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   By the force of the fashion
 
   Of love, when I broke
 
   Through the shroud, through the cloud,
 
   Through the storm, through the smoke,
 
   To the mountain of passion
 
   Volcanic that woke –
 
   By the rage of the mage
 
   I invoke, I invoke!
 
    
 
   – Aleister Crowley, from Pan to Artemis (1910).
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Cthulhu Unbound
 
   As the waxing moon rose overhead, bathing the forest in silvery light, the boy strode purposefully along an overgrown trail through the dense woods. The autumn wind surged erratically, bitterly cold, rustling the remaining leaves that still clung with tenacity to the sheltering trees. Dressed in only a light windbreaker, he shivered as the wind picked up but gritted his teeth and pressed onward. Tonight was too important to be thwarted by the weather. It was all part of the ordeal.
 
   That afternoon he had gleefully rechecked the astrological alignments for the evening and verified that they were correct. Jupiter and Saturn were moving into conjunction in Scorpio, the sign of death and regeneration, trine Mercury, Uranus, and his natal Sun. The conjunction marked a moment when the magical powers of the universe rose to a zenith that he could command. At that instant, now only twenty or so minutes away, he would summon Cthulhu, mightiest of the ancient Elder Gods, to smite his foes and obtain vengeance. At least, that was what the book told him.
 
   The day he had found the book that he gently carried under his arm like a priceless family heirloom was still fresh in his mind. While browsing through an antiquarian bookstore downtown he happened upon the occult section in the back of the store. Shelved between crumbling astrological texts and ritual handbooks from almost a century ago, the book seemed to call to him. It was still in perfect shape, bound in dull but unspotted black leather, and a strange sparkling and unfamiliar sense of rightness filled his mind as he perused its many pages.
 
   He knew, somehow, that the book belonged with him.
 
   The title page identified the tome as the Necronomicon of Abdul Al-Hazred, translated by Olaus Wormius, first printed edition, 1876. The price was marked at two hundred dollars, surprisingly inexpensive for a first edition of the period in such good condition, but a lot of money for a teenager with an erratic work history. Still, he had two hundred and thirty in his checking account, supposedly saved up so that he could buy a car someday.
 
   A practiced smile crept across the face of the wizened proprietor as the boy set the volume down on the counter. “That's a beautiful edition, my boy, a real collector's item,” said the old man as he started to ring up the book. “It's older than Lovecraft, if you believe the date, though I'm not sure I do. There have been a lot of fakes, you know.”
 
   “I don't, actually,” replied the boy. He had never heard of a book called the Necronomicon, fake or not. “Do you think the date's wrong?”
 
   The proprietor shrugged. “Well, if Lovecraft invented the Necronomicon, it has to be, doesn't it? Have you ever read any of his work?”
 
   The boy shook his head.
 
   “You're missing out, then. His stories are all kind of similar, gibbering horrors from other dimensions driving people insane and so forth, but they make a good read. A lot of them are centered on this book called the Necronomicon, a magical text used to summon up these being called the Elder Gods who eat peoples' souls and such.”
 
   “So the book's a phony?” asked the boy, still uncertain of what he was being told.
 
   “I don't know,” replied the old man. “I’ve set the price as low as it is because it might be. Everything but the condition checks out, as far as I can tell. If it really is over a hundred years old it's been well cared for. Or, it might be a lot newer and just dated before Lovecraft's birth to enhance the hoax.”
 
   “It's pricey for a fake.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” agreed the proprietor with a knowing nod. “But according to the Library of Congress it doesn't exist. That means it might very well be a unique edition, made by a collector or hoaxer for some specific purpose. Anything unique can be valuable in this business. And, of course, there's the chance that it's the very edition that inspired Lovecraft. If so it could prove quite valuable to the right buyer, but I think the odds of that are low enough that it's not worth the expense of running a bunch of tests to verify its age.”
 
   The boy stared at the book, considering. He could still feel the pages calling to him. Nonetheless, the rational part of him knew that it would be foolish to spend most of his money on some prankster's pet project – if that's what it was.
 
   “Are you sure that you want to buy it?” asked the old man, noting the boy’s conflicted silence. “If so, I wouldn't want you to think that I was trying to pass on a fraud without warning you.”
 
   “I'll take it,” said the boy, finally quieting the disparaging voice in his head. “It just feels right.”
 
   “Very well. With tax, that's two hundred and fourteen even.”
 
   The boy wrote out a check and waited expectantly as the proprietor bagged the book.
 
   “Your receipt is in the bag,” said the proprietor. “Enjoy it. Oh, one thing. Maybe this is a little silly, but…”
 
   “What's that?” asked the boy, taking the bag.
 
   The proprietor's expression was strange. “I wouldn’t recommend sleeping in the same room with it. I did once right after I purchased it and had unsettling dreams. There's just something about it.”
 
   “Yes, there is.” The boy just wasn't sure what.
 
   He hid the book under his bed as soon as he got home despite the proprietor's advice. His strict Christian parents would certainly destroy his new prized possession if they found out about it and he couldn't allow that. It wasn't just the money he had spent; it was something else, a fondness for the book that had grown on his way home from the store. The feel of the leather cover, the smell of the antique paper, the experience of just being in the book's presence… all of it seemed intoxicating in a way that he had never experienced.
 
   That night he dreamed.
 
   The void of space stood open before him, a vastness that seemed to span the entire universe. In the center, a glowing glyph the size of a galaxy marked the spot beyond which lay a parallel world inhabited by creatures he could barely imagine. They had waited for millennia during which their longing for flesh and souls had grown. The glyph heaved against the malevolence of their desire to escape, to crush, to destroy.
 
   In his hand was the Necronomicon.
 
   He opened the book and began to read, words flowing from his lips like living things. They struck at the great glyph like serpents born of living fire until the glowing figure buckled and dissolved. In its place a tangible blackness formed, darker than space and infinitely more alive. From the blackness they slowly emerged, misshapen things the size of mountains trudging through the gate that now stood open. Despite their unnatural and horrific forms he felt no fear as they approached. He was a true sorcerer and knew these abominations would obey. As the creatures stopped before him and knelt in subservience he felt a rush of exhilaration.
 
   In his dreams the Elder Gods were free.
 
   He spent the next several months studying the Necronomicon and making detailed notes, driven by the images in his dreams. The book outlined a series of rituals that were intended to summon powerful beings called the Elder Gods, beings that had been defeated and locked away by the chief Sumerian god Marduk in the time before human civilization. The rituals in the book acted like a key, opening a hole in the universe leading to the space in which the Elder Gods were imprisoned, and could only be performed when Jupiter and Saturn were conjunct which happened every twenty years or so. One had occurred four years before he was born and another was due in the fall, so  he found the timing perfect. He had enough time to learn the ritual and find a place where he could perform it undisturbed.
 
   Working from the book, he carefully prepared a ritual script that incorporated all the elements outlined in the summoning of Cthulhu, who as far as he could tell was the biggest bad-ass in the entire pantheon. Cthulhu needed to be summoned from water, so he needed a location with a lake or a pond. The isolated park half a mile from his house was perfect – a thick wooded area surrounding a small pond at the center. Technically it was closed after dark, and the ritual had to be performed at night, but kids from his school occasionally snuck in and he had never heard of any of them getting caught.
 
   The night he finished the script he dreamed of Cthulhu.
 
   He was flying across a dark ocean at what felt like a million miles an hour. Before him loomed a great mass that he first took to be a volcanic island rising out of the sea dotted with two glowing pools of magma. As he got closer, though, he could see that it was in fact a living thing of immense proportions. A pair of bat-like wings rose up behind the titanic figure, obscuring the horizon. Great glowing eyes the size of houses looked down upon him as he came to a stop before the creature's towering form. The Elder God stretched forth its hand, and the boy saw cities destroyed before him and heard the screaming of millions as they scurried through the remains of buildings like rabbits only to be struck down by lightning and flame. Somehow he knew these were all his enemies, and it filled him with joy to revel in their suffering. He awoke struck with horror, but reflecting on the dream later he wondered if the exhilaration he had experienced might be how unleashing such comprehensive devastation could feel.
 
   Browsing the Internet the next day, he found a magical banishing and invoking ritual that called upon Lovecraft’s Elder Gods rather than the classic archangels and integrated it into his script. A lot of ritual magicians on the Internet seemed to be into Lovecraft's mythology, and while most of them seemed to be kids who were into anything they considered spooky or scary a few of them seemed to know what they were talking about. Even most of those sounded pretty sure that Lovecraft invented the Necronomicon and didn't appear to care. Nobody mentioned the 1876 edition of the book – apparently, none of the self-appointed experts on the Internet had ever heard of it. In his idle moments he wondered what they would say if they had the opportunity to peruse the text, to feel the wild and alien energy that flowed from its pages. Truly, he was privileged.
 
   As he approached the edge of the trees that lined the pond he checked the contents of the heavy satchel he carried over his shoulder. He had the script, a freshly-sharpened ritual dagger, talismans engraved with the signs and sigils attributed to Cthulhu, and a cardboard box containing a live feeder mouse that he had bought at a local pet store. According to the text, summoning an Elder God required a blood sacrifice. The blood was to be poured into the water after the conjuration, where it would give the God sustenance and allow it to assume a physical form. Elder Gods, as eaters of souls, were said to require a taste of death in order to step through the veil that separated them from the material world.
 
   He remembered when he had first read that passage and how it had repulsed him. Throughout his life he had rarely resorted to violence even in self-defense, despite repeated beatings at the hands of his schoolmates. He had always been one of the smallest boys in his class so the likelihood of him winning a fight was quite low, and even aside from such practical considerations he simply found fighting distasteful. The same was true of sacrificing a helpless animal, even though he knew people with pet snakes killed them all the time and exterminators poisoned them without a second thought.
 
   It was not until the beginning of August that he finally swallowed his distaste and began his preparations in earnest. He would go through with the ritual and all it entailed. The thought of two more years of his schoolmates was enough to prompt him to summon up a tentacled horror from the ninth layer of hell, or wherever Cthulhu was imprisoned, and it was enough to prompt him to kill a stupid mouse. After reaching that realization, he felt foolish for not taking action sooner. He had always felt somehow superior for avoiding violence, but he now saw that belief as nothing more than a soothing rationalization.
 
   Cthulhu, whispering every night in his dreams, helped him see.
 
   He found himself understanding so many things as the weeks of August flew by. He now knew that he had lied to himself for years. He was simply weak. He had never truly avoided violence on principle, he was just afraid of where it might lead, and because of his fear he had actually his schoolmates to heap injustice after injustice upon him. Now he saw that it was time to rise above his fear, to make the situation right. He could certainly kill one little mouse to make that happen, to make them suffer. After that Cthulhu would destroy their souls completely. For those poor fools there would be no hope for an afterlife, or reincarnation, or whatever happened after death, only dark, silent, motionless oblivion.
 
   He saw the lake stretch out before him in the moonlight as he emerged from the woods, a great silvery mirror from which he would call the instrument of his wrath. He set up the talismans and the script carefully, taking time to savor the entire scene. The moment was close now, the planets moving into perfect alignment. With a dramatic flourish he drew the dagger from the folds of his jacket, raised it to the heavens, and began the ritual of summoning.
 
   As the power of the rite fell over the lake like a black shroud, he opened the Necronomicon and began reading the evocation of Cthulhu. He intoned the conjuration in the tongue of the Elder Gods, his voice rising in a howling and odd-sounding cacophony. As the unnatural sounds echoed ominously through the woods, the winds began to wane, and then stopped completely. The trees gathered around the pond seemed to hold their collective breath, waiting expectantly for the climax of the spell.
 
   “Cthulhu!” The boy's voice rose shrill above the silence of the forest. “I summon you! By the power of blood, of life, come forth and enter this world!” Opening the cardboard box, he grabbed the startled mouse and, as it twitched and struggled in his hand, cut off its head with a single stroke of the razor-sharp dagger. The rodent went limp as he inverted the tiny body, fresh blood draining into the shimmering waters.
 
   He waited for what felt like a long time, but nothing happened. No, he thought to himself. It can't have failed! He desperately hurled the remains of the mouse into the pond and waited for what felt like an even longer interval. What had he done wrong? The book couldn’t be a fake, not after he had put in so much time and work! His heart began to race, and at that moment something shifted and the atmosphere around him became thicker and charged with ethereal energy. His breathing slowed as though he were inhaling a substance heavier than air.
 
   His eyes widened as a column of darkness and shadow that the moonlight could not pierce burst from the very center of the pond and raced toward him as he stood transfixed. The column stopped as it reached the shore, pulsing with the same alien power that radiated from the pages of the Necronomicon. Feeling the energy surround him, his mind drifted and then his eyes suddenly snapped back into focus and he realized that the column was gone. In its place stood something the likes of which he had never seen outside of his dreams.
 
   A familiar humanoid form rose before him, with bat-like wings protruding from its back and a tentacled face resembling an octopus mounted atop its neck. Its skin was scaly like a fish and looked to be dark green, though in the moonlight it was hard to tell. It emitted an odor of the sea and of cold emptiness, and its presence filled the air with the chill of the dark void of outer space into which, according to Lovecraft’s stories and the text of the Necronomicon, the Elder Gods had been cast eons ago.
 
   And it was only two feet tall.
 
   “Hey kid,” it said in a squeaky voice. “Nice ritual.”
 
   The boy only stared.
 
   “What, you've never seen an Elder God before? Oh, I suppose not. Aren't you scared?”
 
   The dwarfish figure was singularly unimpressive. “Well, no,” said the boy finally. “Are you Cthulhu?”
 
   The creature nodded and bowed politely.
 
   “Aren't you supposed to be, well... bigger?”
 
   The voice suddenly lost a lot of its squeak and acquired a more ominous tone than what one might expect from an octopoid midget. “We Elder Gods travel the cosmos in any form we choose. This manifestation is small merely as a convenience to... oh hell, you aren't buying it, are you?” The squeak was back.
 
   “No,” said the boy flatly. “You're supposed to be a hundred feet tall. What happened? Did I need a bigger animal or something?”
 
   The creature sighed. “See, H.P. Lovecraft was the last person to use that Necronomicon of yours. At least, I assume you have it since you were able to cast the spell.”
 
   The boy nodded, holding up the book.
 
   “Well, Howie summoned me up...”
 
   “Howie?”
 
   “Yeah, Howard Philip Lovecraft. I used to call him Howie because it really bothered him. He summoned me up just to see what would happen and I came. He was shocked that it worked. But he was really mean to me, you know, trying to get away from me at every opportunity and publishing some of the stories I told him without giving me any credit. So finally I got upset and told him that if he was going to write about me he needed to use my name and make me and my friends big and powerful. Otherwise I wouldn't have let him get a decent night's sleep for years. I can sing really badly and I don't need sleep.”
 
   The boy's eyes widened with disbelief. “So you're not one of the ancient gods sent away by Marduk in order to save the universe?”
 
   “Oh, Marduk sent me and my buddies away, but mostly because we kept playing, oh, I suppose you might call them pranks on him and the other gods.”
 
   “Pranks!?” The boy was incredulous. “But... he sent you away to save the universe! You were going to destroy humanity!”
 
   The creature shrugged. “More hyperbole. Howie was good at it.”
 
   “And my dreams?”
 
   “Motivation. The book sends out images that appeal to you so you'll be driven to use it. It's all part of the spell. So listen, do you happen to have another one of those mice?”
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “Well, I want my friends out too. You've read about them, haven't you? Yog-Sothoth...”
 
   “The eater of souls?”
 
   “Well, he mostly just nibbles. And Hastur the unmentionable, Nyarlhotep the dusky goat of this little patch of forest...”
 
   “If you want them out you will obey me!” exclaimed the boy, brandishing the dagger. This had to be a trick. The Necronomicon made it clear that the Elder Gods would try to deceive him about their powers and abilities.
 
   The creature stepped back, startled. “Okay, okay, calm down, kid. What do you want?”
 
   The boy's eyes lit up. “I want you to destroy my enemies and devour their souls!”
 
   “Umm... that sounds hard.”
 
   The boy's voice was insistent. “I command you to do it, by the controlling names of...”
 
   “Slow down, kid,” interrupted the creature. "How do you expect me to do all that?"
 
   “Using your godlike supernatural powers, of course!”
 
   “Which are?” asked the creature.
 
   The boy let out an exasperated sigh. “You don't have any special powers, do you?”
 
   “Well, I already told you that I don't need to sleep. Let's see... oh, I can breathe underwater. But really, what you see is what you get.”
 
   The boy's expression darkened. “Then you'll tell me how to send you back! By the names of...”
 
   “Um, kid?” interrupted the creature again. “You can't. Didn't you read any of the stories? Once you unleash the power of the Necronomicon, that's it. We're stuck with each other, at least until you die. Then I go back.”
 
   “So this whole thing was completely useless?” demanded the boy angrily.
 
   “Not for me. Why do you think we got that kook Al-Hazred to write the book in the first place? It's not so bad – I don’t eat and I fit into really small spaces.”
 
   “But you can't do anything useful, like destroy my enemies?”
 
   The creature shook its head.
 
   “And I'm stuck with you for the rest of my life?”
 
   The creature nodded. “But like I said...”
 
   The boy threw down the book and dagger in disgust. “Magic is bullshit.” He then turned and strode back down the trail as the tiny Elder God scooped up the Necronomicon and struggled to keep up on its stubby legs.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   ARCANA
 
    
 
    An Urban Fantasy Novel By Scott Michael Stenwick Is Now Available.
 
   A Free Preview of the Introductory Chapter Follows...
 
    
 
   0. Prelude: Ain – Nothing
 
   A chilling wind shook the forest, rattling the dry leaves that still clung to the swaying limbs of dormant oaks, as the dark procession traversed a lonely trail in the dead of night. The thirteen figures clad in full black robes took no notice of the cold, intent as they were upon their task. Some carried the ancient implements of magick described by medieval Inquisitors and occultists alike - the ritual dagger for tracing infernal shapes or letting blood, the cup for purification, the censor for consecration, the scourge for punishing disobedient spirits. Others simply trudged empty-handed, working their way through the brush where the trail was overgrown and warding off the encroaching branches that seemed to part effortlessly for the first figure in the line, only to snap sharply back into position as the second approached.
 
   As the trees began to thin, the leader of the procession pointed across the clearing to a low hill. “There,” he said in a voice as gentle as it was commanding. “I have already prepared the place.” The others nodded, continuing their hike out of the wooded area and up the sloping bank to the hill’s summit which basked in the light of the full moon overhead. A perfect ring of stones lined the top of the hill, and in the exact center of the enclosed area sat a large flat-topped granite boulder. The procession silently formed into a rough circle around the central stone and began the work of positioning eleven black candles around the perimeter.
 
   The leader pointed to one of the candles. “Slide that one two inches to the left… yes, like that.” His face was a combination of features that perhaps could be described as average taken to an extreme, with medium-length brown hair and medium blue eyes, almost too ordinary to be credible, but as the candle was moved to its proper position the malevolent grin that flickered momentarily across his face offered a glimpse behind the forgettable mask. His voice remained soft and unshakable. “Now we are ready.”
 
    The woman bearing the cup stepped forth from the circle. She filled the silver chalice with brackish water poured from a small vial, and then walked to each of the four cardinal directions in turn, beginning in the east and moving counterclockwise. At each quarter, she traced a circle with the chalice and spoke the words of purification. “By the salt of earth and the water of the great sea, I purify this place of working.” Upon completing her walk of the perimeter, she stepped up to the boulder, which served as a natural altar, and held the cup aloft tracing an inverted pentagram in the air. “In the name of Typhon, lord of the seas and the deep earth, I purify by water.” She then poured the contents of the cup upon the altar and stepped back into the circle.
 
   As she returned to her place, the man carrying the large brass censor stepped forward. He poured incense upon the burning charcoal, and as the smoke billowed forth he likewise walked to each quarter beginning in the east, but proceeding clockwise and tracing a cross in the air with the censor as he spoke the lines of consecration. “By the air and fire that make sweet the world, I consecrate this place of working. “ As the woman had done, he completed his walk of the perimeter and then, before the altar, held the censor aloft and used it to trace an inverted pentagram in the air. “In the name of Set, lord of the sun and the boundless sky, I consecrate by fire.” He then placed the censor in the center of the altar and returned to his place as the smoke rose invitingly to the heavens.
 
   As the rest of the figures stood silently, the leader closed his eyes and drew a deep breath slowly and evenly, inhaling energy almost tangible from the earth and sky. His features faded into placid concentration, absolute serenity become one with the convergence of cosmic forces. Then, abruptly, he extended his right hand toward the central altar stone with his fingers spread wide, and spoke a discordant incantation. “Yolcam ialprg!” Obediently, the candles set around the circle flashed and flared to life, causing several members of the circle to react with visible starts. “Now the chant,” he ordered, his voice forceful but still low and quiet, as his followers stood silent and transfixed by the sudden conjuration of fire.
 
   Finally, their voices rose slowly in unison, the chant resonant and somber.
 
    
 
   We celebrate the powers of night,
 
   That which vanquishes the light,
 
   This night, Dark One, hear our call
 
   And stand before us all.
 
    
 
   As they repeated the chant it became louder and more insistent, the sound merging into a backdrop over which the leader raised his arms skyward and spoke, his voice now penetrating and resonant. “Coronzon, lord of chaos, lord of entropy, lord of dispersion, mighty dragon of death, telocvovim, I, Balzador, summon thee from the infernal abyss! Come forth and stand before us, your adoring servants! Coronzon, zacare ca od zamran, odo cicle qaa, zorge lap zirdo noco Vovin, hoath drilp!” The smoke from the censor curled up into a vortex of whirling fumes upon the altar, bringing with it a cacophony of chaotic sound and muffled light that somehow completely failed to fill the circle with anything but silent darkness. “Now the sacrifice,” he said softly, “to bring the Dark One into full manifestation.”
 
   “What sacrifice?” asked the woman who had performed the purification, caught off guard. She spoke in a near-whisper, not wanting to disturb the aura of fearsome power that now filled the circle. “You said nothing of…”
 
   The malevolent grin returned. “That would be you,” he replied succinctly, extending his right hand as he had done when lighting the candles. “Yolcam teloch!”
 
   Like marionettes cut loose from their strings, the woman and her eleven compatriots slumped to the ground, leaving Balzador standing alone amidst his broken human toys. He watched expectantly as his magical sight revealed shimmering luminance radiating momentarily from the twelve bodies before being swept up into the vortex above the altar, which rapidly grew in intensity until it towered at least thirty feet into the air like a whirling tornado formed from the stuff of shadows. In its center, space itself rippled like wind–blown fabric and then tore in two. From this hole between worlds stepped a being wreathed in blackness that the moonlight was unable to penetrate, a figure vaguely humanoid but shifting constantly in the grip of continuous change, decay, and recombination of myriad forms. Around it, the smell of the air turned from that of the sweet and cloying incense to the suffocating stench of decomposition. “So it is you,” growled a voice hastily constructed from the chaotic noise itself. “I expected a pretender.”
 
   “It is, my lord,” replied Balzador, throwing back his hood. His face twisted and changed, its new shape remaining vaguely humanoid but marked by the horns and pointed features of a legendary devil. 
 
   “Do you summon me now to beg for death?” demanded Coronzon, the Dark Lord. A low chuckle rippled across the circle as the smoke within curled into nightmare shapes poised to strike.
 
   “No!” Balzador countered quickly, holding the aerial phantoms at bay with a tight gesture of his hand and a forced incantation. “Adrpan lonshi telochvovim.” The shapes slowly weakened and began to dissolve, unable to approach their intended prey.
 
   “Then what?” pressed the Dark Lord impatiently.
 
   Balzador took a deep breath. “I have summoned you to ask for my freedom.”
 
   The clouds shrouding the altar darkened with rage. “Never!” The cacophony struck the protection spell like a hammer hurled in anger. “You dared to challenge my throne. You will never again be allowed to threaten it!”      
 
   “Perhaps. But I have a deal that I believe will interest you.”
 
   Coronzon’s voice was a contemptuous sneer. “You can offer me nothing. Your impertinence exceeds all bounds!” The phantoms swirled more forcefully, gaining strength, their hatred hanging in the air like leaden fumes.
 
   Balzador’s brow furrowed as his concentration intensified. His protection spell was still working, but he knew that it would only hold for so long. He spoke quickly. “I can offer you a weapon that will ensure victory over the Archons in this universe, and perhaps countless others. Do you expect me to believe that such a thing doesn’t interest you?”
 
   The air stood immediately silent, the shadows considering. After what seemed like a timeless interval for the protection spell to endure, the Dark Lord finally spoke. “No,” said the voice slowly. “I know your trickery all too well. You lack the power. You are an exile. You are separated from my infernal light and the Archons will not have one of your kind. There is no other force great enough in this universe or another to aid or oppose me.”
 
   “You are incorrect,” countered Balzador swiftly, his spell beginning to fail. “My research has discovered such a force – a power not yet slaved to the will of the Archons or your own. The humans call it magick. It is a kind of energy unlike anything found in the Abyss, for it is a neutral force formed from the interaction of order and entropy on the spiritual plane. I believe that it can be harnessed and controlled, much as you harnessed the power of dispersion eons ago in your conquest of the Abyss. If I can do this, I will become a being of great enough strength to aid you in your struggle. But I cannot do so while I am bound as an exile on this planet. That is why I have called you here.”
 
   “You are a fool if the humans have convinced you of such nonsense, and you must think me a fool to expect me to believe. Have you called me here merely to explain this fruitless plan that can bear no possible outcome? You waste my time.”
 
   “No,” repeated Balzador, more emphatically. “I have called you here to offer you an alliance in exchange for my freedom.” The protection spell collapsed as he spoke, but as he prepared to cast another, the swirling air held its ground, the phantoms now awaiting the orders of their dark master.
 
   “Explain,” commanded Coronzon.
 
   “I’ve been trying to do just that, if you would listen. As the humans say, I want to make a deal. The deal is this: should I manage to collect and focus the energy called magick, I will pledge its power to your side against the Archons in exchange for the freedom that I have long sought. Together we will be strong enough to achieve a decisive victory and drive them first from this world, and then from this universe entirely. With the balance of power thus shifted in our favor, we will prevail. Otherwise, I suspect that your forces will remain immobilized by what I assume to be a continuing stalemate.”
 
   The air settled as the phantoms receded, and stillness fell over the hill. “It is so,” admitted Coronzon. “As was true in your time, the Archons remain evenly matched with my own minions in countless battles across the multiverse. An ally of significant power could help to turn them back. But you betrayed my trust once. I will not simply free you on the basis of your word that this power exists.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not asking you to do so. Naturally, this deal is contingent upon my success. You have nothing to lose. And are you so filled with disbelief that you would risk my offering the same deal to the Archons?”
 
   The sound rose, the air twisted, the phantoms returned, poised for battle. “You would join forces with our sworn enemies?” demanded Coronzon furiously.
 
   “Only if you won’t help me. I’ve been a prisoner on this world for centuries, jumping from body to body as these pathetic creatures age and die. I’m ready to go home, and what better way than to return as a conqueror? I will seek the Archons, if that is what I must do, but I am making the offer to you first.”
 
   Again, the convulsing air fell away. “Then I will accept.” From the human-shaped fog of darkness, a black, clawed hand rose. “By my Throne I swear to you, that should you master the power of magick and pledge unto me your eternal support in the war against the Archons, I will grant you your freedom. Is that enough? I have already remained here too long to go unnoticed.”
 
   “It is,” replied Balzador. “Now go in peace. We will meet again soon. Adrpan comselah madriax. ” He raised his left hand in a gesture of dismissal, and as he did so the figure of Coronzon faded. The spinning vortex of smoke and sacrificed souls slowly wound down into wisps of cloud that hung over the top of the hill and dispersed in the soft night breeze.
 
   As the Dark Lord departed, Balzador’s features resumed their previous nondescript form. He removed his robe and tossed it into the circle of corpses, revealing a button-down heavy flannel shirt and jeans, and then turned and strode down the hill with effortless grace. He now faced the daunting task of collecting and focusing the magical energy of an entire world in exchange for the freedom that had eluded him for millennia.
 
   But he knew exactly where to begin.
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