An Eventful Night in a

Haunted Forest

THE GHOST-EATER

OON-MADNESS? A touch of
M fever? I wish I could think

so! Butl when I am alone after
dark in the waste places where my wan-
derings take me, aud hear across infinite
voids the demon echoes of those screams
and anarls, and thant detestable crunch-
ing of bones, I shudder again at the
memory of that eldritch night.

I lmew less of wooderaft in those days,
though the wilderness called just as
strongly to me as it does now. Up to
that night I had always been careful
to employ a guide, but ecircumstances
now suddenly foreced me to a trial of
my own skill. It was midsummer in
Maine, and, despite my great need to
get from Mayfair to Glendale by the
uext noon, I could find no person willing
to pilot me. Unless I took the long route
through Potowisset, which would not
bring mo to my goal in time, there would
be dense foresls to penetrate; yet when-
ever I asked for a guide I was met with
refusal and evasion,

By C. M. EDDY, Jr.

Stranger that I was, it secemed odd
that everyone should have such glib
excuses. There was too much ‘‘import-
ant business’’ on hand for such a sleepy
village, and I knew that the natives were
lying. But they all had “‘imperative
duties,”” or said that they had; and

would do no more than assure me that
the trail through the woods was very
plain, running due north, and not in the
least diffieult for a vigorous yvung fel-
low. If I started while the morning was
still early, they averred, I eould get to
Glendale by sundown and avoid a night



in the open. Even then I suspected
nothing. The prospect seemed good, and
1 resolved to try it alone, lct the lazy
villagers heng back ag they might. Prob-
ably I would have tried it even if I had
_suspected; for youth is stubborn, and
from childhood 1 hud only laughed at
superstition and old wives’ tales.

So before the sun was high I had
started off through the trees ut a swing-
ing stride, lunch in my hand, guardion
antomatic in my pocleet, and belt filled
with erisp bills of Jarge denominations.
From the distances given me and o
knowledge of my own speed, T had
figured on making Glendale a little after
sunset ; but I knew that even if detained
over night th h some miscal
I had plenty of cumping experience to
fall back on. Besides, my presence at
my destination was not really necessary
till the following noon,

It was the weather thal set my plaus
awry. As the sun rose higher, it
scorched through oven the thickest of the
foliage, and burned up my energy at
every step. By moon my elothes were
soaking with perspiration, and T felt
myself faltering in spite of ull my reso-
lution. As I pushed deeper into the
woods I found the trail greatly ob-
strueted with underbrosh, and at many
pcints nearly cRuced. 1t muet have

weeks—perhaps  months—sinee
unyone had broken his way through ; and
1 began 10 wonder if I vould, after all,
live up to my schedule.

At length. hiaving grown very huugry.
T looked for the deepesl puich of shade |
could find, nnd proceeded 16 eat the
lanch which the hotel had prepared for
me, Therc were some indifferent sand.
wiches. 8 picee of stale pie, and a bottle
of very light wine: by uo means sump-
tuous fare, hut welcome euough to one
in my etate of overheated exhaustion.

It was teo hot for smoking lo be of
any solace, so 1 did no! take out my

pipe. Instead, 1 siretched myself at full
length under the frees when my meal
wax clone, intent, on slealing & few mo-
ments" rest before commencing the last
lap of my journey. 1 suppose | was »
fool to drink that wine; for, light though
it was, it proved just enough to fnish
the work the suliry. oppressive dey had
begun. My plan called for the merest
momentary relaxalion. yet, with scarcely
s warning yvawn, 1 dropped off into 2
sound slumber.

[
WH.EN I opened my eyes twilight
was closing in rbout me. A wind

fanned my cheeks, restoring me quickly
o full perception; and us I glanced up
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ut the sky I saw with appreh that

78

hand,

me, with thin, clean-shaven face,

black racing clouds were leading on &
solid wall of derkness prophetic of
violent thunderstorm. 1 kmew now that
1 could not reach (Flendale before morn-
ing, but the prospect of a night in the
woods—my first night of lone forest

ping: very repugnant under
these trying conditions. In 2 moment I
decided 1o push along for a while at
least, in the hope of finding some shelter
before the tempest should break.

Darlmess spread over the woods like
u heavy blanket. The lowering clouds
grew more threatening, and the wind in-
creased to a veritable gale. A flash of
distant lightning illuminated the sky,
followed by an ominous rumble that

d to hint of malign p it. ‘Then
1 felt a drop of rain on my outstretched
hand; and though still walking on auto-
matically, resigned myself to the inevita-
ble. Another morient and [ had seen
the light; the light of a window through
the trees und the darkness. Eager only
for shelter, T hastened toward it—would
1o God I had turned and fled!

There wes a sort of imperfect clear-
ing, on the farther side of which, with its
back against the primeval wood, siood &
building. 1 had expected o shanty or
log-cabin, but stopped short in surprise
when T bebheld u neut. and tasteful little
house of tiwo stories; some seventy yenrs
old by its architeeture, yot still in =

state of vepaiv belokening the elosest ai °

most. vivilized attention. Through the
small punes of one of the lower windows
a bright light shene. and toward this—
spurred by the impacl of another rain-
drop—1 presently hurried across Ihe
rlearing. rapping loudly on the doors us
soon as I gained the steps.

With startling promptness my knock
was anewered by au deep, pleasant voice
which uttered the single syllable,
**Come!*’

Pushing open the uulocked door. 1 en-
fered @ shadowy hsll lighted by an open
sJoorway al ithe right. beyond which was
r bhook-liued room with the gleaming
window. As 1 closed the outer deor he-

hind me T coold not help woticing. a-

peculiar odor aboul the house: u faint,
elusive, grarcely defineble odor which
somehow suggested unimals. My host,
1 surmised, must be a bunter or trapper,
with hi§ husiness rconducted on e
premises.

The men who had spoken sut in a
enpacious easy-chair beside n manrhle-
topped center teble, a long loungiug-
vobe of gray swathing his lean form. The
light from a powerfu! argand lamp
threw his features into prominence, and
us he eyed me enriously 7 studied him
in no less deteil. He was strikingly

glossy, flaxen hair neatly brushed, long,
regalar eycbrows thal met in a slanting
ungle above the nose, shapely cars set
low and well buck on the head, and large
cxpressive gray eyes ulmost luminous in
their animation. When he smiled a wel-
come he showed a magnificently even set
of firm white teeth, and as he waved me
1o a chair I way struck by the fineness
of his slender bunds, with their long,
1apering fingers whose ruddy. almond-
shaped nails were slightly curved and
exquisitely manicured. I could not help
wondering why a man of such engaging
lity 1d ch the life of &

recluse.

**Sorry to intrude,’’ I ventured, **but
1've given up the hope of making Glen-
dale before morning, and there’s a storm
coming on which sent me looking for
cover.”’ Au if to corvoborute my words,
there came at this point a vivid flash, a
crashing reverberation, and the frst
breaking of 4 torrentiul downpour that
beat jncally against the wind

By host seemed oblivious to the ele-
ments, and flashed me another smile
when ho answered. His voice was sooth-
ing and well modulated, and his eyes
fneld a calmness almost hypnotic,

“*You're weleome to whatever hospi-
tality I can offer. but I'm afraid it won’t
be much, 1've a gawe leg, so youtl have
1o do mest of the wuiling on yourself. If
Lou're hungry you'll find plenty in the
kitehen—plenty of food, if nol of cere-
mony 1’ 1t seemed 1o e that 1 econld
Jetect the slighlest' truce of a foreign
accent in his fone, though his language
way Huently vorreel and idiomatie.

Rigng fo an impressive hight, he
lieaded for the door with long. limping
steps, and I uoticed the huge haity arms
that hung at hie side in such curious con-
irast with his delicate hands.

**Come."’ he suggested. **Bring the
lamp along with vou. [ mighl as well
it in the kitchen us hers.'’

1 followed him into the lholl and the
rpom across if, and at his direction ran-
sacked the woodpile in the vorner and
the cupboard on the wsll. A few mo-
ments luter, when (he fire wes going
nicely. 1 asked him if 1 might not pre-
pare food fur huth: bul he courteously
«leelined.

It 100 hot 1o eal.”" he told we. ** Be-

- xjdes, [ hael 4 bite before you rame.'®

After wushing the dishes left from my
lune menl. 1 sat down for a while, ymok-
ing ny pipo contontedly. My host asked
a few questions abow! the neighboring
villages, but lupsed into sullen taciturn-
ity when he learned T was an outsider.
As he hrooded (here silently T could not
help feeling a quulity of strangeness in



"

him; some subtle alienage thut could
hardly be analyzed. I was quite certain,
for one thing, that he was tolerating me
because of the storm rather than welcom-
ing me with genuine hospitality,

As for the storm, it secemed ulmost Lo
have spent itsoli. Outside, it was al-
ready growing lighter—for there was o
full moon behind the clouds—and the
rain had dwiadled 1o a triviel dvisale.
Porhaps, 1 thought, L could now resume
my journey after all; an idcu which 1
suggested Lo my host.

“Betler wail till morning,”” ho re-
marked. “‘You ssy you’re ufoot, and
.it's 4 good threo hours to Glendale, 1'vo
two bedrooms upstairs, and you're wel-
come 1o one of them if you care to stay.’”

There was a sincerity in his invitation
which dispelled any doubts [ had held
regarding his hospitality, and I now con-
cluded thut his silences must be the re-
sult of long isolation from his fellows in
this wilderness. After sitting without a
word through throe fillings of my pipe, I
finally begau to yawn.

““It’s been rather a strenuous day for
mo,”’ 1 admitted, *‘and I guess 1°’d better
be making tracks for bed. I want to be
up at sunrise, you know, and on my
way.’’

My host waved his arm toward the
door, through which I could see the hall
and tho staircase,

““Take the lamp with you,’’ he in-
strueted. ‘‘It’s the only one I heve, but
I don’t mind sitting in the dark, really.
Half the time I don’t light it at all when
I'm alonoe. Oil is so hard to get out
here, and I go to the villuge so seldom.
Your room is the one on the right, at the
head of the stairs.”’

Taking the lamp and turning in the
hall to say good-night, I could see his
eyes glowing almost phosphorescently i
the darkened room 1 had left; and I was
helf reminded for a moment of the
Jungle, and the circles of eyes thal some-
times glow just beyond the radius of tho
campfire. Then I started upstairs,

As I reached the second floor I conld
hear my host limping across the hall to
the other room below, and perceived that
he moved with owlish sureness despite
the darkness. Truly, he had but little
need of ‘the lamp. The storm was over,
and as I entered the room assigned me I
found it bright with the rays of a full
moon that streamed on the bed from an
uncurtained south window. Blowing out
the lamp and leaving the house in dark-
ness but for the moonbears, I smiffed
at the pungent odor that rose above the
acent of the kerosene—the quasi-animal
odor I had noticed on first entering the
place. I crossed to the window end
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threw it wide, breathing deep of the cool,
fresh night air.

Wher I started to undress T paused
almost instantly, recalling my money
belt, still in its place about my waist.
Pousibly, I reflected, it would be well not
to be too hasty or unguarded; for I had
read of men who seized just such an
opportunity to rob and even to murder
the stranger within their dwelling. So,
arrunging the bedeclothes to look as if
they covered a sleeping figure, 1 drew
the room’s only chair into the concealing
shadows, fllled and lighted my pipe
ogoin, und sat down to rest or watch,
5 the vceasion might demand.

nI

I COULD not have been sitling there
long when my sensitive ears caught
the sound of foolsteps aseending the
slairs. All the old lore of robber lund-
lords rushed on me afresh, when another
moment revealed that the steps were
plain, loud, and careless, with no at-
tempt at concealment; while my host's
tread, 8s I had heard it from the head
of the staircase, was & soft limping stride.
Shaking the ashes from my pipe, I
slipped it in my pocket. Then, seizing
and drawing my automatie, I rosc from
the chair, tiptoed across the room, and
erouched tensely in a spot which the
opening door would cover.

The door opened, and into the shaft of
moonlight stepped a man I bad never
seen before. Tall, broad-shouldered,
and distinguiched, his face half hidden
by a heavy square-cut beard and his
neck buried in a high hlack stock of a
pattern long obsolete in Ameriea, he was
indubitably a foreigner. How he could
have entered the house without my
lmowledge was quite beyond me, nor
could I believe for an instant that he
had been concealed in cither of the two
rooms or the hall below me, As 1 gazed
intently at him in the insidious moon-
beans it seemed to me that I could see
directly through his sturdy form; but
perhaps this was only an illusion that
came from my shock of surprise.

Noticing the disarray of the bed, but
evidently missing the intended effect of
occupancy, the stranger muttered some-
thing to himse!f in a foreign tongue and
proceeded to disrobe. Flinging his
clothes into the chair I had vacated, he
crept into bed, pulled the covers over
him, and in & moment or two was breath-
ing with the regular respiration of a
sound sleeper,

My firet thought was to seek ont my
host and demand an explanation, but &
second later T deemed it better to make
sure that the whole incident was not a

mere delusive after-effect of my wine-
drugged sleep in the woods. I still felt
weak and faint, and despite my recent
supper was as hungry as if I had not
eaten since that noonday lunch.

I crossed 1o the bed, reached out, and
grasped at the shoulder of the sleeping
mun. Theun, barely checking a cry of
wad fright and dizzy astonishmenl, I
fell back with pounding pulses und
dilated eyes. For my clulching fingers
had passed directly through the slecping
form, and seized only the sheet below!?

A vomplete analysis of my jarred and
Jjumbled sensations would be futile. The
man war intangible, yel 1 could still sec
him there, henv his regular breathing,
#nd wateb hiy tigure us it half-turned
beneath the elothes. Aud then, as I was
quite certain of wy uvwn maduess or
Liypuosis, 1 hcard othier footsteps on the
slaivs; sofl, padded, doglike, limping
footsteps, pattering up, up up....
And aguin thet pungeut animal smell,
this time in rcdoubled volume. Dazed
and drcam-drowsed, 1 crept ouce more
behind the prolecting opeued door,
shaken to the marrow, but now resigned
to uny fate knowu or nameless.

Then into that shait of eery moonlight
stepped the gaunt form of a great gray
wolf. Limped, I should have said, for
one hind foot was held in the air, as
though wounded by some stray shot. The
beast turned its head in my direction,
and as it did so the pistol dropped from
my twitching fiugers and clattered un-
heeded to the floor. The ascending suc-
cession of horrors was fast paralyzing
my will and consciousness, for the eyes
that now glaved tovward me from that
hellish Nhcad were the grey phosphor-
escenl cyes of vy lwost as they had peered
al me through the darkness of (he
kitchen.

I do not yet know whether it saw me.
The eyes urned from my direction to
the bed, and guzed gluttonousiy on the
ypectral slecping form there. Then the
head tilted back, and from that demon
throat came the most shocking ululation
T have ever heurd; & thick, unauseous,
lupine howl that made my heart stand
still. The form on the hed stirred,
opened his eyes, and shrank from what
he saw. The animal crouched quiver-
ingly, and then—as the ethereal figure
uttered a shrick of mortal hwoan an-
guish aud terror that no ghost of legend
could counterfeit—sprang straight for
its vietim’s throat, its white, firm, cven
teeth flashing in the moonlight as they
closed on the jugular vein of the scream-
ing phantesm. The ecream ended in a
blood-choked gurgle, end the frightened
boman eyes turned glassy.



‘That scream had roased me to action,
and in & second I had retrieved my auto-
matic and emptied its entire contents
into the wolfish monstrosity before re.
But I heard the unhindered thud of each
bullet as it imbedded ilsclf in the op-
posite wall.

My uerves gave woy. Blind fenr
hurled me toward the dour. and blind
fear prompted tlic one hackwurd glance
in which I saw that the wolf bad suuk ils
teeth-into tho budy of i quurey. Then
camo that culminating wensury impres-
sion snd the devustating thoughl v
which it gave birth. Thiy was the same
body 1 had thrust my hand through s
few moments beforc . . . und yet as 1
plunged down that black unightmare
staircase I could hear the crunching of
bones.

(14

HOW 1 found the trail lo Glendale, or
- how 1 managed to traverse it, 1 sup-
pose 1 shall never know. [ ouly know
that sunrise found me on the hill at the
cdge of the woods, with the steepled
village outspread below me, and the blue
thread of the Cataquu spurkling in the
distance, Hatless, coatlesy, ashen-faced,
und 88 soaked with perspiration ay if 1
had speut the night abroad in the storm,
1 hesitated lo enter the village till I had
recovered at leusl wome outward sem-
blance of composurc. At last 1 picked
my way down hilt and through the nar-
row streets with their Hagstone sidewalks
and Colonial doorways till I reached the
Lafayette House, whose proprietor cyed
me askance.

**Where from su enrly, son? And why
the wild look?'’

“I've just come through the woouds
Irom Mayfair."”

““You—came—through—-thoe  Devil's
Woods—lasé nighi—and—alone? The
old man stared with & queer look of
alternate horror and incredulity,

THE GHOST EATER

““Why not$'’ I countered, ‘I couldn't
have made it in time through Potowisset,
and I had to be here not later than this
noon.’”

¢* And lust night was full moont . . . .
My Gawd!” He eyed me curiously.
**dee anything of Vasili Oukranikov or
the Counti’’ .

“‘Say, do 1 lovk lhat simple? What
are you lrying to do—jolly me?"’

But his tone wus as grave as o priest's
ug he replied. ‘*You must be new to
these parts, souny. 1f you weren't you'd
know ull about Devil’s Woods and the
full moon end Vesili and the rest.’’

I felt anything but flippant, yet knew
1 must not seem serious after my carlier

remarks, ‘‘do on—I lmow you're dy-
ing to tell me, I'm like & donkey—all
ears.”’ o

Then he iold the legend in his dry
way, stripping it of vitality and convine-
ingness through lack of coloring, deteil,
und atmosphere. But for me it needed
no vitality or convincingness that any
poet could have given. Remember what
I had witnessed, and remember that 1
had never heard of the tale until efter
1 had had the experience and fled fromn
the terror of thove crunched phautom
bones,

‘“There used to be quite a few Rus-
siung scattered betwixt here’ and May-
fair—they came after onc of their
nihilist troubles back iu Russin, Vasili
Qukranikov wes one of em—u tall, thin,
handsome chap with shiny yellow hair
and s wonderful manner. They said,
though, that he way a servant of the
devil—a werewolf and euter of men,

‘‘He built him s house in the woods
about a third of the way from here to
Mayfair and lived all alone. Lvery once
in a while a traveler would come out
of the woods with some pretty strange
tale about being chased by a big gray
wolf with shining human eyes—Ilike
Oukranikov’s. One night somebody took
u pot shot al the wolf, und the next time

%

the Raegian came into Glendale he
walked with a limp. That settled it
There wasn’t any merc suspicion now,
but hard facts.

“Then he seut to Maylfair for the
Counl—Nhis name way Feodor Teher-
nevsky and he had bought the old gam-
brel-roofed Fowler place up Stale Streel
—1Lo come oul und see him. They all
warued the Count, for he was u fine man
and u splendid neighbor, but he said he
could take care of himgelf all right. It
wes the night of the fall moon. He was
brave as they nake ‘em, and ull he did
was to tell some men he had around (he
place to folow him lo Vasili’s if he
didn’t show up in decent time. They did
—=and you tell me, sonny, thal you've
heen through those woods at night?'’

“Sure I tell you''--| tried to uppear
uonchalant-—'‘I'm no Count, and here
1 am to tell the (sle! . . . But what did
the men find ut Oukranikov's house?"’

“They found the Count’s mungled
body, sonny, und a gaunt gray wolf
hovering over it with blood-slavering
Jjaws. You cau guess who the wolf was.
And folks do suy thut ut every full moon
—but sonny, didu't you see or hear any-
thing¥’’

““Not u thiug, pop! And suy, what be-
cumo of the wolf—or Vesili Qukran-
ikov?’’

“Why, son, they killed it—fled it
full of lead und buried it in the house,
and then burned the place down—youn
know all this wus sixty veurs ago when
I was a little shaver, but I remember it
as if “twus yesterday.”’.

I turned awuy wilth u shrug of my
shoulders. 1t was nll so quaiut and silly
und artificial in the full lizht of day.
But sometimes when | am ulone afier
dark in waste pluces. und hear the demon
echoes of thoxe sereums and snarls. and
that detestable crunching of bones, [
shudder agrin al the memory of that
eldriteh night.
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