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For Zaron, who still makes me wanna testify

And for Bailey, Chloe, Michael, Deignan, and Will, who make me want to live forever





There is a land of the living and a land of the dead and the bridge is love, the only survival, the only meaning.

—THORNTON WILDER, The Bridge of San Luis Rey



I just wanna testify
what your love has done for me.

—PARLIAMENT




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph



Prologue

Chapter One - Miss Jada Don’t Play That

Chapter Two - Mingling with Humans

Chapter Three - Cutting Edge

Chapter Four - Available Men

Chapter Five - In Search of Models

Chapter Six - One Step Ahead

Chapter Seven - A Fabulous Opportunity

Chapter Eight - Dinner Rush

Chapter Nine - Something Very Strange

Chapter Ten - The Senior Princess

Chapter Eleven - The Surprise Factor

Chapter Twelve - New Orleans Sob Story

Chapter Thirteen - What She Had to Say

Chapter Fourteen - Do-Right Men

Chapter Fifteen - A Personal Matter

Chapter Sixteen - Ordinary Mortals

Chapter Seventeen - Their End of the Deal

Chapter Eighteen - Shootin’ the Breeze

Chapter Nineteen - A Born Buddhist

Chapter Twenty - Random Humans

Chapter Twenty-one - Our Last Hope

Chapter Twenty-two - Sharing Their Sushi

Chapter Twenty-three - Wolf Bane and a Garlic Necklace

Chapter Twenty-four - Stupider and Stupider

Chapter Twenty-five - Speak of the Devil

Chapter Twenty-six - An Escape Clause

Chapter Twenty-seven - A Beating Heart

Chapter Twenty-eight - A Little Bad Judgment

Chapter Twenty-nine - What You Get Used To

Chapter Thirty - By Blood or by Love

Chapter Thirty-one - A Bad Precedent

Chapter Thirty-two - A Good-Man Story

Chapter Thirty-three - Between Humans and Vamps

Chapter Thirty-four - Singing Backup

Chapter Thirty-five - All That Vampire Stuff

Chapter Thirty-six - Two Free People

Chapter Thirty-seven - Just Like a Man

Chapter Thirty-eight - Send Me

Chapter Thirty-nine - The Best Sight Lines

Chapter Forty - First, Last, and Forever

Chapter Forty-one - Good at It

Chapter Forty-two - Old Wives’ Tale

Chapter Forty-three - The Power of Love

Chapter Forty-four - A Sucker Bet

Chapter Forty-five - Just the Possibility

Epilogue - Just Wanna Testify


Acknowledgments

About the Author




Prologue

When Regina Hamilton found out she was pregnant with her second child, she was so happy that she cried. She cried again when she called to tell her Aunt Abbie and one more time that night when she told Blue. By the time they told Sweetie that she was going to be a big sister, Regina’s tears had stopped flowing, but she couldn’t stop smiling. Blue teased her about it, but she could tell he was really happy, too. She accused him of liking her best when she was barefoot and pregnant, and he said he didn’t know about the barefoot part, but loving her when she was carrying their child was about as close to heaven as he could stand to get.

That brought on a brief relapse in the crying department, but it didn’t last. She smiled all the way through her first trimester and now seemed to be sleeping her way through the second. If she didn’t get in an afternoon nap, she couldn’t keep her eyes open after eight o’clock. This put her on the same four-year-old’s sleep schedule as her daughter and also put a serious crimp in her late night love life. Blue just laughed and reminded her that she’d be back on a more adult schedule in another couple of weeks and then they could make up for lost time.

Regina couldn’t wait that long. She arranged a sleepover for Sweetie, turned off the phone, and took a two-hour nap, then made reservations at Landon’s and went out and bought a new dress that complemented her pregnancy curves. Blue’s eyes when he saw her in it let her know that he didn’t want to wait either. They lingered over the meal, enjoying a night out together, but when their server offered dessert, they both declined so quickly, Regina felt herself blush like a teenager.

Blue took her arm gently and guided her across the parking lot, which was rapidly filling up with cars of hungry people. The chef at Landon’s knew his way around the kitchen and the place had a growing number of enthusiastic regulars.

“You could have had dessert if you wanted it,” Regina said as Blue backed the big black Lincoln out carefully and turned the car onto Cascade Road. “I had a nap this afternoon. I’m good until midnight!”

That made him laugh and she did, too. In front of them, the moon rose, glowing at the end of the street like a giant yellow ball.

“My God,” Regina said. “It looks close enough to touch.”

“My mother used to call that a Cascade Moon.”

“I’ve been here six years and I’ve never seen a moon like that.”

“It’s rare,” Blue said. “Something to do with the rotation of the earth.”

“Doesn’t everything have to do with the rotation of the earth?”

“Exactly.”

It looked like a movie moon. She half expected E.T. and that little kid on the bicycle to come pedaling across her view. Regina couldn’t take her eyes off it.

“Is it good luck?”

He shrugged. “I don’t remember her saying anything about it being lucky. Mostly it was supposed to be a time when spirits walk.”

“What kind of spirits?”

“Only the restless ones,” he said, reaching over to squeeze her knee lightly, but keeping his eyes on the road.

“Don’t laugh,” she said, covering his hand with her own so he would leave it where it was. “I was over at the Growers Association today and ShaRhonda and Lu were talking about vampires. Do they count?”

The Growers Association was the organization behind West End’s impressive network of one hundred community gardens. Their headquarters was the nerve center of the neighborhood and Regina stopped by daily to catch up on the news.

Blue raised his eyebrows. “Vampires in West End?”

“No, but just about everywhere else, to hear them tell it. Lu was teasing ShaRhonda about having a crush on some movie vampire guy who can’t have sex with his girlfriend because he might lose control and start sucking her blood.”

Blue shook his head slowly. “Now, that is a brother with a serious problem.”

“I can’t imagine why they would think that was sexy.”

“Probably because they’ve never had sex.”

“Good sex anyway,” Regina said.

“Bad sex doesn’t count,” Blue said, his smile half hidden in his mustache.

She smiled back. “You got that right.”

As Cascade Road turned into Abernathy Boulevard, West End’s main business artery, late shoppers could be seen hurrying home with whatever couldn’t wait until tomorrow, as students strolled back to their dorms clutching take-out cups of cappuccino from the West End News. Nobody seemed to be paying much attention to the moon, which was still glowing like a lighthouse as they turned down Peeples Street and pulled up in front of their house. The huge magnolia that dominated their front yard looked ghostly against the night sky.

“I would hate that,” Regina said, leaning her head against his shoulder as they started up the front walk, arm in arm.

“Hate what, baby?”

“Vampires in West End.”

Blue laughed softly and opened the big front door. “That will never happen.”

“How can you be so sure?” she said, stepping out of her heels.

“Because these vampires know I don’t play that stuff.”

“Good,” she said, nuzzling his neck, trying unsuccessfully to stifle a great big yawn.

“You still good till midnight?”

“Absolutely!” she said, heading upstairs. “Don’t keep me waiting!”

The water felt good against her skin as she took a quick shower, while Blue closed up the house for the night. Slipping under the sheets wearing nothing but her favorite perfume, she wondered what it would feel like to be in love with Blue and not be able to make love to him. She doubted that she could do it, no matter what the risks might be.

She shivered a little at the cool cotton sheets against her skin. Good thing I don’t believe in vampires. She yawned sleepily and closed her eyes, listening for Blue’s footsteps in the hallway, never knowing that by the time he slid in beside her, she was already snoring softly, one arm laid protectively across the gentle swell of her belly, smiling and dreaming.…


Chapter One
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Miss Jada Don’t Play That

Friday

At last! Serena thought, taking one last look in the mirror. They have recognized how good I am at what I do!

She was known for her patience, her ability to wait her turn, but the last thing she needed was one more boring modeling assignment. Finally, they had handed her something she could really sink her teeth into. It was about time. Six feet tall before stepping into her five-inch, stiletto-heel boots and startlingly slender, Serena had a strange, otherworldly beauty that she enhanced by pulling her long, dark hair away from her face, emphasizing her high, sharp cheekbones, her almond-shaped eyes, and the bright red slash of her mouth, always painted crimson.

Modeling had been a perfect cover for her and the others, who looked enough like Serena to be her sisters. They had been given unlimited access to any men they fancied, which was great, but lately they had become so well known that it was hard to move around without drawing a crowd of pain-in-the-ass innocent bystanders, which was never a good thing. She had been assured that once they successfully completed their Atlanta assignment, the modeling cover would be honorably retired from service.

Serena was glad to hear it and she had every intention of successfully completing her mission. There was no room for distractions. When her superiors told her that she was going to Atlanta for a few weeks, they repeated the usual warnings about all things male, but there was no need to worry. Serena had waited too long for an assignment like this. Romance was the last thing on her agenda.

It wasn’t that Serena didn’t believe in love. She just hadn’t been raised to seek it, need it, or trust it. The stories that the women in her family passed along from one generation to the next all warned of the destructive power of making bad choices in matters of the heart. They stressed the dangers of opening her door, or her legs, to a man to whom their ideas of love and honor were no more than musings in a foreign-sounding tongue.

That’s what she’d been taught by those much wiser than she was. And who was she to question them? It was that wisdom that had helped their little group survive when so many others like them had disappeared. Besides, she was not a politician or a philosopher or a social scientist. She was simply an agent with a nonnegotiable contract to enforce that had been willingly and freely signed by all parties, including those young fools from Morehouse who had been living like kings all over Atlanta for the last four years. Now it was time for them to hold up their end of the bargain. They had been instructed to show up on campus this morning to finalize the details of their agreement. She and her team would be there, shooting an Essence magazine cover spread, but that’s exactly what it was: a cover. Their real assignment had nothing to do with fashion and everything to do with survival.

Serena wondered if the boys would try to weasel out of it. She assumed that they would, but that was neither here nor there. They would be no match for the team she was bringing with her. Scylla was the best possible second-in-command and had trained the girls relentlessly until Serena was confident they could perform efficiently no matter what challenges they might have to face. One way or another, the five guys whose names were on her list had a trip to a very private island in their future.

Showtime, Serena thought, giving her hair one more pat and opening the door to the living room of the suite at the Four Seasons hotel that she would be sharing with Scylla for the next seven days. Already dressed head to toe in black, as was Serena, Scylla was standing in the center of the room, staring a the giant flat-screen TV.

“Time to go?” Scylla said, without taking her eyes off the screen where a dancing couple was swooping and gliding around the floor, baring their blindingly white teeth at each other and faking as much sexual energy as they could, under the circumstances.

“We’ve got a few minutes,” Serena said, glancing at her watch and heading for the small wet bar in the corner where there were several bottles of Bloody Mary mix and a fifth of Absolut. “I’m going to drop you off and then stop by and pay my respects to Blue Hamilton. Have you had your cocktail?”

It was a rhetorical question, so she didn’t wait for an answer, as she reached for two glasses and dropped in ice cubes from the polished silver bucket nearby. She opened the vodka and poured a splash in each glass. She was sick of tomato juice, but the vodka made it a little more tolerable. Her hands moved quickly and efficiently, as if she could perform these bartending chores in her sleep.

On the screen, an embarrassed actor, way past his sexual prime, was trying to catch his breath after executing a laughable attempt at a mambo.

“What are you watching?”

“Dancing with the Stars.”

“At seven thirty in the morning?”

Scylla waggled the remote in Serena’s direction. “On demand,” she said. “In case you missed it.”

Serena stirred their drinks delicately with a plastic swizzle stick, carried both glasses across the room, and set one down in front of Scylla, who took a small sip.

“We should be on there,” Scylla said, nodding at the screen.

“Dancing with the Stars?” Serena shook her head. “No thanks.”

“Don’t knock it. Maybe they would let us all compete together. Sort of in a group.”

“No, probably not. Just you.”

“You think they’d let me pick my own partner?”

“I don’t see how they could stop you.” Serena sat down and crossed her long legs and took a swallow of her drink. “Who did you have in mind? Brad Pitt?”

“Yeah, right,” Scylla said sarcastically. “Like Angelina is going to let his pussy-whipped ass come out and dance with us.”

“She gave us an island instead of her man,” Serena said, as a liquid shrug rippled her slender shoulders like a breeze. “What are you gonna do?”

“How about Will Smith?” Scylla said, but Serena just raised an eyebrow.

“You know Miss Jada don’t play that.”

Scylla turned toward Serena with an expression that was almost hopeful. “She’s not with us, is she?”

Serena shook her head and took another swallow of her Bloody Mary. “No way. What made you think that?”

“Well, you know she’s got that punk band, Wicked Wisdom. Black leather. Scientology.”

“She’s not a Scientologist.”

“Too bad,” Scylla said, shaking her head a little. “That would make it easier to ask her if we can use her husband to jump-start things.”

“It’s the Mormons who are into polygamy.”

“I know, but the Scientologists have that frozen sperm thing, right? What we’re asking isn’t any weirder than that.”

Serena looked at her friend. “This feels so familiar, doesn’t it? Like old times?”

“Don’t get sentimental on me,” Scylla said, reaching over to pat Serena’s hand briskly like a mother telling a toddler to buck up on the first day of nursery school. “We’ve got a job to do, remember?”

Serena saw no reason to respond to that. She was in charge of this mission. Forgetting about the job was not an option. They watched a not very interesting quickstep from a lackluster couple who seemed tired of the show and of each other.

“Do you think it’s our fault?” Scylla said, taking another swallow of her drink. “About the men.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, all of them dying out like that at one time.”

The judges were suggesting that the couple needed more practice. They agreed and promised to come back stronger next week, but everybody knew their steps were already numbered.

“I think it was the vibrators,” Serena said, draining her glass and standing up. It was time to go.

Scylla frowned slightly, drained her glass, too, and clicked off the television. “What about the vibrators?”

“Once we got them perfected, it was a lot harder to get the girls to spend any time and energy on a real, live man. They just weren’t as reliable.” Serena went over to the closet and reached for her black trench coat. “Remember when they started issuing them as soon as we hit puberty?”

“Do I?” Scylla grabbed her big black shoulder bag and zipped up her black leather jacket. “On my thirteenth birthday, my mom gave me a box of Tampax and a pink vibrator as big as a baby’s arm.” She made a low, hissing sound like a snake sunning on a rock, and shook her head, remembering.

“What’d you do with it?”

“I followed the instructions on the back of the box,” Scylla said, reaching for the door. “And the rest is herstory.”

“See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.” Serena followed her out into the hallway.

The maid, slowly pushing her housekeeping cart down the long, empty hallway, seemed startled by the tall, alarmingly thin women striding in her direction, and she dropped her eyes and let them pass.

“We can pleasure ourselves, feed ourselves, lead ourselves,” Serena said, punching the elevator Down button with a jab of her red-tipped finger. “All they had left to do was impregnate us and keep out of the way.”

“Is that such a bad life?” Scylla said.

Serena turned back to her friend and arched her perfectly shaped eyebrows. “Would it be enough for you?”

“Of course not,” Scylla said calmly. “But we’re women. Men are different, remember?”


Chapter Two
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Mingling with Humans

If there was one thing Blue Hamilton hated, it was a goddamn vampire, but there was no mistaking this one. He pulled into his usual space in front of the West End News and watched her. The girl was very tall and very thin and even sort of sexy in that weird, high-fashion kind of way. She was wearing tight black leather pants that hugged her almost boyish hips, a cropped, black leather bomber jacket, and a black turtleneck sweater. Her black suede boots ended at her thighs and seemed to be molded in such a way that they had no proper heel at all, requiring her to balance delicately on the balls of her feet, leaning slightly forward as she made her way down Ralph David Abernathy Boulevard like she belonged there. Which she most certainly did not.

When she stopped for the light at the corner across from the MARTA train station and tossed back her long dark hair, the incense and T-shirt vendors, who were never at a loss for words, just stood unblinking until she was too far away to hear them, not a single one able to gather his wits about him and offer the usual spiel. Somehow, they seemed to know she was out of their league and they let her glide by without so much as a, “Good mornin’, sistah! You’re lookin’ lovely today, mah queen!”

Blue sighed as she turned out of sight. Everywhere he looked these days, he was confronted with glamorous images of ghostly vamps mingling with humans in New York and certain neighborhoods in L.A., like there was nothing strange about it at all. Vamps is what he called them and vamps is what they were. Lean, mean, sexy girls, pale as the belly of a bigmouth bass. Slim hipped and staring with what would have been soulful eyes, except these lithe creatures had no souls. That was the whole point. They were the undead and now they were roaming around Atlanta like it was suddenly a suburb of Beverly Hills.

It was only a matter of time before one of them strolled into the West End News, looking for a cappuccino. The problem was, nobody suspected that their sudden ubiquity was anything more than the latest craze of a death-obsessed culture. Nobody thought they were real. Nobody except Blue. He knew that these girls—and the real ones were all girls—were here for a reason. But what was it?

Sometimes Blue missed the old days when the gangstas and the crackheads were as deep as it got. He had known how to deal with them, and West End had become an oasis of peace and civility even as things continued to spiral out of control all over the country and all over the world. The West End News carried papers from everywhere, but Blue hardly spent the time it took to read the front pages anymore. The stories were all the same. War, disease, famine, rape, genocide, and territorial disputes over water and oil and drugs and whatever else somebody thought they needed bad enough to take somebody’s life for it.

Blue was different. The people he had eliminated from West End over the years had been guilty of such heinous crimes that no one could argue that justice had not been served. Prostituting children. Torturing women. Raping mothers in front of their sons. When the guys responsible for those crimes disappeared from the scene, nobody was sorry. Even their mothers were relieved as they closed their eyes and clasped their hands and said a little prayer for the souls of their babies gone bad. But these vampires were a whole other thing. Slinking around in their tight black clothes and their bright red lips, they had no one to pray for them, which probably suited them just fine. How do you pray for something that has no soul?

Blue stepped out of the car and looked around at his neighborhood on its way to work. Everybody worked in West End. If you couldn’t find a job, Blue found one for you. Of course if you wanted to spend your time hustling dope, pimping women, or watching porno in your grandmomma’s basement, you had every right to do that. You just couldn’t do it in West End.

“Hey, Mr. Blue!” a woman called as she headed over to the twenty-four-hour beauty salon. “Why you gotta be so sharp this early in the morning?”

Blue smiled and touched his fingertips lightly to the front of his perfectly blocked Homburg. He was aware that it gave him an immediate visual advantage to appear on the streets of West End dressed in the manner made famous by Michael Corleone in The Godfather: black silk suit, blindingly white shirt, black cashmere coat, black hat, and highly polished shoes. It was a uniform that conferred the authority of a mythical movie gangster who was a role model even to small-time thugs whose crimes were no more organized than anything else they did.

The place was already full when Blue walked in. The West End News was a popular coffee shop and well-stocked newsstand, and Blue’s base of operations, maintained from a suite of rooms in the back where no one ventured without an invitation and an escort. Behind the counter, Henry Graham, his right-hand man, and Phoebe Sanderson, who’d been working there part-time since high school, were making cups of perfect cappuccino and teasing the regulars who stopped in for their daily fix of caffeine and gossip. When he looked up and saw Blue, Henry nodded imperceptibly and Phoebe followed his eyes to the door.

“Good morning, Mr. Hamilton,” she said cheerfully, as Henry took off his big white apron and reached for his suit jacket hanging nearby. He wore lots of hats at the West End News. With his shaved head and unlined face, it was hard to gauge his actual age, but he seemed to be a pleasant, muscular man of about forty. When he was behind the counter, he always wore a white apron over a crisp white shirt and dark tie. When Blue arrived, all he had to do was take off the apron, slip on his coat, and be suddenly transformed into a successful businessman or a particularly well-dressed bodyguard, depending on which part of Henry’s story you heard from somebody who acted like he knew.

“Good morning to you, Ms. Sanderson,” Blue said, removing his hat with a small formal nod in her direction and a general smile for the starstruck patrons who knew that a sho’ nuff Blue Hamilton sighting was the best watercooler story anybody would have that day, no matter who had won the celebrity dance-off the night before. It wasn’t that he didn’t make himself visible around the West End News frequently. It was simply that the way he moved through with such mysterious cool, once he was gone, folks could never be sure they’d seen him at all.

“How’s business this morning?”

Phoebe grinned. “Couldn’t be better.”

“Good.” Blue nodded approvingly while Henry moved to stand at his side. “Don’t know what we’re going to do without you when you head back up to school.”

“Maybe I won’t go back,” she said, teasing him because she could. “Maybe I’ll open another coffee shop down the street and give you and Henry some competition.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Blue said, moving toward the rear of the store. “Morning, everybody.”

“Good morning, Mr. Hamilton,” his customers said in unison like a well-trained group of fifth graders greeting their homeroom teacher, their eyes following him and Henry until they disappeared down the short hallway. Outside the smoked-glass doorway to the private suite, Henry paused and laid a hand on Blue’s arm.

“What’s wrong?” Blue’s voice was a low, melodic rumble that had earned him a place in R & B history as a young hit maker when he was only seventeen and later as a fabled live performer who had such an electrifying effect on women that they had been known to faint at his feet.

“There’s already someone waiting to see you, Mr. Hamilton. I thought it was better to let her wait back here.”

Blue frowned and slipped out of his overcoat, handing it to Henry along with the Homburg. He wasn’t expecting visitors this morning, and certainly no strange females. “Alone?”

“Jake’s with her.”

“What does she want?”

“I don’t know,” Henry said, shrugging his massive shoulders. “But she looks … different.”

“Different how?”

Henry didn’t blink. “Just different.”

“Okay,” Blue said. “Well, let’s see what’s on her mind.”

The woman’s back was to the door when Blue opened it and stepped inside, nodding at Jake who immediately withdrew from his post and joined Henry in the hallway outside, pulling the door closed silently behind him. The woman, wearing a long black trench coat and black stilettos, didn’t move. Tall and alarmingly slender, she was standing in front of a large-framed black-and-white photograph of two little girls who had grown up around the corner. She appeared unaware that anyone had entered the room.

“They will be freshmen at Spelman in the fall,” he said.

At the sound of his voice, she turned around slowly and Blue found himself face-to-face with the finest vamp he had ever seen. Her large dark eyes were heavily lined in black, and her hair was pulled back into a tight knot. Her golden skin was nothing like the usual pallor of her kind, but with that slash of red mouth and that emaciated frame, there was no mistaking what she was.

“I’m Blue Hamilton.”

“I’m Serena Mayflower,” she said without a smile. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
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