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      “There’s a ghost in the attic.”

      Ruby rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She was dreaming. Had to be. Because there was no way her perky next-door neighbor would wake her up at the ass crack of dawn with such a ridiculous statement.

      “Did you hear me? I said there’s a ghost in the attic.”

      She wasn’t dreaming. Ruby stared beyond the round rimmed glasses into dark brown eyes that somehow always seemed so bright despite their opaque coloring. Pink lips curled into the ever-present smile that Ruby had never seen the woman without in the two years they’d shared a hallway. Her cheeks flushed pink with excitement as she waited for Ruby to speak.

      “Tally, do you know what time it is?” Ruby asked, holding back a growl.

      “Seven-oh-two,” the other woman smiled. “I remember the last time you told me not to knock on your door before seven, so I waited until you were up.”

      Ruby hadn’t been up. She’d been laying under the comfort of her weighted blanket dreaming of the day she’d be able to afford her own house and move out of this fun-home of a quadplex. Not that she hated her apartment. It was clean and affordable, well, as affordable as an eight hundred square foot apartment in the city of Denver could be. But their landlord was pushing eighty-five, so repairs rarely got done unless Ruby accomplished them herself.

      Sure, they could call someone about tenants’ rights, but Mrs. Norris was nice. It wasn’t the old woman’s fault she couldn’t do much these days and Ruby made a living in home repair, so she didn’t mind fixing shit when it broke around the place.

      “You have to come up and check it out,” Tally insisted.

      Ruby sighed. What she did mind was Tally knocking on her door every other day with some outlandish request. Fixing a broken garbage disposal Ruby could do, inspecting for ghosts? She didn’t even believe in an afterlife.

      “I haven’t even had my coffee yet, Tally.”

      “Ta da!”

      A travel mug with a silhouette of a person wrapped up in fabric hanging upside down with the words “hang in there” was shoved into her hands. She grimaced, but her irritation slipped slightly when she smelled the delicious aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

      Mmmmm, sweet nectar of the gods.

      “No sugar, no cream, no fun.” Tally smiled. “See, I remembered.”

      Not hard to remember coffee, black, but Ruby was too tired to argue. She did however take issue with the “no fun” part of Tally’s statement.

      “Coffee isn’t supposed to be fun. It’s supposed to wake you up.”

      One freckled shoulder shrugged. The thin tank top Tally wore exposed a swath of pale white skin dotted with the tiny brown marks. Not that she was looking. Tally was her neighbor and Ruby had rules about hooking up with people who lived within feet of her…she didn’t. Had she noticed the cheery woman’s plethora of pun themed shirts declaring herself pansexual? Yes. Had a few of them made her laugh? Yes…when she was alone, because giving Tally an inch meant the woman would take a mile.

      Ruby did not intend to be the recipient of any pun themed shirts proclaiming her to be a Bi-rate or whatever puns were out there for bisexuals. Ruby didn’t do puns. Or humor if you asked any of her ex-partners.

      “Coffee can be fun,” Tally said. “You can make it hot, iced, you can put whipped cream in it or syrup flavors. The possibilities are endless!”

      The woman’s cheeriness was infections. To everyone but her. Ruby had gotten a sunshine vaccine long ago thanks to her ex-girlfriend and ever since she’d happily stayed in her loner mode. Safer that way.

      “You’re describing a caffeinated milkshake.”

      Tally smiled, so wide it lit up her entire face. “I know! What’s not fun about a caffeinated milkshake?”

      Ruby grunted, tipping the travel mug to her lips, and drinking deeply. Her perky neighbor might be the bane of her existence and ruiner of her sleep, but she had to say, Tally made a great cup of coffee.

      “So,” Tally said when Ruby continued to silently drink her coffee. “About the ghost?”

      A heavy sigh left her. “There is no ghost, Tally.”

      “Yes, there is,” the other woman insisted. “I heard strange noises coming from the attic last night around three am.”

      She leaned in close and whispered as if imparting a closely guarded secret, “The witching hour.”

      Ruby just managed to hold back an eye roll. “Squirrels. You heard squirrels racing around the attic like they do every night. I’ll call the pest people this week.”

      Another chore to add to her list. When she brought the issue up to Mrs. Norris. The old woman’s suggestion had been to leave food out for them, so they felt at home. Some days, Ruby felt like she lived in the twilight zone, surrounded by aliens from another planet.

      Or maybe she was the alien.

      It certainly felt that way most of the time.

      “It’s not squirrels.” Tally shook her head, her short light brown hair falling over her glasses with the movement. “It was much louder than that, plus I heard wailing.”

      “You heard wailing?” Ruby stared, unsure she’d heard the woman correctly. “Are you sure it wasn’t just some drunk outside?”

      Being in the city's heart had its perks, but it also had its drawbacks. Namely, drunk people who thought they could sing, going all karaoke outside their windows, loudly and off key at all hours of the night. It wasn’t every night, but the weekends were the worst.

      “It was coming from,” Tally’s eye grew wide, her head tilted up as one finger lifted and pointed to the ceiling.

      “You’re not going to let this go until I go investigate, are you?”

      Tally grinned, that annoying little half grin she did when she knew she’d won at something. Which she did most of the time. It was hard to say no to Tally. The woman was just so damn…sunny. It would be like kicking a puppy. Ruby might be a bitch, but she wasn’t a monster.

      “I went to Mrs. Norris first, but she said ghosts aren’t her department and gave me the number of a priest who performed exorcisms. Is that a real thing still? I thought they only did that in movies these days?”

      “I don’t know,” Ruby sighed, downing the rest of the coffee. She was going to need it to get through this morning. She had planned on a nice quiet day reading, maybe a trip to the nursery to grab some plant food. Her plants were looking a little droopy lately. It was time to repot them and change out their soil.

      But now she would have to spend her morning searching the dusty, attic for a ghost. Ha! She’d bet every dollar in her savings account—which wasn’t that many, to be honest—that the only thing she’d find up there would be squirrels and spiders. Maybe a raccoon.

      A shiver crawled down her spine. She hated spiders. No hate to the arachnids because she knew how important they were to the ecosystem, but they just gave her the creeps. All those legs. She held back a gag at the image. Freaked her out.

      “Fine, I guess I have time in my schedule to investigate the noises in the attic.” She could always go to the nursery later in the day. Though she preferred mornings because there were fewer people there.

      Ugh, people. Ruby didn’t know which she liked less, people or spiders.

      At least people didn’t have eight legs, so that was a win in their column. But spiders didn’t try to engage you in inane small talk at the grocery store. She’d say her dislike was about fifty-fifty.

      “Oh, thank you, thank you!”

      Tally hopped up and down, her excited little jump far too enthusiastic for this early in the morning.

      “Do you need to change or?” Tally’s eyes swept down Ruby’s body.

      It was at that moment Ruby remembered Tally’s knock had woken her from bed and she hadn’t put anything on over her pajamas. Not a big deal. She slept in sleep shorts and a tank top. Her swimsuit revealed much more. But standing in her open doorway in her nightclothes in front of a woman she had no business being attracted to, but couldn’t deny was incredibly beautiful, Ruby suddenly felt her body flush with warmth.

      “Um, yeah, I should change and grab a flashlight.” Clearing her throat, she hoped her cheeks weren’t as red as they felt. And why the hell was she embarrassed by the notion of Tally seeing her in her pajamas? Ridiculous. The other woman probably had her pick of partners with her looks and positive attitude. She didn’t think of Ruby in that way.

      “Thanks for the coffee.” She handed back the travel mug a spark of awareness racing through her as Tally’s fingers grazed hers when the woman took back the mug.

      “No problem. It’s my bribe for waking you up.”

      “You didn’t wake me up.”

      Tally rolled her lips in, muffled laughter still escaping through the corners of her mouth. “Ruby, your hair is mussed, you’re still in your pajamas, and when you answered the door, you looked like you wanted to take my head off.”

      Not clean off.

      “I’m sorry I woke you, really. And we can wait a bit to go up there if you need—”

      “We?” Ruby latched onto the word, discomfort rising within. “You’re coming with me? Into the attic? Where the supposed ghost is?”

      Tally frowned, her nose wrinkling causing her glasses to slip a bit. She pushed them back up as she spoke, “Well, yeah.”

      “I thought you were scared of the ghost?”

      “I never said that?”

      Hadn’t she? Ruby couldn’t remember. Her brain still had a little sleep fog. Mornings had never been her best time of the day.

      “Why do you need me to go then if you’re not scared of ghosts?”

      Tally looked at her as if she’d grown another head. She had no idea why. It was a logical question. Ruby might fix shit around the building, but she never claimed to be a ghost hunter. Why the hell would Tally need her to go investigate if the woman planned on doing it herself, anyway?

      “Everyone knows you don’t go looking for ghost by yourself,” Tally said as if it were common knowledge. Like everyone on earth took a class on interactions with ghosts in school or some shit.

      She knew it was a bad idea to ask, but… “Why?”

      “Because you might get possessed if you’re by yourself. Jeeze, don’t you watch any horror movies?”

      “You watch horror movies?” Ruby raised her brow in shock. She figured the cheery woman watched nothing but baking shows and romcoms.

      “They’re my favorite.” Tally grinned. “Especially when it’s a haunted house or a creepy possessed doll.”

      Hell no. The only thing creepier than spiders were dolls. Ruby had never liked them. Her parents stopped buying them for her when they found out she shoved them in a box in the back of her closet as a kid. Freaky lifeless eyes staring into the void, but always seeming to follow you. She shuddered. No, thank you. She had preferred toys she could use as a kid, building blocks, coloring books, things like that. And her movie preference veered toward action flicks. Whenever she watched movies, which wasn’t often.

      “Fine, give me a few to change and we can go up.”

      “Awesome!”

      Tally did her little excited hop thing again, the woman had far too much energy for this early in the morning. Ruby was exhausted just looking at her.

      “I’ll just go drop this off in my place and meet you back here.” Tally lifted the mug and indicated over her shoulder to her front door, where her apartment was.

      There were four units in the house. Converted decades ago, before Mrs. Norris became the owner. Ruby and Tally lived on the second floor, with Mrs. Norris taking up one of the first-floor apartments. The fourth unit was empty. Susan something—Ruby never caught the woman’s name—the last tenant, moved out last month and Mrs. Norris hadn’t filled it yet. She was very picky about who she rented to.

      “Give me ten minutes,” Ruby nodded.

      “Thank you!”

      Tally moved in and before Ruby knew what she was doing, her neighbor had thrown her arms around Ruby’s neck and pressed herself flush. She didn’t even have time to respond to Tally’s impromptu hug before the excited woman pulled away and hurried across the hall into her apartment, leaving Ruby standing there in her open doorway, stunned, tired, and unfortunately a little turned on.

      Dammit, she should have stayed in bed.
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      Tally closed the door to her apartment, leaning against the wooden frame and letting out a small squeal of glee. Ruby had talked to her and for more than five seconds! Two years living across the hall from each other and the most she’d ever gotten out of the woman was a small nod or a grumbled “hello.”

      “She talked to me!” Tally said, a huge grin splitting her face so wide her cheeks hurt. “Goldfin Grr, she actually talked to me. A real back-and-forth conversation.”

      Her goldfish stared at her, tail swaying in his water as the filter created small currents in his tank. He didn’t respond…because he was a fish. But Tally could tell he was excited for her. She’d been trying to break through Ruby’s tough shell for years now. It started the day the woman moved in, and Tally brought over a welcome basket, hoping to make a new friend.

      Ruby hadn’t been rude, per se, but she had grunted a thanks, grabbed the basket and closed the door on Tally without so much as an invite in. At the time, she figured the other woman was just too busy with the move. Tally's offers of help were terse, but politely refused. Since then, it had been “good mornings” and “good nights” passed in the hallway. Tally always trying to learn more about her mysterious neighbor and Ruby always staying sequestered behind her closed door.
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