was time to follow their latest lead south to Mobile, Alabama.

Since he and his companion had checked into the Motor Lodge of Montgomery a few days earlier, they had observed the comings and goings across the street from their window.

Prohibition had recently ended, and it looked like the old tavern had just reopened for business and was gaining popularity once again. 

Luther had taught Grady how to identify the patrons who came for the spirits and those who would hide in the shadows to feed from any customers who had overindulged. They were the ones who wouldn’t remember being attacked, and if they did, they would think it was all a bad dream. These shadow dwellers were just the folks Luther and Grady sought out for information on vampire activity in the area.

“I am Luther Blalock, and I am in desperate need of your help. Please, have you seen my wife?” Luther had made his introduction and asked the same question every time.

Earlier last evening, he had again convinced two of his kind to hear him out, and as a result Luther finally had his first solid lead in weeks. He described the love he and Lavender shared. He added how she had been lured away while in a vulnerable state as she grieved the loss of her loved ones.

“We understand. I’m Ben Stone, and this is my cousin, Traywick Stone...Tray for short.” The cousins glanced at each other as if speaking a silent agreement before Ben began again. “We were sworn to secrecy and vowed not to speak of them to anyone, but the story you just told hits very close to home for us.”
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Ben and Tray appeared to be in their early twenties. Standing five-six or seven in height with green eyes and sandy brown hair, they could easily have passed for twins.

“We were turned several months ago against our will. Both of us had parents and siblings we were forced to abandon. The hunger was so strong and so hard to control, we couldn’t trust ourselves to live anywhere near our loved ones, so we left to keep them safe.” Ben’s last words came out muffled as he choked trying to finish his story.

Tray picked up where his cousin left off. “We can never return home to them. We’ve been reduced to nomads with no place to call home. Our thirst rules our lives.” He hung his head as if ashamed.

Ben sucked in a deep breath and continued, “An older vampiress came through here a few months ago. Her all-female clan consisted of two ragged humans and two newly turned vampires. Her followers led another woman, also vampire, around with them. Her mind was heavily controlled. She was unable to escape them yet fought her restraints with all her might. The humans were used as food for the others, but their captive refused to feed off them.”

He lowered his gaze and shook his head, then went on, “The woman in charge couldn’t be bothered to care for her human captives. She sold them to men for an hour of pleasure. In addition to the money that exchanged hands, the men were required to provide a meal for the women and bring a live animal to offer her captive.” He inhaled a deep breath, his gaze remained centered on the ground. “We...negotiated with her. In addition to the coins we paid for an hour with the human women, we paid an extra five cents each to be allowed a meal from them for ourselves in addition to the sandwiches for the humans and a possum for her vampire with a strange appetite.”

Luther was certain the vampire being held against her will was Lavender. His emotions ran wild. He tried to remain calm but felt his face twist into a snarl as he listened to the events the men relayed. His heart ached for his wife, and he reaffirmed his vow to destroy the woman who had taken her from him.

Both men cringed before Ben continued. “The captive. She was your wife, all right. We’re sure of it. She accepted the offering and clutched it to her chest with one hand. She grabbed my arm and looked at us both, then whispered, ‘She’s moving us tonight. We’re going to Mobile soon. When Luther comes, tell him I am alive and that I love him.’”

Those words repeated on a constant loop inside Luther’s head. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes. Pushing himself off the ground, he dusted the dried leaves from his clothes and started for the lodge. “Grady should be awake by now. It’s time to go to Mobile and rescue my wife.”

When he entered the room they shared, Grady was latching his suitcase shut.

“Morning. I gassed up the truck last night before I went to sleep and got some sausage biscuits from the diner when I woke up this morning. You can eat on the road. You ready?”

“That I am. I just pray they’re still in Mobile,” Luther said, grabbing his suitcase. 

“We will find them, Luther,” Grady said as he tightened the utility belt around his waist. Being human, Grady didn’t have the super strength of Luther’s kind and had to rely on alternate methods of self-defense. He holstered his pistol loaded with silver bullets on his right side and made sure his solid silver awl was securely seated in the pouch on his left.

Luther shook his head and chuckled. “You frighten me, Grady.”

“Don’t worry, Luther. These aren’t for you,” he said, tapping the hand-crafted deer antler hand grip of the awl. “They are for anyone who gets between us and your wife. Now, why don’t we get on the road?” Grady grabbed the handle of his suitcase and the paper sack from the diner, then led the way to the parking lot.

As they climbed into the truck, Luther scanned the area one last time. In a doorway across the street, he spotted the men who had spoken with Lavender. They had relayed her message to him and had given him hope. He tipped his hat to thank them and silently wished them well.

Grady pulled out of the parking lot. “We should be in Mobile in a few hours. We can scope out the usual gathering places and start collecting information tonight.”

Luther remained still, staring out the window as they drove south and Montgomery faded from sight, and offered no response to Grady.

“You still with me?” Grady asked an hour or so later.

Luther straightened in his seat. “I’m here. I’m just trying to figure out how this woman who has taken Lavender manages to stay so far ahead of us. It’s as if she has spies all around us.”

“I have the same feeling, but the good part is that we are building a network as we go. We’re connecting with folks we can trust. That’s important in reaching our goal.”

Luther shook his head. “I’ve been traveling in circles for well over fifty years searching for her. This is as close as I’ve ever been.”

“And that brings hope, Luther. Travel speed has increased over the years. It was a slow go for you following her by wagon in the years after she was taken,” Grady added. “But we are making up for lost time now.”

The conversation fell silent again, and after a few hours, Grady slowed the truck to the posted limit as they entered the Mobile city limits. “We’ll stop here for gas, and I’ll ask a few questions.”

When the truck rolled to a halt at the gas pump, Luther opened the door and got out to stretch his legs. A slight breeze blew his way. He closed his eyes as he inhaled, filling his lungs with fresh air.

A reawakening surged through him. His body and soul were renewed. “Lavender,” he whispered as he exhaled. He opened his eyes and pivoted in a circle, searching for the source of her heavenly fragrance. The examination of his surroundings ended where two women stood on the side of the road a few hundred yards ahead.

Relying on his keen sense of smell, he followed the scent to the edge of the highway. The picture became clearer. Lavender was nowhere in sight, but the women he spotted had spent time with her. His wife’s fear and desperation clung to their clothes and was unmistakable.

Luther glanced back to Grady who was still pumping gas and pointed out the women ahead. He signaled that he would proceed on foot.

He observed the women standing still with emotionless stares on their faces. When he was closer, he waved to greet them. “Hello, ladies.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw a slight movement to his right just inside the tree line. “Do you ladies need help or maybe a ride somewhere?”

Two young, female vampires emerged from the shadows of the trees, grinning as they approached. “They are with us. They don’t need help or a ride, but if you want to spend time with either of them, we can make that happen. For a price.”

Luther fought with himself to control his emotions. These must be the human women and the young vampires Ben and Tray Stone mentioned outside the tavern in Montgomery.

Luther was desperate to have his wife back and wouldn’t think twice about causing any amount of pain to someone to get the information he needed leading to her whereabouts. His heart pounded in his chest, but he called on every ounce of strength in him to slow his breathing and appear calm.

Only a matter of a few seconds. That’s all the time it would take to dispose of these two vampires and set the humans free, but the best result would be to bide his time and follow them back to their hiding place. The chances were very good that they would lead him to Lavender. He needed information.

His search had taken him across the country and back several times looking for his wife. Never in almost six decades had he ever been so close to the group who held her hostage.

He inhaled again. Filling his lungs, he separated the cheap stench of these women from his wife’s scent. He savored her smell, and he willed himself to remain calm.

While Lavender had been near these women for an extended time, she was not in this physical location now. He had to control his urge to destroy anyone who stood in his way while he formed a plan.

The rumble of the truck engine as it left the gas station and pulled to the side of the highway behind him meant Grady was on his way.

Luther faked a grin. “How much for me and my friend?” He flagged his thumb over his shoulder toward the waiting truck. “Let’s say for an hour.”

The young vampires looked at each other and snickered. They turned their backs and put their heads together, but Luther heard every word. “If we play our cards right, we could make enough to satisfy her, then maybe she’ll let us off for the night.”

They twirled to face Luther again. “Fifty cents apiece for an hour but don’t rough ‘em up. They ain’t done for the day,” the agents in charge of the humans announced.

“Well now, that sounds like a fair price.” Luther grinned and motioned for Grady to pull the truck closer.

“There’s an inn up the road. Y’all go on up there and get a room. We’ll bring ‘em to you after you get settled. They need to freshen up a bit. It’ll only be half an hour. Tops.”

“Thank you,” Luther said, tipping his hat and heading toward his ride.

The agent for the transaction they had just completed called out, “Make sure you have the correct change. No big bills.”

Luther faced the pair again and waved. “Sure thing,” he said as he opened the truck door and climbed inside.

“Did you get any useful information?” Grady asked.

“Um...not really, but I did purchase a date for you.”

“Say what?” Grady raised a brow and cocked his head in Luther’s direction.

Luther shrugged. “A date,” he repeated, fighting within himself to control his angst as he pointed to the group ahead of them. “Let’s get going. There’s an inn up ahead, and we need to secure a room before they arrive.”

“A date. Thanks a lot, Luther,” Grady said as he checked his rearview mirror and merged onto the highway.
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At the Roadside Inn on the outskirts of Mobile, Luther walked out of the office door and dangled the key in the air as he passed the truck. “This way,” he said, stepping up and unlocking the door to room five.

Grady picked up both suitcases from the back of the truck and followed Luther inside. Tossing them onto one of the beds, he scanned his new surroundings before turning back to his bag. “I trust you have a plan for this woman and that you are about to enlighten me,” he said as he fumbled with the straps.

“These,” Luther replied. “These women. And, yes, I plan to feed them well and find out everything they know.”

“I was hoping you’d say something like that. I guess I’d better go get some food then,” Grady said, scooping the key off the table and heading out the door.

“That would be helpful. Thank you, Grady.” Luther busied himself with his suitcase.

A few minutes later, he answered a knock at the door. On the other side stood the four women. “Please, come in,” Luther said, stepping aside and opening the door wider.

The spokesperson for the female vampires held out her arm and stopped the humans from entering. “Not so fast, Bub. You got the money?” She extended her other hand to collect the agreed upon fee.

“Yes, of course.” Luther fidgeted with his wallet and withdrew a one-dollar bill.

The young vampire accepted the bill and lowered her arm to allow the women to enter the room. “We’ll be back in an hour, and we’ll be watching so make sure they are alive when you’re done with ‘em.” She opened her mouth and sneered as she ran her tongue across her teeth.

“I...understand,” Luther said with a single nod. He closed the door and offered the ladies a seat.

Dark circles had formed under their eyes and their clothes hung loose from their shoulders. Luther huffed out a breath. These women must be starving. They really do need to eat.

With stares void of any emotion, the two women took their seats on the edge of the bed and started to unbutton their blouses. 

Luther held up his hands. “No. No. No need for that. Ladies, why don’t you just sit? I’ll—” He stopped short when he heard the key turn in the lock, and the door swung open.

Grady walked in and came to an abrupt halt at the sight of the women seeming to redress themselves. He glanced from them to Luther. With his brows raised, Grady asked in a sarcastic tone, “You get started without me?”

Luther stepped closer. “Very funny, my friend.” He glanced to the women and back to Grady. “They are under the deep persuasion of this unknown who believes it is acceptable to imprison others to suit her purposes.” He looked at the bag in Grady’s hand. “Let’s get them fed, then we can find out what they know.”

“Are you ladies hungry?” Grady asked as he opened the bag and handed a sandwich to each of the women.

They ripped at the wrappings, barely removing the paper before attacking the contents. Their eyes darted from one person to another as if they were afraid someone would take the food from them. Grunting as they devoured their meal, the women searched out and ate the crumbs on the paper as well as any that had fallen on their laps. 

Luther glanced at Grady when the women seemed to growl a bit.

Grady opened the sack again and pulled out two additional sandwiches. He handed them carefully to the starving women and turned to Luther. “I guess we can eat later.”

When the feeding frenzy they witnessed had slowed a bit, Luther sat on the edge of the opposite bed. He studied the women with intense concentration. Then he looked up at Grady, who waited patiently for his assessment. “I’m going to try to move aside the hold already on these two but put it back into place when we’re done with our questioning.”

Grady took a seat next to Luther, facing the women. “Let’s get at it then.” He looked at his watch. “We only have a little better than a half hour left with them.”

“I will secure their company for the rest of the day and night, if need be,” Luther spoke with intense determination in his voice.

As the women swallowed their last bites and scrubbed the backs of their hands across their mouths, Luther spoke to them, “Look at me.”

Both women locked gazes with him and remained motionless.

“Listen to my voice. You will suppress the instructions you were previously given and speak freely to us of all you know. Do you understand?” He spoke in a firm voice.

Their heads bobbed up, then down once. Their stares never moved from Luther’s face.

“Do you know Lavender Blalock?” he continued.

Both of their heads moved up, then down again.

“Why was she taken?” Grady asked.

“To teach her husband what it’s like to be left alone,” the younger, blonde female said.

Grady’s brows pinched together as he shared a look of confusion with Luther, before he pressed on. “Why? What does that mean?”

“He caused our queen to lose the love of her life. He should lose his love too,” the woman with the scar on her cheek replied.

Luther and Grady shared another dumbfounded look. “This doesn’t make any kind of sense,” Grady whispered to Luther.

“None of the facts in this situation have ever added up. Lavender was taken in 1875, so this new alleged transgression would have to have taken place during or prior to that year, but I honestly can’t think of anyone I’ve ever harmed to warrant keeping Lavender captive and hidden away from me for nearly six decades.”

Grady turned back to the women. “Who was the person taken from your queen?”

“His name was Thomas Leverman.”

“Was he kidnapped like Lavender?” Grady asked.

“No. He was killed.”

The men exchanged glances again as Luther recalled the first eighty years of his existence as a vampire. “I’ve never heard that name before in my life. How did I cause his death?”

“He was killed by hunters while on his travels to meet his lady.”

Luther remained silent. His thoughts frantically scanning his past. Then he sucked in a sharp breath and turned to Grady. “The traveler who imposed his will on me and made me immortal over one hundred years ago? I supposed he did introduce himself to me, Tom or Thomas something...maybe, but I had no hand in his death.” 

Luther continued to search the archives of his mind to find any shred of reasoning that would lead this woman to hold such a longstanding grudge against him. But why? Why sixty years after the fact?

Grady turned to the women. “What else do you know? Tell us everything.”

The woman with the scar leaned forward with a serious look on her face. “Our queen searched all over for her Thomas. The hunters had taken his boots and hat, so it seemed he was still traveling around. She ran across two of them and found out how she had been deceived.”

The women smirked. “She took care of them though and vowed every person who was there when her lover was killed would pay. It took her a while to track the last one to California. Her lover’s last vampirling had controlled the hunter and sent him and his son there. They were told to never return.”

The room was quiet.

Luther glanced up at Grady then quickly looked away. “You’ve heard the story. I sent Ezra and Ned on a hunting trip. I told them to travel west and never return. It was a last resort. I thought by sending them away, I could keep Lavender safe. And now look how my plan has come back to haunt me.”

Grady shook his head. “It’s not your fault, Luther. You did what you had to do to keep your family safe,” he said. Looking back at the women, he pressed for information. “Where are your queen and Mrs. Blalock now?”

“Our queen is getting the house by the water ready for us. We’re gonna be living high on the hog and wearing fancy clothes,” the blonde woman said.

“The water? She plans to make her home in Mobile now?” Grady asked.

“And her business. We are going to be the stars of the house,” the older woman said.

“The house?” Grady continued pursuing answers.

“We’re entertainers,” the younger woman boasted.

“I see. And her plans for Lavender?” Luther fought to maintain his composure and gather as much information as possible.

Both women snickered.

“You mean her pet?” the younger woman asked. “She’ll be on
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