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Eden’s Sorrow

Chapter Two
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The door opened into a sparsely furnished room.  Light from a large fireplace rippled over the walls.  As soon as Patrick closed the door behind him he became aware of a smell that reminded him of his days in the infirmary when he had been wounded during the war.  It was the smell of the dying, of those over whom the shadow of death had fallen.    


Jeremiah was lying on a large bed, reading.  When he heard Patrick’s footsteps he looked up and his eyes widened. 


“Patrick, you made it,” he said, his voice heavy with fatigue.  “I always knew you would come.”


Patrick reached into his coat and withdrew the letter that Jeremiah had sent him.  He dropped it onto the bed beside his ailing friend, who picked it up with an unsteady hand.


“’Vague’ does not begin to describe the contents of this letter,” said Patrick.  “I reread the letter countless times to find a clue to your motive of calling me back to Ireland, and each time I came away with nothing.”


“To be honest, Patrick, I am not entirely certain why I sent you this letter.  It was the only thing I could think of doing as soon as I realized that I am dealing with forces here far greater than I had imagined.  You could say that I panicked.”


“What do you mean?”


Jeremiah smoothed the blanket over his legs.  The glow of the fireplace seemed to be absorbed by the pallor of his face.  His eyes gleamed dully behind his glasses as he stared at the fire.


“Patrick, have I ever told you about the Isle of the Standing Stones?”


“Not to my recollection.”


“There is a small island to the west of the estate that my siblings and I used to visit when we were young.  On this island are five monoliths, and each is inscribed with a sigil that suggests the formation is Druidic in origin.”


“Your father must have spent many hours studying them,” said Patrick.  “Wasn’t he especially interested in Druidic lore?”


Jeremiah nodded slowly, as if the movement gave him pain.  “That he was, but he did not know about these particular stones until…well, until it was too late.  We Covenant children kept the standing stones a secret from him.  As far as he knew, all we did on that island was frolic about in the sand, collecting shells or pretending we were pirates.  Little did he know that we were involved in more dangerous things.”


“Such as?” said Patrick, pulling a chair up to the side of the bed.


“At first we were drawn to the stones simply out of curiosity.  They were so ancient, so mysterious.  Before long we began to treat the stones like silent confidants, sharing with them our secret wishes and confessing our childish sins.  We each had a stone to ourselves; mine was the largest of the five, the most imposing.”


“It all sounds harmless enough.”


“True.  But then something happened.  It was as if the stones were sentient, aware of what we were telling them.  All of us began to have dreams in which the stones told us their secrets, and that if we pieced them together we would be able to wield unimaginable power.  It was Ambrose, if I remember correctly, who first attempted to do this.”


“How?”


“He told us he had found a scrap of paper upon which an ancient spell had been written.”  Jeremiah gave a sad chuckle.  “He said it had floated into his room one night through an open window.  When I looked at what was written on the paper, it was a bunch of gibberish in his handwriting.  He later admitted that he had copied the so-called spell from a book of Persian lore in our father’s library.  As amusing as I found his little stunt, I was intrigued by the possibility that the power of the Stones could somehow be unlocked by the mere use of words.  It was not long after that I came across a tome in the library in which I found illustrations that matched the runes on the stones.  These runes, or glyphs, were often nothing more than warnings to keep intruders away from tombs and sacred places.  In some cases, however, they served a far greater purpose; sometimes they were used as seals, or locks, between this world and another.”


“And you found the key.”


“I did, indeed.  The key was an incantation in Latin.”

“Surely there must have been a warning of some kind—”

“There were several.  But, Patrick, I was so excited by my discovery that I paid no attention to them.  Furthermore, I believe that whatever dark power was guiding me made me turn a blind eye to the consequences.”

One of the burning logs in the fireplace split apart, sending a shower of sparks onto the hearth.  Startled, Patrick jumped to his feet and reached for his revolver.  Was it his imagination or had the shadows of the room somehow moved closer to the bed, as if they too were listening to Jeremiah’s tale?

“If that’s all it takes to scare you,” said Jeremiah with a wan smile, “then perhaps I made a mistake in asking for your assistance in this matter.”

 Patrick frowned and sat back down, doing his best to hide his embarrassment.  “So you went to the Isle of the Standing Stones and recited the incantation,” he said.  “What happened after that?”


Jeremiah sighed.  “I am not entirely certain.  The incantation was more than a key, it seems.  It was also a call, a summons, and something answered—something that has been dormant for a very long time and not meant to be awakened.  That is the only way I know how to describe it.”


“And this ‘something’—it is still here?”


“Whatever responded to the incantation came through the stones and settled into each of the Covenant children.  It infected us, you might say, and slowly ate away at our souls.  Lizbeth was the first to succumb.  It seems I will be the last.”


“You truly believe that—that some malevolent force has been responsible for what has happened to your family?”


With a grimace, Jeremiah slowly nodded.  A few seconds of silence passed before he continued.  “Patrick, I am aware of your reputation for showing up mediums and spiritualists.  I can assure you that what is going on here is no hoax.  Surely in all of your investigations you have encountered things that you cannot explain or rationalize.”


“There have been some incidents, yes.”


“Did you bring it?” Jeremiah said suddenly.  “The Gel’ziabar Stone?”


Patrick pulled the green stone out from under his shirt and let it hang from its leather cord.  For a moment, it seemed as if Jeremiah’s gaze grew more intense, as if some other force were staring out from behind his eyes.  The illusion quickly passed as he blinked and smiled.


“Good,” he said with apparent relief.  “I am glad that you brought it, for I believe it will play an important part in things to come.  I have done some research into the Gel’ziabar Stone and discovered that it is an extremely rare artifact with…with unusual capacities, shall we say.  With any luck, we will uncover its true purpose—”


An unearthly howl from just beyond the room’s walls stopped Jeremiah in mid-sentence.  Patrick knocked the chair over as he leaped to his feet.  This time he pulled out the revolver.


“What in the hell was that?” he shouted, his voice shaking.


A look of utter horror fell across Jeremiah’s face.  He raised his arms in a defensive posture, the way a child would against the imagined terrors lurking in the corners of a darkened room.


“It sounds like it came from downstairs,” he said in a hoarse whisper.


Although his heart was knocking something fierce against his ribs, Patrick moved to the door with grim determination.  He tightened his grip on the revolver.  


“I’ll check it out,” he said to Jeremiah, hoping his friend did not detect the uncertainty in his voice.  “Lock the door behind me.”
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Terror was not something Patrick was used to feeling.  He had always prided himself on remaining staunch in the face of grave danger, a trait he attributed to his experiences during the Great War.  Fear was one thing—no one was fearless unless they were insane—but this terror, this sense of dread he felt as he stood in the hall outside Jeremiah’s bedroom was entirely different.  It was as if the stillness of the air gnawed at his soul.


He moved slowly down the hall, all too aware of the shadows thrown by the wall lamps.  The howl he had heard moments earlier still reverberated in his mind.  What manner of creature could make such a sound?  He remembered his encounter with the demonic hound in Prague, and the unearthly roar that the creature had made.  Had the hound been stalking him all these years, now finally revealing itself in the house of his dying friend?  Perhaps he was dealing with another creature entirely.  Hound or otherwise, he hoped whatever creature waiting for him was not impervious to bullets.  Hoped damn hard.


Patrick made his way to the balcony that overlooked the spacious entrance hall.  The muffled patter of rain on the roof echoed eerily in the gloom.  As he waited for his eyesight to adjust to the dim lighting, he noticed a figure on the landing of the staircase, his or her silhouette outlined against the beveled glass window.  He could not make out who it was.  Perhaps it was a servant—maybe the maid he had spoken with earlier—investigating the source of the howl.  It occurred to him that having another person accompany him, especially one who was familiar with the layout of the manor, would be beneficial, if not simply for the company they provided.  While Patrick preferred to work alone, he knew there were times when he needed assistance, and now was one of them.


Just as he was about to call out to the person on the landing, he felt a presence behind him, a stirring.  He quickly turned and brought the revolver up to firing position.  A pale woman in a dark dress stood before him.  She did not appear to be the least bit concerned by Patrick’s revolver aimed at her; in fact, she had an amused smile, as if the situation held a comedic element for her.  As for Patrick, he immediately knew who the woman was, though he had never met her before.


“You’re Bethany,” he said, lowering the revolver.  “I recognize you from the portrait in Jeremiah’s room.”


“Indeed I am,” said the woman.  Her voice was a contralto and rang with a note of contempt.  Her hair, a deep red, was drawn tight to the back of her head.  Patrick thought she looked and sounded like a pitiless schoolmarm.


“I was visiting with Jeremiah in his room when we heard this terrible howling coming from somewhere in the manor,” said Patrick.  “Did you hear it?  I’m trying to find out what it was.”


“Yes, I heard it,” said Bethany, still smiling, still looking up at him as if he amused her.  An intelligence—hard, precise—gleamed through her emerald eyes.  “Not a day goes by without that incessant howling.”


“Is it—wolves?”


“Wolves!” Bethany laughed.  “My, that is precious.”


Even though he towered over Bethany, Patrick suddenly felt small before her, small and inferior and childlike.  He knew there was something more to this woman than met the eye, something deeper, darker.


“Wolves are not responsible for that infernal howling,” said Bethany.


“Then what?”


Bethany walked past him and put her pale, smooth hands on the balcony railing.  Patrick noticed that her fingernails were lacquered green, the same green as her eyes.  “Jeremiah knows the answer to that.”


“Apparently he doesn’t.”


“My brother knows more than he lets on.  He enjoys pretending otherwise.  ‘The Great Pretender’ we used to call him.  He has always been that way.”


Patrick leapt to his old friend’s defense.  “I disagree.  When I served with him during the War, he was always forthright.  He never lied, never prevaricated.  We all trusted him because of that.”


“Tell me, Patrick Galloway,” said Bethany, her gaze fixed on the landing where the shadowy figure still stood, “has Jeremiah, my dear brother, my dear forthright brother, informed you of the Undying King?”


“The Undying King?”  The name hung in the air like a stain.  “No.”


At that moment a howl erupted from close by; Patrick actually felt it through the floor.  Panic began to rise in him.  This was a creature whose howl was a kind of weapon, he realized, a method of inducing paralyzing fear in its victim.  He squeezed the revolver so hard it hurt his hand.  He wondered why Bethany seemed unaffected by the howling.  She simply stood at the railing as if nothing had happened.  New sounds reached Patrick’s ears now, growing louder each passing moment:  the sound of panting, wet and raspy like that of a rabid dog, and the scrabbling of claws on wood.


“Strange,” said Bethany.  “This is the first time they have entered the manor.”


“What are they?”


“Since you are so eager to find out, Patrick Galloway, allow me to show you.”


Bethany made a subtle gesture with the fingers of her left hand.  Immediately the sounds of the unseen intruders stopped.  The abrupt silence was disconcerting, and Patrick took a step back from Bethany, who seemed to be in a kind of trance.  A thick odour assailed his nostrils, that of rotting vegetation, of compost.  Before his astonished eyes several thick greenish-brown ropes emerged into view, rising from somewhere below the balcony like tentacles.  They were plant stalks, Patrick realized in amazement as he watched them continue towards the ceiling, where they spread out like impossibly fast-growing vines.  Smaller tendrils wrapped themselves around the balcony railing, some clinging to the hem of Bethany’s dress like the fingers of desperate children.  In moments the mass of vegetation halted its upward progress and revealed three prisoners struggling within its entrails.


“Here are the culprits,” said Bethany.  “See for yourself.”


Despite being rendered helpless, the creatures trapped in the vines made Patrick shudder with their menace.  The size of large dogs, their bone-coloured skin was drawn tight over powerful muscles and their forearms ended in scythe-like claws.  Curved horns protruded from the dark mask of their skull.  One of the creatures glared at Patrick from its empty sockets and bared its fangs.


“What in God’s name are those things?” said Patrick.


“Howlers,” said Bethany.  “Vile creatures.”


With that, the howlers were pulled apart, their broken limbs and black innards spilling down the stalks.  Moments later, Bethany made a gesture of dismissal and the wall of vegetation crumbled in a cloud of mossy dust.


“Howlers are the pets of my sister Lizbeth,” said Bethany, turning to Patrick.  “She always had a taste for the bestial.”


Patrick remained speechless.  Too many things were going through his head, not the least of which was the danger that Bethany posed.  This was an individual whose power defied the parameters of reality.  Such power, he knew, came with the price of corruption.  Otto Keisinger, his old nemesis, had been a victim of such corruption, and it was likely that Bethany Covenant would succumb as well, if she had not already.  For the time being, Patrick knew it would be prudent to remain on friendly terms with Bethany, as he had no desire to end up like the howlers, in pieces.


“Tell me something,” said Patrick finally.  “Who is that person on the landing?  He or she has not moved the entire time.”


“A sister.”


“Lizbeth?”


“No, Lizbeth is my sister in blood.  That one,” said Bethany, nodding at the figure on the landing, “is my sister is spirit.  And, if I may add, one that I feel infinitely closer to.”


“You were speaking of the Undying King,” said Patrick.  “What—“


“We will not speak of that here,” said Bethany.  A note of fear, barely discernible, crept into her voice. 


“Then where?”


“Eternal Autumn.  Or, more specifically, Eden’s Sorrow.”


“Fine.  But I need to get back to Jeremiah, to tell him about the howlers.”


“No.  Choose either my brother or me.  Not both.”


Without any hesitation—he didn’t want to give Bethany the impression that he doubted her, even though he distrusted her—Patrick said, “How do I get to this Eternal Autumn?  Do I follow you?”


The amused smile returned to Bethany’s lips.  “Follow the rot,” she said, and with that she stepped into the shadows and disappeared.  The smell of decomposing matter returned and Patrick noticed some movement on the wall beside him.  A stain began to spread along the wallpaper, a scabrous rot that crept slowly towards a door on the other end of the balcony.  Patrick holstered the revolver and quietly followed the creeping rot, wondering if he would ever see his old friend Jeremiah again.
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