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Ruby did not come to the 42nd Street Bar to drink. Drinking was not the purpose of the bar, which had no name or sign. 42nd Street Bar, if it could so be called, had more in common with a library or lounge. Its long sofas, plush armchairs, and a respectable collection of curated bookcases were well-crafted and of indeterminate ages. The wood and brass that made up the bar's interior structures were kept clean and polished, their uses hidden by an unnumbered door that led to the alley on 42nd Street. There was a full-service bar near the entrance and behind it a well-stocked liquor shelf, but no one sat there to speak to the bartender.

Patrons did not come to mingle in the traditional sense. There were private rooms for that, secreted away from the rest of the bar and down the long hallway at the southernmost of the building. Rooms that only opened with a key and had to be booked in advance. 

Then there was Ruby, pulling off her coat and mittens at the door. Hot blood pulsed under her skin and beckoned mouths to the line of her neck beneath the fall of her hair. All five feet seven inches of her appeared as if a pillar of light, a warm, dark glow in the stillness of the city under nightfall. Dark like her blood was dark, her hair, her skin, her eyes, her lips. Dark and soft under ravenous teeth. She was difficult to look at in such a state but impossible to ignore. The patrons turned to her before averting their gazes respectfully, some fearfully.

But Camila looked on because she could do nothing to stop herself.

It had begun just the same way, this time last year when the weather first turned cold. Ruby found the bar on her own, wandering in off the street to keep warm and have a drink while she waited for a ride. She found Camila, and a den of vampires, instead.

The scent of jasmine perfume and blood caught Camila's senses, then as it did now. A human had no place at 42nd Street Bar, and Ruby least of all. With the human came danger to every vampire here who may be tempted to act untoward to her. Camila knew such danger better than any other patron.

It was only when Ruby looked back from the door, her gaze slicing across the bar with canny precision, that the vampire turned away. Ruby took a seat at the empty bar counter. The bartender looked unafraid but kept his distance. A rounded, pink-painted nail indicated to the bottle of mid-shelf bourbon as she ordered a drink. Her reflection appeared in the polished glass behind the liquor case. Camila's reflection—taller, fairer, light-eyed, and red-haired—did not. The vampire's shadow fell over the bar-top on approach, her body drawn by muscle-memory.

"You still come here?" asked Ruby. She locked eyes with Camila in the glass, impossible though it was, then took a sip of her drink. "I didn't think you were so sentimental."

It was not sentiment that drew the vampire near. At this distance, Camila would smell Ruby—the salt of her sweat beneath the notes of synthetic musk in her perfume, the iron inside her veins, the lingering chemicals of the shampoo she used that morning. She tried not to let it show in her face, hidden from the glass behind the bar.

The vampire said, "Sometimes, for some places. I didn't think they still let you in here."

"It's hard to say no to a good meal."

"Don't talk like that. It isn't funny."

"I didn't say it was."

Across the bar, another vampire watched Ruby. She was tall, fine-featured, and seated upon the moss green leather sofa by the fireplace. Her gaze made a predatory line to the nape of Ruby's neck. Camila had already seen the other vampire pick up a key from the bartender upon arrival when she glanced up from her book. Ruby met her observer's eye and pressed her lips together to wet them.

A sensation uncomfortably close to jealousy made Camila's chest tighten. 

"You should know better than to come here," said the vampire softly. "After the last time."

"You don't have to whisper, Camila. It's not like I'm dating her."

"This just isn't the place for you."

"I got ahead of myself the last time," said the human. "I've gotten better about that."

"Do you even know her?"

"Did we even know each other?"

Camila shook her head. "That's not fair, Ruby."

"You were the one who made the decision to end things. I'm just making do with what I have."

Ruby turned to give Camila her full attention, her eyes appearing impenetrable, nearly black, in the bar's low light.

"Unless you're offering."

The prompt gave the vampire pause. Camila's incisors began to lengthen at the mere thought, her mouth opening reflexively with a swipe of her tongue over her bottom lip. Hunger made the lights dimmer, the air warmer, Ruby's skin sweeter.

This could not happen here. Instead, the vampire replied, "Just don't be greedy."

Returning to her chair to collect her coat and bag, Camila gathered herself. She did not look back to find Ruby's eyes fall over her, nor did she look to the vampire that awaited the human, armed with a key to one of the bar's private rooms. Camila settled her tab and left. Outside, the night's chill bit at her cheeks. It was too late for the bus, and her appetite made her poor company for a cab ride.

Hands in her pockets, Camila took the long walk home in the dark.
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The city was a different animal by midnight. Corner stores, cafes, and restaurants closed as bars spilled out onto the sidewalks with patrons. Music thudded through the pavement beneath Camila's feet with every step, until the neon-dusted party district dwindled with the rise of condos and townhouses. Well beyond the city's looming spires, old houses and duplexes began to fill out the narrow, empty streets. 

Human streets, devoid of life—peace to a vampire.

Camila had lived so long in the city that she barely recognized it sometimes, walking down streets she only half-remembered from another life. Avenues used to be shorter, narrower, and sparsely populated by storefronts. Over time, they grew congested with cars, trucks, and buses that spat smoke and burnt gasoline smells. The buildings were once fewer and further in between, arranged on tidy city blocks, and the skyline never stretched so high as it did now.

Time could be disorienting, caught between the ebb and flow of memory.

Arriving at her little rented house on SW 115th Terrace, Camila realized she was no longer alone. Seated on the front step under shadow was Ruby with her coat and mittens. The human drew from a half-finished cigarette and exhaled smoke. Camila stopped short of her house; her keys palmed in her hand, she waited by the mailbox. When Ruby noticed the vampire, she stood. 

Camila's grip on her keys tightened.

"I tried calling first," Ruby said. "You didn't answer."

"My phone was in my bag," replied Camila. "You still have my number?"

"I didn't want to lose it."

"Why are you here?"

Ruby stepped off the porch to meet Camila on the sidewalk. The vampire walked to her door to unlock it as if she did not notice the approaching human.

"Can I come in?" asked Ruby.

"That isn't an answer."

Flicking away her cigarette, the human managed the beginnings of a smile. "I thought it was obvious, but I came here to see you."

Camila unlocked the door. She thought better of it, then held it open. With a gesture inside, she said, "It's cold out."

Ruby did not hesitate to comply. Inside, Camila closed the door behind them. She took off her jacket and bag. Ruby had already wandered into the kitchen, shedding her outwear and tossing it onto the table. The vampire understood the mistake she was making before she followed the human, who now took a glass from the cupboard to fill with water.

"Why did you come back?" asked Camila.

"I wanted to see you," replied Ruby. She took a long drink of water, then set the glass aside. "I thought that was pretty clear."

The vampire considered the list of possible scenarios that could have brought the human here, and a sudden burst of sentimental feeling was not one of them.

"Did no one else want to feed on you?"

"That's not what I said," Ruby answered.

"That's the only reason you'd come."

Their bodies moved closer together without either woman realizing.

"The vampire I met at the bar—things just didn't work out."

"There were others, Ruby. You've always had your pick."

"That's not fair." Canting her head, Ruby looked contrite. "And you know it's only ever been good with you, Camila."

Twin pinpricks in her throat oozed, the puckered edges around the wounds already dried over with brown flecks. It should not have taken so long to notice at such a close distance, but Camila's senses were already alight. The sight of another vampire's penetration stabbed at her in a bolt of naked envy. She took up a napkin from the secondhand wooden container on the counter-top and cleaned away the blood.

"I told you this was dangerous."

"I was careful." Ruby exposed her throat to the vampire's care with a quirk at the corner of her mouth. "I didn't go home with her."

"No, you came here for me to clean up."

"Isn't that what you like?" Ruby's smirk grew crooked on the edge of a laugh. "You always wanted a wounded little bird to take care of, didn't you? A human certainly fits the bill."

The smell of fresh blood pulsing under Ruby's neck made Camila bare fangs. She pretended it did not inspire animal feelings and said, "You never wanted to be taken care of."

"No, I didn't."

Camila removed the napkin. Ruby took the vampire by the wrist to reel her in again, guiding them toward the counter until Camila's backside bumped into it. The vampire held her breath as the human leaned in to kiss her, then stopped short.

"You let me in," Ruby said. "You didn't have to do that."

Desire—hot, thrumming, primal desire—filled Camila's entire world. It danced black across her eyes and swelled between her legs, lengthening her claws and
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