







OLD WOUNDS

Liam asked, “Rambling Jim, do you know the cause of the difficulties between our uncle and Bret Ellison?”

“It goes way back. It involved a woman, I believe. The woman Ellison married later on.”

“Maybe Patrick and Ellison were after the same woman, and that caused the resentment.”

“All Ellison would say on it was that he holds Patrick Carrigan responsible for the biggest loss in his life. And that he’ll never forgive what was done.”

“Biggest loss … money? Land?”

“I can only think he means his woman. The loss of his wife.”

“How would Patrick be responsible for that?”

“I don’t know. But if you could find out that answer, you might then understand what lies behind the war at Fire Creek.”
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WAR AT FIRE CREEK





CHAPTER ONE

“Pardon me … ’scuse me, please,” said Liam Carrigan as he trod on toes and kicked ankles while working his way toward a seat in the dark show hall. Joseph, his brother, had entered earlier and already was in place on down the row, with a seat saved for Liam at his left side.

Liam plopped into his chair, looked around, and side-whispered loudly to Joseph: “Why the hell is it so dark? The show ain’t even started yet!”

“Trying to set the mood, I guess,” said the somewhat smaller-framed and clean-cut Joseph. “This is a ghost show, after all. Darkness fits the theme.”

“Yeah … yeah, it does. And you know spirits don’t like to show themselves in the open light.”

“I don’t think that’s really why Professor Marvel has it so dark in here.”

“Then why?”

“It’s because if the lights were up, we’d be able to see the tilted glass on the stage, and the illusion wouldn’t be as effective.”

“Tilted glass?”

“That’s right. What we’re going to witness tonight, I suspect, is a variation of Professor John Henry Pepper’s famous ‘ghost machine.’ A carefully controlled optical process that reportedly is quite effective.”

“Professor Pepper? I thought the fellow putting on this show calls himself Professor Marvel.”

“He does, but I suspect he’s one of many imitators of the original ghost showman Professor Pepper, as he was called. He was a devotee of the sciences and a born showman. He developed, among other things, a means of projecting images, by use of a slanted glass and brilliant hydrogen light, that seemed to float in open air … very ghostly in appearance from the perspective of the audience. I think that is something like what we’ll see tonight.”

“So we won’t see real ghosts tonight?”

“Do you believe in real ghosts, Liam?”

“I think I believe in them. I know I believe in spirits. Hang it all, if you do more than believe in God, you believe in a spirit world, right? Even if you think the only spirit is God himself.”

“Logical thinking, Liam. But there’s a big difference in believing in God and believing that some traveling showman with the name Professor Marvel can actually summon up phantoms of the dead.”

“Joseph, do you not remember our dear old Granny O’Keefe? She traveled all the way to Dublin to visit her old cousin, who had the ‘power,’ as she put it. And the pair of them talked to their own dead parents in the reflection of an old magic mirror. She told us all about it, remember?”

“Yes. And I remember it was hard to follow the story while she told it because she kept stopping to swig from that jug she could never do without. I think the spirits that Granny O’Keefe knew best lived inside that jug.”

“You have a lack of faith, Joseph. And that surprises me, because you’ve always been by far the more religious of the two of us. You’ve given the priests a sight more confessions than I have, though I’ve committed a sight more sins. I’ll have to commence my final confession at least six months before I die, just to finish up on time.”

“I do have faith, Liam. But one of the things I have faith in is the supremacy of rationality. I recognize that most of the things we encounter in this world fall into patterns you can predict—cause and effect—and there is seldom reason to jump to supernatural explanations when natural ones will do.”

Liam laughed aloud.

“You find that funny for some reason, brother?”

“Coming from you, yes! I can’t believe I heard Joseph Carrigan, the king of supernatural explanations, say such a thing. You give a spookish, mystical explanation for everything you run across, Joe. You recollect when you were ten years old and you saw a cloud that looked like a dog, and at that time your new pup had gone missing, and you said that cloud was a sign from God that you were about to find your dog.”

“And if you recall, we did find him, not five minutes later.”

“Yes … lying in the middle of the road, dead as rock, neck broke by a wagon wheel.”

“But we found him! That’s the point.”

“No, Joseph, the point is that the dang dog was dead! Hell, so dead he might just show up here tonight as a ghost.”

Joseph wanted to argue but knew his brother was right. “Liam, I admit I’m prone to overexplain and overinterpret things sometimes, but for the most part, I’m a rational man—certainly more rational than you are, if you believe we’re about to see something truly supernatural here. I know a fraud when I smell one, and if this performance is presented to us tonight as a true summoning of ghosts, as Professor Marvel’s advertising would indicate it is, then a fraud is what we have. The people coming here tonight are hoping to see true shades from beyond the veil, not just a clever display of optical illusions.”

The theater filled quickly. In this small town in the Montana Territory, Joseph had not expected to encounter such a level of interest in the Eastern urban phenomenon of the ghost show. Montana was known for level-headed, salt-of-the-earth, real-world types not usually receptive to swells and greasy showmen with contrived names like Professor Marvel. But Marvel had gotten the populace’s attention. He’d stretched a big cloth sign from one side of Main Street to the other, announcing that he would be using his remarkable “mechanisms” to bridge the gap between the scientific and the supernatural and would invoke for those present the very spirit-images of dead people of prominence and even lost loved ones of those present in the audience.

It was Joseph who had insisted that he and Liam attend the show. Liam had argued against it. They had come to Montana seeking not ghosts but a living man: their own uncle, Patrick Carrigan, purportedly a rancher in this region. A ghost show was a waste of time in Liam’s view.

Joseph believed it would be a waste of time, too, if the intent were actually to commune with the dead. But he had a sufficiently scientific mind to want to see just how effective Marvel’s optical illusions could be.

Neither Carrigan brother had ever met the man they’d come to Montana to find. Their uncle Patrick had come to America from their native Ireland years before Liam and Joseph’s widower father had done the same, bringing his two young sons with him to raise as Americans. Their father, during what remained of his life, had tried sometimes to find his free-roaming brother but without success.

After their father’s death, Joseph and Liam had gone on to several professional ventures with very little to show for any of them. A chance discovery of a newspaper clipping that lined a trunk someone had dumped off along a trail in Kansas led them to discover that their long-missing kinsman was still alive and apparently to be found in Montana, working the cattle business. Believing this discovery to be a sign that they were being divinely guided to seek their uncle, Joseph persuaded Liam that the two of them should begin a slow northwestern journey that, if successful, would end in a family reunion. Along the way to Montana, they’d already had a family reunion they had not anticipated, meeting a saloon fighter named, interestingly, Pat Carrigan. He’d proven to be their own cousin, son and namesake of the uncle they sought, though now estranged from him. The younger Patrick had given them the final pieces of information they needed to complete their quest, and now, here they were in the little town of Fire Creek, Montana, to do just that. They were now near the place where Patrick Carrigan reportedly had his ranch and lands.

The feeble lamps that provided the only illumination in the theater suddenly dimmed. Liam looked around, studying the hard-to-delineate silhouettes of those around him, and marveled at the variety of human types who had come out on a Tuesday evening for something so bizarre as a stage show in which the dead were the billed performers. As his eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness, he saw several cattleman and cowboy types in the mix and noted that one particular cluster of these, seated on the opposite side of the theater, were quite intrigued by him and Joseph, staring at them as best anyone could stare in such a dimly lighted place.

Joseph noticed it, too, and commented on it to his brother.

“I see them,” Liam replied. “I get the notion that they find us the most interesting thing here … and that doesn’t make a lot of sense. We’re just two strangers here.”

“Maybe folks don’t like strangers in these parts.”

From some unidentifiable source, a light began to grow at the edge of the stage. Simultaneously, eerie violin music rose, so faint at first that Joseph was unsure he was really hearing it. One violin initially, then another, then two more … the musicians were apparently in a small orchestra pit at the base of the stage. The light continued to grow, then the curtain moved, and there was someone there, carrying a violin. Professor Marvel himself. He walked into the little circle of light and scanned the room, eyes not on the audience but above it, as if he saw things there that none other could. Joseph, rational as he sought to be about all this, couldn’t suppress a cold feeling that crawled down the back of his neck like the brush of an icy hand. He had to hand it to Marvel for his ability to establish a morbid, frightening mood.

The showman raised the violin to his chin, then very slowly touched bow to string. He held that posture for half a minute or more while the unseen violinists made their music swell higher and louder, the harmonies ever more minor and dark. Then Professor Marvel drew the bow down as his fingers began a limber, amazingly fast dance high on the E string. The rapid music at first clashed with the underlying minor harmonies rising from the orchestra pit, but then began to mesh and bring unity to the musical disorder. Joseph felt his pulse quicken as Marvel’s music transformed the atmosphere from dark dread to anxious expectation.

The music grew louder, speeding like the heartbeat of a man running from something horrifying. The rising light began to dance and quiver in time with the notes. Then the harmonies faded, and the violins played in unison, one then dropping out, and a second, a third, until finally Professor Marvel played alone. The melody grew stranger and slower, evolving back to the eerie tune that had started it all, this time played very slowly. And then, abruptly, Marvel threw the bow to the left side of the stage and the violin to the right. The instrument clattered and crashed to the stage floor, breaking its bridge.

“Dang misuse of a good fiddle, if you ask me,” muttered Liam to his brother.

“The time has come!” intoned Marvel, his voice deep as a well and just as dark. “The spirits hover, eager to show themselves … spirits familiar, known to many of you here … spirits of the great and late, and of loved ones laid to rest in the soil but never laid to rest in our hearts. I warn you, ladies and gentlemen, what you will see tonight is no illusion, no trick of light and shadow, but the reality of spirits returning to the world of the living. Be not afraid, but do be respectful. The spirits are guests in our world of substance. Welcome them … do not offend them. For someday, all of us shall join their number!”

“Just as I thought, a fraud,” Joseph whispered. “If he had any honesty about him, he’d say, ‘Welcome, folks, to a performance that shows how skillfully scientific principles can be used to create a realistic illusion.’ ”

“Yeah, but this place would be about half empty if he said that.”

“Bring on the spooks and boogers!” a cowboy with a strong Southern drawl yelled from the back.

“Be careful what you ask, sir, they are here. They hear you, and it may be that inviting their presence as you have will cause you to find yourself with a perpetual new companion, one who follows you long after our humble presentation tonight is ended … one who will lie beside you in your own grave one day, sharing forever your final space!”

“Pshaw! On with it, man! Hush the talk, bring out the spirits, and make ’em dance!” Another shout from the back, a different voice this time.

Professor Marvel suddenly struck a highly dramatic pose, hand up as if fending off something descending unseen from above. And the curtain opened slowly behind him.

Joseph strained his eyes, looking hard, and thought he did catch a barely visible glint of glass on the stage behind the showman. He’d never seen a performance such as this before, but he had read in magazines about how they typically worked, so what happened next was not unexpected. Even so, it was startling and far more believable in appearance than he had anticipated.

An image began to congeal above the Professor, a diaphanous, cloudy vision that seemed to float in the air and become more solid by the moment. Gasps and murmurs ran through the audience as the image became brighter and more distinct and took on a human aspect. Joseph felt Liam grow tense beside him, sitting up straighter, bearing down on his heels. Joseph glanced around at the rest of the crowd. The manifestation on the stage was now bright enough to cast a little light out over the assembly, so faces were more discernible than before. Everyone in the place was gazing raptly toward the stage goings-on … everyone except the largest man in the gaggle of cowboys who had earlier found the Carrigan brothers of such evident interest. He was a swarthy, big man with a thick shock of black hair and a seemingly dead left eye. He stared back openly at Joseph, a hateful expression on his ugly face.

Joseph forced his attention back to the show. Professor Marvel was ducking away from the manifestation above him, almost on his knees now, hands up as if to wave away the threatening spirit.

The manifestation now appeared nearly solid, though it retained some transparency. Through the white light that made up its incorporeal body, some of the trappings of the stage behind it remained visible. Joseph was surprised by how believable the illusion was. No wonder these shows had been sensations all across the country! To the uncritical eye, what was seen on the stage was a flesh-and-blood man being harassed by a transparent, weightless specter … a specter that wore a flowing, Indian-style robe and had the vicious look of the most cruel savage of some frontier child’s nightmares.

“Back to the grave with you, Cornstalk!” Marvel shouted, suddenly lunging up at the ugly specter with something in his hand—a copy of the Bible. “In the name of all holiness, I command you to plague me no more, you wicked pagan!”

“Cornstalk!” someone exclaimed in the crowd. “That’s Cornstalk himself up there!”

The expression on the face of the being changed, became darker, even more hate-twisted. The specter seemed to enlarge, causing a woman in the crowd to scream and bury her face. A man in the front row came to his feet and then fell to his knees, turning his back to the stage and unashamedly burying his face in the padded seat he’d just left, his arms over the back of his head.

The specter showed evidence of being able to see this, because it looked directly at the cringing man and reached for him. Its hand, with long, pointed nails, then extended toward the crowd. The occupants of the first two rows scooted back in their seats, and several other people in the theater hid their faces in their arms.

Marvel gave out a startling yell and lunged toward the spirit, waving the Bible like a weapon. The manifestation glared at him, seemed to reach for the Bible, and touched it. At the touch, it suddenly drew back as if burned, becoming smaller and looking now not so much hateful as frightened. The crowd noticed, and a few bolder members clapped and jeered at the cringing demon.

“Joseph, you ain’t going to try to tell me that thing ain’t real, are you?” Liam asked in a sharp whisper. “You couldn’t make no illusion that good. That’s old Cornstalk himself. The famous old Shawnee chief, sure as the world!”

“Oh, yes, it’s real,” Joseph said. “It’s as real as you and me, and just as fleshly. That’s the point. What you’re seeing is no spirit, just an actor dressed in Indian garb and positioned in an area we cannot see from the audience. With lights played on him at carefully chosen angles.”

“Then how can we see him up there floating around, if he’s really standing offstage somewhere?”

“There’s a huge tilted glass on the stage, Liam, giving us his image as a sort of reflection. Have you ever carried a candle toward a window at night? You see the candle, your hand, and as much of yourself as the candle illuminates, but you appear to be as deep behind that glass as you actually are in front of it. Your form seems to float in the darkness outside. The same principle is at work here. I can’t tell you every detail of how it works, but I can assure you it isn’t magic but science. And because this actor is practiced in his craft, he knows how to make his projected ‘phantom’ self reach out and touch things and move about realistically.”

“Well, it’s danged convincing to me. That looks like a real phantom moving around up there above the Professor. Say what you want, but if this is between science and magic, I cast my vote for magic.”

“For God’s sake, will you two be quiet?” a very large woman behind them scolded, rapping on Joseph’s shoulders with the handle of a closed parasol.

Joseph winced. He’d not realized how loudly they’d been whispering. Even Professor Marvel was glaring at them from the stage.

“Sorry,” Joseph said softly to the woman. He looked over his shoulder at her, and just as he did so, her eyes widened as she saw something obviously astonishing on the stage. At the same time, Liam almost came out of his seat beside Joseph.

Joseph whipped back around to take a look and was as startled as the others. The fearsome phantom of the old Shawnee chief was gone now, replaced by a new image, this one so familiar to all that he was instantly identifiable. It was the great Napoleon himself, in full uniform and in his most famous pose, hand thrust beneath one flap of his coat.

“Good God!” Liam exclaimed. “It’s … it’s that Frenchman …”

“Napoleon,” Joseph said. “Or, more precisely, a short actor dressed as Napoleon, with his image projected optically in the glass behind Professor Marvel.”

“You just know it all, don’t you, Joseph? You just know everything … or you sure think you do.”

“I certainly don’t think I know everything, but I do know J. H. Pepper’s ghost machine and the principles of applied optics that are behind it.”

“The principles of applied optics,” Liam repeated, imitating Joseph’s slightly higher voice in a mocking, sarcastic way. “And who the deuce is J. H. Pepper? This fellow is named Professor Marvel.”

“Pepper was the originator of this type of illusion.

Marvel has refined his mechanisms, perhaps, but he is not the creator of them.”

“Waterloo!” yelled Professor Marvel, evoking a shudder and a cringe from Napoleon. “Waterloo!” he called again and again, until the small-statured phantom had collapsed into an even smaller package and finally faded away in a flicker of dimming light.

George Washington appeared next, then Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and, at last, Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln’s appearance brought jeers from audience members who had sided with the Confederacy, Liam included. But a reproving glance from Joseph, who had fought for the Union, quieted him, and Liam settled down for a long, bitter stare at the murdered president who had once represented all he and his fellow Confederates had struggled against.

“Joseph, that’s him!” he said tensely. “Say what you want about glasses and light and opticals or whatever you call it, but that’s damned old Abe himself! Look … you can tell it!”

“Liam, Abe Lincoln was shot to death. The image you see up there shows no sign of a wound that I can see.”

“Who’s to say that a man’s shade will show every mark he suffered in life?” Liam asked. “Maybe some of that kind of thing doesn’t show on a spirit body.”

“Liam, ask yourself a question. Imagine that you’re George Washington or Napoleon or Abe Lincoln. You’ve been dead for years. Does it seem likely to you that one day you’d just round up a few fellow ghosts of famous men and say, ‘Hey boys, let’s run over to Montana and manifest ourselves for a room full of small-town folks who’ve paid their five cents to see a ghost show’? Does that seem something that you would really do if you were so great a man as George Washington?”

“Not being a ghost myself, I wouldn’t know.”

“This is all optical trickery, Liam. Take my word for it.”

“Take my word for it.” Another mocking imitation of Joseph’s voice.

Lincoln was still floating about above the stage, looking out at the audience, his eyes dark and wise. Some of the same gaggle of cowboys who had been staring hard at the Carrigan brothers earlier seemed particularly offended by the presence of the fallen leader. One of them stood, drew a long knife from a sheath on his belt, and hurled it hard at the phantom. The knife flipped several times in its flight forward and hit the specter handle-first rather than blade-first. The ghost actually started, ducking down and throwing up a hand. At the same time, there was a loud cracking sound, like thick pond ice giving way beneath the weight of a heavy skater. Professor Marvel, who had almost been struck by the knife, let out a yell and gave a wild hand signal to some unseen assistant, and all at once, the phantom began to fade, light diminishing rapidly.

“The knife cracked the blasted glass!” Joseph said. “Did you hear it? It cracked it, and the Professor halted the display, so the audience wouldn’t see it all come shattering down!”

“I didn’t hear nothing shattering down. I just heard a snapping noise.”

“The glass cracked but did not shatter,” Joseph said. “But the Professor fears it will shatter, and he doesn’t want the crowd watching when it does. So he’s had his assistants kill the light.”

Liam rolled his eyes and said, “Dear Lord Jesus, thank you for sending me a brother who knows as much as a human mind can know.” He folded his hands at his chin in an imitation of prayer posture. “Thank you that, because of Joseph, I am spared going through life with the blight of ignorance upon me.”

“Your sarcasm is offensive and unseemly,” Joseph said. “Perhaps even sacrilegious.”

“Hear that, Jesus?” Liam said to the ceiling. “I bet even you don’t know as many three-dollar words as my brother!”

“Do not despair!” Marvel intoned to his audience. “The spirits have not flown! The manifestations will continue. Your loved ones linger at the portal, ready to show themselves to those among you who grieve their loss!”

“I want to see my Andy!” a massive woman wailed out from the middle of the crowd. “I want to see my poor lost soldier boy Andy!”

This pitiful plea made Joseph cringe and aroused in him anger at the showman on the stage. What gave any man the right to come to a town bearing hydrogen lights, optical lenses, and glass plates and, with no more than those and a flair for showmanship, create a vain expectation on the part of grieving people that they could actually reunite with loved ones who had passed out of human reach? Professor Marvel, whoever he really was, was a human vulture feeding on the sorrows and unrealistic hopes of his fellow man.

The room went almost utterly dark, and the crowd settled back, ready for a new wondrous display. But for a couple of minutes, only sound came from behind the stage, the sound of men working, moving things. Joseph leaned over to Liam. “They’re taking down the glass, to be sure it isn’t going to shatter to pieces because of that crack in it,” he said. “And I doubt we’ll see any more ghosts floating above the stage.”






CHAPTER TWO

By the time the lights began to rise a little once again and the form of Professor Marvel grew visible, the crowd was restless. The cowboy who had thrown the knife got a reprimand or two from some old women in the crowd, but several others spoke in his defense. Chatter died away as the lights rose.

Marvel stood beside a strange but simple device, a wooden box on table legs standing about waist high. It bore odd, Arabian-looking markings on its side and had a thick glass plate on its top. Joseph deduced from Professor Marvel’s posture and movements that the box had an opening or door on the side hidden from the audience. Marvel seemed to be manipulating something inside the box.

As before, Joseph had a suspicion of what Marvel was up to here and what the box probably was, but he decided to say nothing to Liam to avoid annoying him.

Glass clinked against glass, the sound somewhat muffled. Joseph was now confident that he knew what was going on. Marvel was mixing chemicals of some sort inside the box, probably in a bowl, beaker, or mortar. At any moment, smoke would begin to rise. Joseph had read about this kind of illusion. It was simply a smaller-scale application of the same principles that had manifested the images above the stage, with the variation of using smoke as the medium in which the “spirits” appeared.

As expected, chemically induced smoke abruptly spilled out through exit holes drilled around the sides of the glass atop Marvel’s elevated box. Marvel backed away as if surprised by this, watching the smoke column thicken into a sort of moving pillar above the box. He cleared his throat loudly, coughed a little because of the smoke, then stepped around to stand in front of the box and address the crowd.

“We now move on to a portion of this exhibition that will be of great personal significance to many of you here,” said the showman. “We have so far this evening seen the shades of great and famous men—”

“Nothing great about Lincoln!” yelled one of the unrepentant Rebels.

“Bring up John Booth so I can shake his hand!” hollered a like-thinking companion of the first shouter.

Marvel, who had a Northern accent, looked offended by this but merely raised his hand for silence, then continued. “We now shall see the spirits not of those whose names have made the history books and the newspapers but of those who are nearest and dearest to many of you here.”

“My Andy! Bring me my Andy!” the big woman in the audience wailed.

Professor Marvel went back behind the wooden box. His hands were hidden from view again, but he was obviously manipulating something on the box. A light rose slowly, shining from inside the box and up through the glass atop it, illuminating the column of twisting and dancing smoke so that it looked almost like a phantom itself. “Behold!” Marvel intoned. “See if you find among these faces some whom you have known in this very town!”

“What faces?” Liam asked.

“Just wait,” Joseph replied. “Keep watching the smoke.”

The light grew brighter in the column of smoke, and suddenly something vague became visible, too dim to make out at first but gradually becoming more delineated, revealing itself as the miniaturized image of a man. But before the features attained a clarity sufficiently sharp to allow recognition, the image faded away. Another rose to replace it, this time becoming sharp much more quickly. Joseph noticed something about these newer, smaller, smoke-borne images that differed from the earlier and bigger phantoms. Those earlier, large images had exhibited a limited degree of color, but these new ones were cast purely in grays and blacks.

The image in the smoke column was by now quite distinct: a short man, stocky and muscled, with a large hammer in his hand. The motion of the smoke column lent an impression of movement to the figure, but a careful look revealed to Joseph that the figure was actually motionless, its look and perspective never changing, the mouth locked in a frozen smile, the eyes not blinking the way those of the larger phantoms had blinked.

Several people in the crowd stood, and voices erupted, none of them saying exactly the same thing but all of them in agreement on one fact: the figure in the column of smoke was John the blacksmith. Evidently, this was a man who had been known to many in the audience.

“Who is he, you say? John?” Professor Marvel asked the crowd. Then he addressed the smoky phantom. “John, I greet you and welcome you. Your friends are here, welcoming you as well. Join me, friends of John! Together now, on three … one, two, three—”

“Welcome, John!” at least a score of voices said in unison.

The column of smoke danced and twisted just then, as if in response to the voices, though Joseph hadn’t missed the quick but nearly hidden wave of the hand that Marvel had performed, fanning the smoke into motion.

“How are you going to account for that manifestation, brother?” Liam asked. “Are you going to tell me now that there’s an actor in a costume hidden inside that little box, and that smoke is really just something on a plate of glass?”

“No … but you are closer than you know to the truth,” Joseph replied. “You are seeing the projection of a photographic portrait that’s hidden inside the box.”

“I don’t believe that,” Liam scoffed.

“Why? Is it easier to believe this confidence man has actually summoned spirits? Why does it have no color, Liam? The others had color because there were live actors generating the images. These don’t. Why? Because they are photographs.”

Professor Marvel drew nearer the column of smoke and spoke in low, inaudible tones to John. At the same time, Joseph noticed, he again made a manipulation behind or in the box with his hands.

‘And then John was gone, the smoke column empty. Not for long, though. In moments, another figure began to materialize slowly: a young man in a Confederate uniform. Marvel looked at this phenomenon as if surprised, then leaned almost into the smoke itself, turning his ear to the phantom as if listening to its whisper.

“Is there in this place a Mrs. Loretta Abernathy?” he asked the crowd.

The woman who had spoken earlier about her lost soldier boy Andy stood so fast she actually leaped straight up an inch or two. When she came down again, the floor vibrated; she was quite a large woman.

“Andy!” she exclaimed in a loud, emotional voice. “Thank God above, it’s my own Andy, come back to see his mother!”

She began trying to make her way out of her row of seats, but it was slow going because of her size. She was almost to the aisle when a man dressed similarly to Professor Marvel appeared from the back of the auditorium, grasping her meaty arm. “Please, ma’am, you cannot go up there,” he said. “Professor Marvel does not allow such close proximity between visiting spirits and those they come to see.”
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