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A blast of searing flame poured out through the portal.


CHAPTER 1

Simeon Gerard leaned forward in the great leather chair. His white, withered face showed no trace of expression as he said, “I am to die in a month, then?”

Doctor Stone hesitated. He felt ill at ease in this great, high-ceilinged room, dimly lit by the red glow of a dying fire. The pungent smoke that curled up from swinging censers tickled his throat. And this strange, shrunken man before him only added to the physician’s discomfort. Though Stone had attended Gerard for years, he had always felt a vague, indefinable dislike for the old eccentric. He could not have told exactly why.

Simeon Gerard held up a claw of a hand and looked at the fire through its translucent parchment. “A month, you say?” he repeated.

“Roughly, I should say so,” Doctor Stone said, more loudly than he had intended. His round, well-shaved face glistened in the reddish glow. “You may live much longer—you may die tonight. Frankly, Gerard, I warned you this was coming.”

For a moment the old man’s pale blue eyes turned to the doctor. A mocking, smile seemed to dance in their depths. “You should have attended Des Esseentes,” he said.

Stone missed the allusion to Huysman’s character. He went on stolidly, “This hobby of yours—from a moral standpoint, I have nothing to say. It’s none of my business. But it has undermined your health. If you wanted to play with occultism—”

“What?” Gerard’s tufted eyebrows lifted.

“Well—devil-worship, then! Praying to Satan and holding Black Masses, or whatever it is—that was your affair. But I know quite well that you’ve been taking some poisonous drug or other, against my orders, and doing God knows what else.”

“I have made—experiments,” Gerard admitted.

The physician shrugged. “There’s nothing more to be said. I advise you to get your affairs in order. I’ll come whenever you need me. Perhaps I had better leave these—” He laid a small bottle upon a nearby table, and hesitated slightly before resuming. “There will be pain, I’m afraid. Great pain.”

Gerard stood up. A spasm crossed his wrinkled face, but he repressed it immediately. Standing straight and still by the fire, he murmured, “I shall not need you again, Stone. Take your opiate with you. I shall not require it, or you. Send your bill to me, or to my heir. Good evening.”

He made no offer to shake hands, and, after an awkward pause, Doctor Stone went to the door and let himself out of the house.

* * * *

Gerard remained unmoving, thinking. His thin lips twisted into an ironic grimace. Stone—how little the stupid fool guessed of his patient’s “experiments.” No doubt the doctor considered him an eccentric, senile idiot, mumbling the Lord’s Prayer backward to an inverted crucifix. There were older deities than Lucifer. . . .

There was Ahriman.

Years before, some quirk in Gerard’s neurotic mind had started him on the little-trodden pathway. At first, blindly studying and experimenting with the familiar superficialities of occultism, he had searched for a thrill, something to spur his jaded senses. Then, later, he had visited the Orient, had visited certain forbidden sects and temples, and had learned much. A renegade priest of Ormuzd helped him secure a number of secret and very old manuscripts hidden in Teheran, and had introduced him into a cult which the authorities did not know existed. For the first time Gerard learned of the Dark Wisdom, and realized that his haphazard delvings had been superficial indeed.

He had come back to America changed. At first he plunged into a riotous life of sensuality, but that did not last long. The next phase was a period of intensive study, of long letters exchanged with men whose addresses were always mysterious post-office boxes, and of innumerable additions to his already large library. Stone built a home in the country, employing dark, foreign-looking workmen, and retired there with a few Oriental servants. He still lived here, though a small city had grown up around him during the course of years.

So Doctor Stone suspected some poisonous drug! If that smug worthy actually had any idea of the nature of his patient’s “experiments,” he would undoubtedly have summoned the police and a priest as well, Gerard thought. For fifty years Simeon Gerard had gratified his every wish—and some of them had been monstrous indeed. A bargain of that nature is not paid for lightly. Yet—and Gerard smiled a little—the demands had not been hard to fulfil. As a millionaire, silent partner in a dozen flourishing businesses, he had acquired money; and through his own efforts he had made various desirable underworld connections—desirable, because it was necessary at times to procure quite illegal commodities . . . but Gerard was careful, and only one man besides himself knew of a strangely-shaped altar in a subterranean room under the house—an altar stained blackly with dried blood.
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