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			Chapter 1

			“Excuse me … do you know where I might find books on local ghost stories?”

			I looked up from the murder mystery I was contemplating buying to discover a Robert Redford lookalike smiling at me. In fact, he looked so much like Redford, I had to blink several times to make sure the famous actor himself didn’t just happen to stroll into a random bookstore in Redemption, Wisconsin.

			“Um, the books by local authors are over there,” I said, pointed in the general direction. “Although I don’t actually work here.”

			His smile became sheepish, which made him even more appealing. “Yeah, I figured you didn’t. But I can’t seem to find anyone who DOES work here, and you seemed like you might know your way around the store, so …” he tilted his head and shrugged.

			He had a point. The employees at Quoth the Raven, the new and used bookstore we were currently shopping in, weren’t around a lot. I suspected it was because they hired a lot of high school students who seemed to wander away from their posts more often than not. It didn’t matter so much for me, unless I wanted to pay for something, but I could see how frustrating it would be to visitors or tourists, which this man appeared to be.

			I tucked the book under my arm and smiled at him. “Come on. I can show you the section.” 

			His expression was relieved. “Oh, thank you. I appreciate the help, although I didn’t mean to disturb your shopping.”

			“No problem. I was pretty much done anyway,” I said as I led him down one of the aisles.

			“I’m Julian, by the way,” he volunteered.

			So, definitely not Robert, unless Julian was his incognito name. “Charlie,” I said. “Local ghost stories, huh? Any particular one you’re interested in?”

			I was expecting him to mention my house, as it was supposedly the most haunted house in Redemption. And that’s saying something, as Redemption was known as a haunted town. But the man surprised me. “Yes. The ghost at the Redemption Inn.”

			I looked at him in surprise. “The Redemption Inn?” I had stayed at the Redemption Inn for a couple of months when I first moved to town, and I didn’t remember anything about a ghost.

			“Yeah, her name is … Deborah? Diane?” He furrowed his brow. “I can’t remember. It’s not a real common name.”

			“Have you seen this ghost?” I asked, half-jokingly, but his expression was serious.

			“I’ve had a few…encounters.” He seemed hesitant to say more, and instead shot me that sheepish smile again. “I guess she only reveals herself to men.”

			“Really?” A ghost that only showed itself to men. Maybe that was why I hadn’t seen her when I was living there. “Why is that?”

			“I’m not sure. That’s why I was hoping to find a book about her.”

			“What did Nancy say?” Nancy, the owner of the Redemption Inn, was also a friend of mine.

			“Just that she liked men.” He let out a laugh. “Now, granted, she was in the middle of getting breakfast out, but I thought rather than bug her further, I would see if I could do my own research.”

			“So, you’ve actually seen this ghost?” I asked again.

			“Let’s just say I’ve seen something,” he said with a smile, though I sensed the conversation was making him uncomfortable. “Something strange is going on in that hotel.”

			As much as I wanted to ask more questions, it was clear he didn’t want to talk about it. “Well, here’s the section,” I said lightly, gesturing to a shelf of books. “As you can see, there are a lot of books about all the various Redemption ghosts. I’m not sure if there are any specifically about the Redemption Inn ghost, though.”

			He examined the titles, pulling one out. “That’s okay. It might be kind of fun to learn about all the ghosts living here.” He winked at me. “Maybe I’ll even go for a ghost walk. Or tour.”

			Was he flirting with me? I couldn’t be sure, although it didn’t matter anyway. I had sworn off men. Two failed relationships were more than enough for me.

			“Julian! There you are.” A woman who was once pretty but not aging well came around the corner. Her chestnut-brown hair curled around her face, looking suspiciously like the results of a perm, and her dark-brown eyes were heavily made up. She stopped dead when she saw me, her eyes shifting between Julian and me. “I didn’t realize you found a friend.”

			“Nina, this is Charlie,” Julian said, holding up the book. He seemed nonplussed by Nina’s reaction. “She helped me find a book on local ghost legends.”

			She came closer to peer at the cover, a sour look on her face that she tried to hide with a forced smile. “Oh, so we’re finally going to learn Darla’s story.”

			Julian snapped his fingers. “Darla. That’s her name.” He grinned at me. “I told you it was uncommon.”

			“You did,” I said, feeling a little uncomfortable as I took a step back. Nina’s eyes seemed to be boring into the back of my head, and the adage, “If looks could kill” kept drifting through my head. “I should probably get going,” I said, holding up my book. “I hope you get your answers.”

			“So do we,” Nina said. She had moved closer to Julian and put one hand on his arm.

			“You have no idea,” Julian said. “Nancy keeps insisting that Darla is harmless, and maybe she is, but boy is it irritating. If nothing else, I need a decent night’s sleep.”

			“Wow, I had no idea.” Again, I wondered how I had heard nothing about Darla. I was going to have to ask Nancy about her, for sure. 

			“Yeah, Darla is quite the mischievous ghost,” Nina said, patting Julian’s arm. “And she has excellent taste.”

			Julian flashed her a quick smile that didn’t reach his eyes as he took a few steps away from her. “You might not say that if she was haunting you,” he said lightly.

			There was a strange tension in the air as Nina stared at him, her expression frozen. I hadn’t quite figured out if they were dating or married, but either way, something seemed off with them.

			

			“I better go,” I said, walking away quickly. “Enjoy your stay in Redemption.”

			I barely heard their answer as I strode toward the cashier. At least I had one thing to be grateful for—since they were tourists, it was highly unlikely I would see them again.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“So, what is this about a ghost named Darla?” I asked Nancy teasingly.

			We were standing in the Redemption Inn, Nancy behind the polished, wooden front desk and I on the other side, my arms full of bags full of tea. I had a small home-based business making custom teas, and Nancy was one of my best customers. The entire hotel was like a giant log cabin, with hardwood floors and walls made of sanded, smooth logs. 

			Nancy eyed me over her gold glasses perched on her nose. When she wasn’t using them, they hung on a gold chain that dangled over her ample bosom. Her over-permed, over-dyed hair was the consistency and color of old straw. 

			“What are you talking about?” she asked. “You know about Darla.”

			I dumped the tea on the desk and held up my hands. “I swear, I’ve never heard a word about Darla. I had no idea this place is haunted.”

			“It’s not really haunted,” she said, rolling her eyes and removing her glasses. “Darla is harmless.”

			“Harmless?” A peevish voice exclaimed behind me. I turned to see an older couple. The woman had a helmet of tight, blue-rinsed curls and sharp eyes behind silver cat-eye glasses. Her husband stood a couple of steps behind her, with shoulders stooped, pale blue eyes, and a mostly balding head with only a few strands of colorless hair. “That ghost is anything but harmless.”

			Nancy looked startled, but quickly smoothed her expression over. “Oh, Josephine. I’m glad you stopped by. I was going to ask you how you liked your meal at Mario’s last night.”

			Josephine’s eyes glittered. “The meal was fine. It’s everything else that’s the problem.”

			

			“Now, Josephine,” her husband started to say, but Josephine interrupted him.

			“Don’t you ‘now’ me, August,” she snapped. “That ghost is getting out of control.”

			“What’s going on?” I asked. 

			“Yes, I’d like to know too,” a deep voice from behind me said. I turned to see another attractive man standing there, although he wasn’t quite as “pretty boy” as Julian. He had a rougher, more predatory look. His hair was dark and a little shaggy, like he need a haircut. He had dark eyes, as well, high cheekbones, and a square jaw. His Chicago Bears tee shirt, strained at his broad shoulders, made me wonder how good his judgement was.

			“Brandon, is Darla bothering you, too?” Nancy asked. 

			The man ran a hand through his hair as he looked me up and down. I suddenly found myself wishing I had done more than dash on a little lipstick before running out of the house. My brownish-blonde hair was unruly again, as it tended to be whenever it was humid, which was nearly every single day during the summer. Not only that, but my favorite green tee shirt (because it brought out the green in my hazel eyes) was a bit wrinkled as I had left it too long in the dryer the last time I had washed it. But then I reminded myself again that I was done with relationships; besides, even if I wasn’t, why would I possibly want to start anything with a tourist?

			“There’s definitely something going on,” Brandon said. “Although I wouldn’t go so far as to say it’s a ghost.”

			“It better be a ghost,” Josephine said, giving Nancy a hard look. “Otherwise, the hotel needs some major repairs.”

			“I would be happy to have my maintenance man check out anything you think may be a problem,” Nancy said with the long-suffering patience of someone with years of customer service experience.

			Josephine made a face. “You know what the problem is. I’ve told you.”

			“Josephine,” August said again, seemingly desperate to pull her away.

			“Stop it, August,” she said, brushing him off. “I haven’t slept a wink since we arrived. All of the creaking and groaning and footsteps every night. I don’t know what that ghost is doing, but she’s making a ruckus.”

			“Darla really doesn’t mean anything by it,” Nancy said. “She’s harmless.”

			“She’s not harmless. She almost killed August,” Josephine said.

			Everyone stared at Josephine in shock—including August.

			“What?” Nancy asked. “I hadn’t heard that. August, are you okay?”

			“No thanks to your ghost,” Josephine sniffed.

			“I wouldn’t go so far as to say anyone tried to kill me,” August said. 

			Josephine stared at her husband incredulously. “You wouldn’t go that far? She tried to push you down the stairs!”

			“She did what?” Nancy asked, one hand clutching the top of her red and white blouse. I noticed that a crowd had gathered around us, listening to the conversation. One woman in particular stood out, mostly because she was drop-dead gorgeous with her thick blonde hair feathered away from her face, huge blue eyes, and amazing body. I wondered when Redemption had become a tourist destination for the beautiful people.

			“I tripped,” August corrected, giving Josephine a meaningful look.

			She glared at him. “That’s not what you said. You said you were pushed.”

			“Why don’t you tell us what happened?” Brandon asked.

			“I already told you, Darla pushed him,” Josephine repeated.

			Brandon held up his hand. “Actually, if we could hear what happened from your husband’s perspective … August, isn’t it?” The old man nodded. “Could you tell us what happened?” Brandon asked.

			There was something in Brandon’s manner that made him seem like the type of guy who was used to being in control. 

			“It was two nights ago,” August said. “We were heading out to dinner, but Josephine forgot her sweater.”

			“I always bring a sweater,” she said. “You can never be sure about the air conditioning. Some of these businesses keep it so cold.”

			“Very smart,” Brandon said, nodding.

			“I went back to get it,” August continued, “and that was when I … stumbled on the stairs.”

			“Was it near the top of the stairs, the bottom, or …?” Brandon asked.

			“The top,” August said immediately. “Luckily, I was near the banister and was able to grab it to steady myself.”

			My eyes shifted away from August to the top of the staircase, which disappeared into the hallway that led to the rooms. Was it possible someone had been there, hiding in the shadows, maybe ducking into one of the rooms? Or did he really just slip?

			“Were there other people around, or were you alone?” Brandon asked.

			August frowned. “That’s where it gets a little strange. I could have sworn I saw someone out of the corner of my eye coming out of one of the rooms as I started down the stairs, which is partly why I thought I might have been pushed. Not on purpose,” he added hastily. “I thought maybe they were in a hurry and accidentally pushed me as they reached the stairs. But when I went back to the top and looked around, there was no one there.”

			“That’s because it was Darla,” Josephine said. “She was trying to kill you.”

			“No, no, no,” Nancy interjected. “Darla doesn’t want to kill anyone. She’s not like that.”

			“Did it feel like someone pushed you?” Brandon asked.

			August furrowed his brow as he thought about the question. “At the time, I would have said yes, but that’s because I was sure there was someone else in the hallway. But
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