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        In my thirty-fifth year, I lost my faith in all the wisdom that I had learned, and in those who had taught me.

         

        My time stretched out before me like a corridor, long and close, dusty and shabby.

         

        And there were words written upon the walls of that corridor, but they were not my own. They were signs and slogans and advertisements, and I was humiliated to look upon them.

         

        And though I could turn to the left or to the right, into adjoining hallways—I knew well that it would be no different to walk those halls, and that they would lead me to the same end.

         

        So it was that I sat alone upon a train platform, and grieved for the days of my life, which I had tossed away like beads of colored glass.

         

        I looked upon the water, and upon the lights that danced on the water, and upon the lights of the city on the far shore, and upon the lights of the train that approached from the dusk. And my heart cried out like a hungry babe, yearning to encompass the loveliness that I saw, aching for a balm unto my melancholy.

         

        I wished for a life that could be filled with the feelings of beauty and joy.

         

        Then I was ashamed. My mind was wiser than my heart; I knew well enough not to chase after feelings. Mere feelings cannot heal the wounds of the spirit. But in my heart I was foolish, and like a child. When I felt bad, I wanted nothing more than to feel good.

         

        The thing I needed was an unnameable quality of existence, the quality evoked by lights in the gloam. Whatever feelings would come from a life marked by that quality, they would be worth the feeling.

         

        But I did not understand, and I knew not what to do, except to sit on the train platform and stare out.

         

        I thought upon the guides and counselors who had brought me to that point, and I spat.

         

        I thought upon my friends, whom I loved, who would surely be kind to me. But they could tell me nothing that I needed to hear.

         

        Then did I vow to seek wisdom from those who were older and greater than I—from those far-seeing intellects who had known the radiant heights and the terrible depths.

         

        In the marketplace, I purchased all that I would need: a robe of good white linen, and a sharp sword, and fine perfumes, and parchment, and ink, and materials for an offering.

         

        And I betook myself to the house of my father, for in that house were kept the lore-books of elder days. It stood far from the press of the city, and there I could do what I needed to do, without trouble or disturbance.

         

        From ragged, dusty paper I learned how to begin.

         

        In the basement of that house I prepared the rite. In the cool and the dark and the quiet, it was done. Upon the ground I chalked all the figures, and the words from the scriptures.

         

        Then I dressed myself in that linen robe, and anointed myself with those perfumes. In my hands I held the sword, and the talisman that I had inked upon the parchment; and I stood in the very center of the circle that I had drawn, behind words, behind words, behind words. And there did I utter the invocation that I had learned.

         

        When I finished, and the universe did not tremble, I uttered it again. Over and over I recited the spell, until my brain burned within my skull, until every word through my throat was salt in a wound. I did not stop, because I did not know what I would do if I stopped.

         

        I do not know how long I spoke. I know only that it was long enough.

         

        For it came to pass that the air in that basement grew thick and sulfurous, and the light in my eyes became strange. The fire in the brazier leapt and danced.

         

        A demon appeared before me, in the triangle of chalk that I had prepared for him.

         

        He was dressed in a black coat, with a broad black hat upon his head. His face lay hidden in darkness, but in his eyes there glowed the radiance of Hell. He carried an iron lantern, which cast strange shadows upon the walls.

         

        In that moment I put the authority of a magician into my voice, and I said, I have conjured you, demon, and bound you. Now you stand here, within my power. Now you answer to my will. Now you will do as I command.

         

        The demon smiled at me then. There was no anger in his face, nor fear, only a mocking pity; and in that moment I could not believe myself his master, and I knew dread.

         

        But his voice was gentle as he answered, saying:

         

        What would you have of me, O magus? Shall I fetch for you the treasures of the earth? Shall I gift you with the power of fire and storm? Shall I bring torment to your foes, or longing to your beloved?

         

        And I replied, No, none of those. I have not called you here for trinkets.

         

        From you I would have the understanding that you have won through all your aeons of learning and watching and damnation.

         

        From you I would learn the way of living well.

         

        He laughed at that. And his smile was broad as he answered, saying:

         

        Wisdom is born from scope of vision.

         

        The first lesson is that many things are impossible in a human life; for man is not infinitely plastic, and if he seeks to twist himself into a shape that he cannot hold, he will break.

         

        The second lesson is that many more things are possible in a human life than can be seen with mortal eyes; for it is the way of men to blind each other, and themselves.

         

        These lessons having been taught⁠—

         

        —what ignorance troubles the currents of your soul, O mortal man?
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        Then did I command the demon,

        Speak to me of magic.

        And the demon answered, saying:

      

      

      
        
        The magician’s art is unlike any natural or worldly thing.

         

        Children and dreamers yearn for magic, but they know not the nature of their yearning. Their imagination does not encompass the truth of their desire. What they name magic in their minds is not magic, and cannot satisfy the hunger of their souls.

         

        Judge not magic by its power, for there is power great and terrible in the arts of the un-enchanted world. Judge not magic by its mystery, for the un-enchanted world contains wonders that have never yet been apprehended by man.

         

        Magic is the lantern that shines upon your mind and your spirit, and casts their shadows into reality.

         

        Magic is the power of innocence, which can be wielded only by the pure of heart—and the power of corruption, which can be wielded only by the wicked—and every other power that takes its shape from the shape of thought.

         

        Magic is the god-monster that eats the sacrifices offered unto it, and gives its blessings in proportion to the horror of the sacrifice.

         

        Magic is the thing that cannot be cheated, and does not cheat.

         

        Magic is the thing that sees, and cares, in a blind uncaring universe.

         

        The scientist wields power because he knows the world; but the magician wields power because he knows himself.

         

        This is the yearning of the child, and of the dreamer—that there should be power found within the truth of their own souls, and that when they stand alone and ignorant in the teeth of the universe, their power will not abandon them.

         

        But all this you knew already, for it is by magic that you have conjured me here.
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        Then did I command the demon,

        Speak to me of desire.

        And the demon answered, saying:

      

      

      
        
        You have heard the master tell you that suffering is born of desire. And this is so. But I will tell you a greater truth: that desire is born of suffering.

         

        The child in the womb has all that he needs. He can conceive of nothing that he does not already have. He does not hurt, he does not yearn, and he is contented.

         

        When an infant is born, he enters into a world filled with treasures that he does not possess. Some, he craves instinctively—food, rest, cleanness, love. Some he learns to crave by imitating the people around him. Some he comes to crave only as he begins to exercise his imagination. He hears, or reads, stories of the unreal; unreal beauties are thrust upon him; and so he is taught to cast covetous eyes upon unreal dreams. Thus does he cease to be a beast, and grow into humanity.

         

        In wanting, and not having, he discovers what it is to feel pains of the heart.

         

        There is more joy in desire than in the fulfillment of desire. A thing, attained, can be only itself. But the imagining of a thing, the expectation of a thing, can be every pleasure and every fulfillment of the soul. If you want it, and it is beyond your grasp, then your imagined delight in it can be infinite. And that imagining need never end, until the desire is fulfilled, or you lose hope. If you wish to be happy, then take pains to see that you are never quite satisfied, and keep your vision always upon the next object of your greed.

         

        (In this way, you may discover that happiness is not truly what you crave.)

         

        All thought is born from desire. The mind is a devisor of stratagems to obtain what you want and do not have. Every action, and every contemplation, is an attempt to bridge the gap between longing and satisfaction. If you hope for contentment, it is a hope for a return to the womb. Which is to say, a hope for oblivion.
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