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  Author’s Note


  Chapter 1


  Sheriff Dan Rhodes stared at the computer monitor.


  The monitor stared back.


  Well, maybe it didn’t stare back, but it seemed to Rhodes that the machine was looking at him. It had one big eye, like the Purple People Eater from the old song, and it reminded Rhodes of the rumors that used to circulate through his grade school classes about the speaker at the front of the room. The principal made the daily announcements over the speaker system, but everyone said that the speaker worked both ways and that the principal could listen in on the classroom if he wanted to.


  Rhodes had always believed that story, and he wondered who might be watching him through the monitor. Then he shook his head. He knew he was being silly. Still…


  “It’s great, ain’t it?” Hack Jensen said.


  Hack, tall and lean, with a pencil-thin moustache that was mostly gray, was the dispatcher for the Blacklin County Sheriff’s Department, a man well past the usual retirement age, who relished the fact that he at long last had the computer that he had been insisting was a necessity for several years.


  “Too bad it took that million-dollar lawsuit for us to get one of these things,” Hack went on when Rhodes did not respond to his question.


  Hack, Rhodes, and Lawton, the jailor, along with the county, had been sued for a million dollars by one of the jail’s former inmates. The jail had passed its inspection, however, and an architectural firm had certified that it was structurally sound. The county commissioners had decided that a few things did need improvement, nevertheless, and the computer was one of the first fruits of the new funds that had been allotted to the sheriff’s department.


  “I guess it’s all right,” Rhodes said at last, not absolutely sure how he felt about the computer. He liked technology in general, but the department had gotten along for years without a computer. He still wasn’t certain they really needed one.


  There it was, though, sitting on a new pre-fab computer desk that had been set up beside the old desk Hack had been using for his radio and telephone. There was a keyboard, a monitor, a printer, and a rectangular box that Rhodes supposed held all the chips and disks and whatever else it was that a computer needed to function.


  “All right?” Hack said. “Is that all you got to say? Why in about a minute this thing can tell us all kinds of stuff that would’ve taken us a week to get the old way.”


  “What kind of stuff?” Lawton said, coming in from the cellblock.


  Lawton was Lou Costello to Hack’s Bud Abbott. He was short and chubby, with a smooth, cherubic face that belied his years.


  “Stuff we need to know,” Hack said. He pointed to the monitor. “Look here. We can tap into NCIC and get—”


  “Wait a minute,” Rhodes said. “NCIC. What’s that?”


  Hack snorted with disgust. He had watched every minute of the installation of the computer and had studied the manuals diligently. The county had paid for a consultant to come in and demonstrate its operation, but Hack was the only one who had sat in on the sessions. He prided himself on knowing the lingo.


  “If you’d listened to that little guy who came and explained ever’thing to us, you’d know about NCIC,” Hack said.


  Rhodes didn’t say anything. He’d had other things to do. He’d just gotten married, for one thing, and he’d gone to Mexico on his honeymoon. For another, he didn’t have the luxury of being in the office all the time, like Hack did.


  “NCIC means National Crime Information Center,” Hack said. “All you got to do is give the name and date of birth, and you get a complete criminal history. Arrests, outstandin’ warrants, all that stuff. And then there’s TCIC—”


  “TCIC?” Lawton said.


  Hack looked at him with contempt. “Texas Crime Information Center. Gives you just the stuff from this state. You know what state we’re in, don’t you?”


  “Course I do,” Lawton said. “I just don’t see how that little machine knows all that.”


  “It’s not just this machine,” Rhodes said. He knew that much. “We’re hooked into Austin some way. There’s a bigger machine there.”


  “Through the phone lines,” Hack said. “We’re hooked in through the phone lines.”


  “Is that all it does?” Lawton said. He wasn’t impressed, or if he was, he wasn’t going to admit it.


  Hack shook his head sadly. “No, that’s not all,” he said. “We can get to the Department of Public Safety, too. If I type in a license plate number, I can find out who owns a car, or if it’s stolen, or who’s got the lien on it. I can find out how old the plates are—”


  “Who’d want to know that?” Lawton said.


  “I don’t know. It’s just one of the things you can find out. Used to, if we wanted to know who owned a car with a certain number, we had to go to the courthouse and—”


  “Yeah, I know,” Lawton said. “Go through the records, all that.”


  “Yeah. So you can see what a help it’ll be.”


  “I guess so,” Lawton said. “If it works.”


  That was one thing that had been worrying Rhodes. The old methods had been slow, but they were dependable.


  “It works,” Hack said. “Watch this.”


  He typed in Lawton’s full name.


  “When were you born?” he said.


  “It ain’t none of your business,” Lawton said.


  “You might as well tell me. I can look it up anyway.”


  “Can’t find it on that machine, huh?”


  “Sure I can. But this machine’ll give me ever’body with your same name unless I can narrow it down first. Now go ahead and tell me.”


  Lawton stalled for a minute, then gave in. “November fifth, nineteen and twenty.”


  Hack typed it in.


  They waited, watching the monitor. Then the information appeared on the screen, just as it appeared on Lawton’s driver’s license: height, weight, color of hair and eyes, address, license number, category of license, and the expiration date.


  “No outstandin’ warrants,” Hack said. “Looks like you ain’t got much of a record. Not countin’ that speedin’ ticket you got back in the fall. Huh. I don’t remember you tellin’ us about any speedin’ ticket.”


  “Lemme see that,” Lawton said, leaning in closer to the screen. “I’ll be damn’. I’d forgot that myself. Highway Patrol got me for doin’ forty-five in a thirty-five zone. I tried to talk ’im out of it, but he wouldn’t listen.” He continued to stare at the screen. “I guess that thing’s smarter than I thought.”


  “It ain’t smart,” Hack said. “It’s the one who operates it that has to be smart.”


  Lawton turned his gaze to Hack. “And that means you, I guess.”


  “You guess right.”


  Rhodes headed off the argument. “I’m looking forward to seeing how it works when we really need it. You’re right, Hack. It could be a real help.”


  Hack didn’t try to hide the look of smug satisfaction on his face. “That’s what I been tellin’ you,” he said.


  “I know,” Rhodes said. “I know.”


  Hack might have gone on at length about how he had been trying for just about forever to get a computer for the department, but they were interrupted by the opening of the jail door.


  The raw and gusty wind came out of the March night and ripped the door out of the grip of the man who stood there watching them and slammed it back against the wall with a loud crash. Papers rustled on desks all over the room.


  The man turned hurriedly and grabbed the edge of the door, pushing it closed.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—”


  “It’s all right,” Rhodes said. “We’re used to it.”


  They were. The pneumatic closer had worn out quite a while before and had not yet been fixed or replaced. The wind had been tearing the door from the grasp of about every third person who entered the jail for the past two days. The use of paperweights was becoming a habit.


  “It’s just that I’m a little nervous,” the man said.


  Rhodes thought the man looked nervous, all right. He was slightly built, about five feet, two inches tall, with mild blue eyes and drooping lids that made him look just the least bit sleepy, as if he’d just been woken from a nap, though his eyes darted alertly around the office. He had fine brown hair that the wind had distributed over his head like straw.


  “Just have a seat over by my desk,” Rhodes said, indicating the chair. “Then you can tell me what’s bothering you.”


  Rhodes wondered who the man was. Blacklin County was small, but he didn’t know everyone in it, not by a long shot. Still, he’d have bet this man was from somewhere else. It was his clothes, mostly. He wore an expensive suit and shoes that looked even costlier. About the highest-priced shoes you could buy in Clearview, which was where the jail was located and the biggest town in the county, were Florsheims. And while they could cost you up over a hundred dollars, a hundred dollars still wouldn’t get you into the same neighborhood with the shoes the little man was wearing.


  “I can tell you without sitting down,” the man said, running a hand through his hair and trying to get it back in place. “What’s bothering me is ghosts.”


  “Ghosts?” Rhodes said.


  Hack and Lawton, who had been feigning interest in the computer, dropped all pretense at not listening. Hack turned his chair to face the stranger, and Lawton braced his ample rear end against Hack’s computer desk. Hack gave him an elbow, and he moved silently to the radio desk.


  The man laughed unconvincingly. “I know it sounds strange.” He looked over at the chair Rhodes had indicated. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should sit down.”


  He moved over to the chair and sat. His feet reached the floor, but just barely. Rhodes sat at his desk and looked at him, waiting.


  “My name is Hal Brame,” the man said.


  He reached into his suit and drew out a leather card case, removed a card and handed it to Rhodes, who knew for sure now that he wasn’t dealing with a local. He couldn’t think of anyone in the entire county who carried business cards, much less a card case.


  Rhodes looked at the card and ran his thumb idly over the engraving. Then he got his half-moon reading glasses out of his shirt pocket so that he could read it.


  HAL BRAME


  Dealer in Fine Books


  Used and Rare


  There was a Houston address, and the telephone number in the lower right-hand corner had the Houston area code, 713.


  “Well, Mr. Brame,” Rhodes said, putting the card on his cluttered desk and slipping the glasses back into his pocket, “what’s this about ghosts?”


  The man gave his unconvincing laugh again. “I know it sounds crazy. But the effect of those old buildings at night is startling, to say the least. I’m not usually frightened so easily, but—”


  “Wait a minute,” Rhodes said. “Maybe you’d better start at the beginning. What old buildings are you talking about?”


  Brame sighed. “I’m sorry. My mind just isn’t working properly. I’m usually a very well organized person. Give me a moment, please.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out very slowly.


  Hack nudged Lawton and gave him a significant look, but neither of them said anything. Rhodes waited patiently until Brame had composed himself.


  After a minute Brame opened his eyes. “I deal in rare books, as you can see,” he said. “I drove up to a little town called Obert after I closed my shop today to meet with Simon Graham. He owns the college there.”


  Rhodes knew about Graham. Several years before, he had bought an abandoned college campus in Obert. The campus was not large, consisting of the main building, a dormitory, a gymnasium, and several houses where faculty and administrators had lived. None of the buildings had been used in more than twenty-five years, but the college had a long history. It had been established as a church school not long after the Civil War, and though the buildings had changed hands several times, it had continued to operate under the guidance of one denomination or another until around 1960. After that, the campus had slowly deteriorated over the years.


  Simon Graham had bought the place with the intention of restoring the buildings and making them into some kind of tourist attraction, research institute, and historical site. The main building, which was the only building remaining from the original campus, was to become a museum, and the dormitory was to be a bed-and-breakfast inn. It would have been quite a benefit to the community of Obert, had Graham’s plans come to fruition, but so far they had not.


  “Simon and I are in the same business, more or less,” Brame said. “Rare books. Of course, he operates on a much larger scale than I do, as you probably know.”


  Rhodes knew, but only vaguely. There were rumors that Graham had somehow become enormously wealthy by dealing in books, something that Rhodes found hard to understand.


  “He called to tell me that he had a first edition of Tamerlane and Other Poems for sale,” Brame said. He held up his right hand, palm outward as if to ward off a protest from his listeners. “I know. I know. You don’t believe it. And I didn’t either. Copies are so seldom available, and then only at auction. But one never knows. It was something I simply had to check out, so I drove up.”


  “Up to Obert,” Rhodes said.


  “Yes. It’s a very small place, isn’t it.”


  “Maybe two hundred people if you count the ones on the farms around it,” Rhodes said.


  “Yes. There was only one store that I saw, and a Post Office. And not very many lights in the houses. It was very lonesome up on that hill.”


  Rhodes could understand how Brame felt, coming from Houston where there were traffic and lights at all hours of the night. Up on Obert’s Hill, where the college campus was located, it would seem very quiet and dark to a city boy.


  “I located Simon’s house,” Brame said, “or at least I think it was his house. It was right next to one of the college buildings.”


  “That’s where he lived,” Rhodes said. “In the old President’s House. It’s the only one that’s been fully restored.”


  “That was the place, then,” Brame said. “But there was no one there. I knocked and knocked, but no one came, and there were no lights.”


  “People go to bed early in the country,” Hack said from across the room.


  “Yes, I’m sure they do,” Brame said. “But then I noticed lights in the old Main Building.”


  “Are you sure?” Rhodes said. “I don’t think there’s been too much work done on it since they gutted it.”


  “I wouldn’t know about that,” Brame said. “All I know is what I saw.”


  “Lights,” Rhodes said.


  “Yes, but not lights like the ones you have in here. Not room lights. These lights were moving. I could see them through the windows.”


  “Oh,” Rhodes said. He had a feeling they were getting to the point now. “You mean like flashlights.”


  “No,” Brame said. “I don’t mean like flashlights, at least not like flashlights held by normal people. I’m not a flighty person, Sheriff, but what I saw gave me a shiver. That’s why I’m here.”


  “All right,” Rhodes said. “Tell me what you saw.”


  “Very well. The lights were moving, as I said, but not as if they were being carried. One of them rose through the air very quickly until it was quite high up. Then it spun around and around and shot across the room. I could see it flying past several of the windows. Then it went out.”


  “And you thought about ghosts,” Rhodes said.


  Brame nodded. “Yes. But it wasn’t just the lights that made me think that way.”


  “What else was there?”


  “There were the noises.”


  “What kind of noises?”


  “Just… noises. I wouldn’t call them screams, but they could have been. Very loud groans, perhaps.”


  “Like the noises a ghost might make,” Rhodes said.


  Brame looked at him to see if he might be poking fun, but Rhodes’ face was serious.


  “Yes,” Brame said. “Like the noises a ghost might make. I know it’s not ghosts, of course, but something strange is going on out there. So I drove back here and asked where the Sheriff’s Office was.”


  “You did the right thing,” Rhodes said. “I guess we’ll have to go out there and have a look. What kind of car are you driving?”


  “A black Volvo,” Brame said.


  That would have cinched it even if it hadn’t been for the clothes. No one in Blacklin County owned a Volvo.


  “All right,” Rhodes said. “I’ll follow you out there.”


  “Very well,” Brame said. He got up. “Shall I get started?”


  “Go ahead,” Rhodes said. “I’ll catch up with you.”


  Hack and Lawton watched Brame walk to the door. This time he got a good grip on it, and the wind didn’t have a chance to shove it inward.


  “Fancy little fella, ain’t he?” Hack said when the door closed behind Brame.


  “Yeah,” Lawton said. “You reckon your computer can get in touch with the GCIC?”


  “GCIC?” Hack said.


  “Ghost Criminal Investigation Center,” Lawton said.


  “God-dang you, Lawton,” Hack said. “It ain’t somethin’ to joke about.”


  Lawton laughed. “I’ll tell you what else ain’t somethin’ to joke about.”


  Hack’s anger died out as quickly as it had appeared. “What’s that?”


  Lawton gestured to Rhodes. “Havin’ to call your new wife and tell her you won’t be home anytime soon.”


  Rhodes looked at the telephone on his desk. Ivy had understood when she married him that he kept irregular hours, but that didn’t make calling her any easier.


  “You want me and Hack to go lock ourselves in a cell for a while?” Lawton said. “Let you have a little privacy?”


  “No,” Rhodes said. “You don’t need to do that.”


  He reached for the phone.


  Chapter 2


  Rhodes followed Brame’s black Volvo out the Obert Road. The sky was heavily overcast, the night totally black, and the wind buffeted the county car. The tops of the trees by the roadside thrashed and twisted in the dark rush of air.


  For two days the wind had blown from the north, bringing with it unseasonably cold weather. Rhodes knew that the county was going through the dreaded “Easter spell.” Every year it would seem that spring had arrived, with sunny days, singing birds, and blue skies; but every year Hack and Lawton would prophesy that there would be one more bad stretch of weather before summer. They called it the “Easter spell.” It was their conviction that the bad weather always coincided with the Easter weekend, and they were always correct, at least in their own opinions.


  The fact that it was not Easter now, and that it would not be Easter for another two weeks, did not bother them. Any bad weather that came within two weeks of Easter was the Easter spell, and that was that. Rhodes had tried to argue that an Easter spell could come only at Easter, but they merely shook their heads in pity at his lack of understanding when it came to authentic weather lore.


  Obert was not far, only about eight miles west of Clearview, and in a short time Rhodes was pulling up beside the Volvo in a graveled parking space near the main building of the college campus. Nearby there was a historical marker that gave some information about the college’s founding and about the construction of the main building, which was built of hand-cut native stone. Rhodes could not read the marker in the dark; he’d seen it several times before.


  He got out of the county car and looked around, the wind tearing at his jacket and pants. Because Obert’s hill was one of the highest points between Houston and Dallas, it was also one of the windiest. On a clear day you could see for quite a distance from up there, but on a dark night like this one there wasn’t much to see.


  The side of the main building loomed in front of Rhodes. The dark hulk was three stories tall, not counting the attic space. Considering that each floor had sixteen-foot ceilings, the building was impressively tall, easily one of the tallest in the county. No light glinted from the many windows, a lot of which were probably missing their panes.


  Brame walked over and stood beside Rhodes.


  “Where did you see the lights?” Rhodes said.


  “In there,” Brame said. He stood almost at an angle, as if bracing himself against the wind, which was so strong Rhodes was surprised that it didn’t just pick Brame up and carry him away.


  “Where in there?”


  “On the third floor.”


  “The third floor?” Rhodes said. Brame hadn’t mentioned that little fact earlier.


  “Yes. My car was parked just about where it is now. I got out and walked to that house over there.” He pointed toward a freshly painted frame house that had probably been constructed in the 1920s, making it not nearly as old as the main building. “I knocked on the door, but no one came. I waited for a while, and then I came back to the car. That’s when I saw the lights.”


  Rhodes was looking toward the house. There was an unattached garage about twenty yards away and to the back. There was some kind of vehicle parked in the garage, but Rhodes couldn’t tell what it was.


  “Was there a car in the garage when you knocked?” he said.


  Brame couldn’t remember. He probably hadn’t even looked.


  “There’s one there now,” Rhodes said. “We’d better try the house again. Mr. Graham’s probably just been out for a while.”


  Rhodes got a flashlight out of his car, and he and Brame walked over to the house. Rhodes noticed again how short Brame was. Rhodes was about six feet, which he didn’t consider tall, not in Texas, but he towered over the book dealer.


  Rhodes shined the light into the garage when they got to the house. There was a black Ford Lariat pickup parked inside. Rhodes could read a sticker on the chrome bumper: “Next to sex, I like LAS VEGAS best.”


  They stepped up on the porch. The house was dark, but Rhodes knocked on the door facing. There was no answer from inside. They waited for a minute; then Rhodes knocked again. There was no answer that time, either.


  “Those could have been prowlers that you saw in the main building,” Rhodes told Brame. “I guess that’s justification enough for me to enter. Maybe you’d better wait for me out here.”


  Brame looked around. His face was a pale blur. “If it’s all the same to you, Sheriff, I think I’d like to come along. I don’t much like the idea of being out here all alone.”


  “OK,” Rhodes said. “Come on.”


  They left the porch of the house and walked around to the front of the main building. In spite of the fact that it wasn’t really spring yet, the grass was already in need of trimming and thick-stemmed weeds were proliferating.


  The building was fronted by a long porch covered by a roof two stories above. The porch was lined with wooden columns that were really no more than four-by-fours. Rhodes wondered what had happened to the original columns.


  Because the building had been erected long before anyone had thought about air-conditioning, there were high windows lining the front just as there were on the sides and back. Most of them were covered by tattered and rusting screens. There was a screen door in front of the wooden entrance door. The screen was closed, but the entrance door was slightly ajar.


  “He hasn’t really kept the place up very well, has he?” Brame said.


  “No,” Rhodes said, wondering about the door. He knew a little about the plans Graham had for the campus, since those plans had a tangential connection with an earlier murder case, and it was true that most of Graham’s grandiose schemes had never been realized. He had fixed up the house he lived in, but very little had ever been done to the other buildings. Even that didn’t account for the door’s being open, however.


  “I wonder if he’ll ever finish this project?” Brame said. “It doesn’t seem as if he’s gotten very far.”


  Rhodes didn’t answer. He pulled open the screen door and shined his light inside.


  There was nothing much to see. No desks, no blackboards, no offices, no sign that the building had ever served as an educational institution. Only the main support walls remained, and the stairway.


  “The door’s open,” Rhodes said. “That could mean that someone’s inside, or that someone’s been inside recently.” He was saying it as much for the record as anything, just in case his reason for entering the building ever came up. “I’ll go inside and investigate.” He looked at Brame. “You still want to come with me?”


  “Not really,” Brame said. “But I don’t want to stand out here, either.”


  Rhodes didn’t particularly blame him. The wind moaned around the old building and sang through its cracks and crevices. It shook and rattled the window panes. It was almost enough to make a man believe in ghosts, all right.


  Rhodes went inside, shining his light ahead of him, chasing shadows across the floor. He was followed closely by the book dealer.


  The stairs were covered by ragged carpeting that had needed replacement at the time the school closed so long before. It had not improved in the interval. It was a faded green, thick with dust.


  “Walk over on this side,” Rhodes said, ascending next to the wall. He didn’t really expect that there might be footprints in the dusty carpet, but if there were they would probably be in the middle of the steps or on the side by the railing.


  They stopped on the second floor, and Rhodes shone the light around. There were a few pieces of lumber on the floor, but they looked as if they had been there for years.


  They went on up.


  The third floor was different. It had been used as the chapel in the earliest days of the college, and there were no walls. The entire floor was one large room, and at one time there had been benches for the students to sit on while they received their daily dose of religion.


  Now the floor was covered with boards, ropes, paint buckets, and disassembled scaffolding. The smell of paint lingered in the air. The restoration work, such as it was, had obviously begun on this floor.
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