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	Kael, the apprentice, turned the robe in his hands, studying the faint lines worked into the fabric. They caught the light in a way that didn’t seem natural, as if something just beneath the surface was shifting.
	“It doesn’t feel dangerous,” he said.
	From the doorway, the old wizard watched him in silence for a moment before answering, “That’s because it isn’t doing anything yet.”
	The apprentice glanced back at him, then down again at the robe. “It’s just a robe.”
	“No,” the wizard, Edrin, said, his voice steady- tired more than sharp. “It’s what the robe carries.”
	The apprentice lifted it slightly, testing the weight, as if that alone might tell him something. “I can handle it.”
	The wizard shifted against his staff, leaning into it as though the effort of standing had long since become familiar. “You don’t even know what ‘it’ is.”
	The room felt quieter after that, the air thick in a way the apprentice could not name.
	“There is a price to be paid,” the wizard said at last.
	Edrin did not step forward. He remained where he was, one hand resting on the staff, his eyes still fixed on the robe in Kael’s hands.
	“You’re not the first to stand where you are,” he said. “And you won’t be the last.”
	His voice carried easily through the room, not raised, but certain. There was no urgency in it, only weight.

“Every one of them thought the same thing. That power is something you take hold of. Something you shape. Something you control.”
	He paused, just long enough for the words to settle. “It isn’t.”
	Edrin shifted slightly, the wood of the staff pressing against the floor with a quiet, familiar sound.
	“What you’re holding is not a tool. It is not an object. It is a condition; one that exists whether you understand it or not. The moment you reach for it, you become part of it.”
	His gaze did not leave Kael.
	“This is where most fail. Not because they lack strength, but because they misunderstand what they are dealing with. They think in terms of ability. They should be thinking in terms of consequence.”
	Another pause.
	“What I’m here to teach you is not about what power can do.” he said, “It is about what it does when you push it too far.”
	Edrin’s gaze shifted, not away from Kael, but past him, as though the room itself were not the thing being considered.
	“You think power comes from the hand that holds it,” he said. “It doesn’t.”
	He lifted the staff slightly, then let it settle again, the sound soft against the floor.
	“It comes from what holds everything else in place.”
	He let that sit for a moment.
	“The world does not stand on its own. It is not stable by default. What you call power is drawn from the same force that keeps it from coming apart.”
	His eyes returned to the robe.
	“Some draw from it directly. Some reach it through other means, through the land, through living systems, through those who have learned to shape it more safely than you can. It does not matter how you approach it. The source remains the same.”
	A faint tightening crossed his expression, subtle, but there.
	“And it is not without cost.”

	He straightened slightly, just enough to suggest the weight of what followed.
	“If you are going to reach for it, then you need to understand what it is you are taking hold of. Not what it looks like. Not what it is said to do. But what it is.”
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Power is drawn.
When a spell is cast, energy is pulled from a single underlying source; the same force that holds the world in place. It is not visible, but it is always present. Every spell, no matter how small, depends on interacting with this source.
	A wizard casting a fireball is not creating fire. He is pulling energy from that source, shaping it into heat and force, and releasing it before it turns on him.
	That process has structure:
	* words initiate the draw and define the pattern
	* gestures control how the energy moves
	* focus holds the pattern together long enough to complete it
	If any part fails, the result fails, many times to the determent of the caster.
	This system works the same way every time. What changes is the person attempting it. The difference is a question of using the right elements and gestures and as importantly the physical makeup of the caster themselves.  Some are more naturally evolved to the process than others. It’s important because the body itself carries the load. The mind maintains the structure. The outcome depends on whether both hold long enough to finish what has been started.
This is not a natural process. It takes someone capable of wielding and maintaining the power.  There are those not born to wielding the power who can still use it, butit will flow with less ease, come slower, and cast with less force and possibly kill the user by means of explosion, stroke or heart attack.
Even elements such as the correct words and gestures written in the form of a scroll can only be safely cast by someone trained in it’s use and even then they must have the skill equal to the level of the spell or risk death.  Regular people might be able to cast simple spells by means of a scroll, but failure of anything to complex is assured.
	It was not really designed for human use… but as always, man has always dabbled in what he should not.
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Before there were wizards, there were only those who worked within the limits of the world.
	They are called **naturists**—witches and druids who draw from living systems. They do not create power. They borrow from what already exists: the land, the weather, the cycles that sustain life. Their strength lies in balance. Their weakness is that they cannot exceed it.
	They learned to combine elements into powerful mixtures—concoctions and potions that could heal, restore, or alter the body. They made powders that could create smoke or fire in an instant, preserve foods, and fight sickness. They lived in alignment with the world around them, forming bonds with animals and maintaining the balance they depended on.
	Most were content with that role.. But not all.
	There were a few who saw those limits not as a boundary, but as a restriction. one  chose to break that restriction. His name was Arilious.

	He was not a weak man or druid. He was not untrained. He was skilled enough to understand the limits of what he could do, and that understanding is what drove him past them. The world could be influenced, guided, even bent in places. But it would not yield more than it could recover, and he wanted more than the world would allow.
	Arilious knew of the mysteries of the forest and of the races that generally kept to themselves, from dragons on down to the lowliest sprite, and he knew they knew things that men did not. He sought them out as only a druid could.
Accounts differ on what it was called; faun, satyr, trickster, but everyone agreed on its nature. It was not human, not bound to the same rules, and it knew things it had no reason to share. Arilious encountered it not in ritual, but by chance, or what passed for chance in those places where the world thins.  He caught in in a moment of drunken weakness as it sported with several young women at sunset.  He knew of it’s love for women and of it’d love of games and chance.   It took him awhile, but he made acquaintance with the creature and more wine flowed.
	They played a game. As time went on the creature grew more fond of his games with the druid and the bets became more daring: cards, tokens, some form of chance and reading. The kind of game that seems harmless until it isn’t. The creature did not intend to lose. That much is clear… but in the end it did.
	All things are bound by their nature and while it might try to cheat at the game itself, a wager had to be paid. What it gave Arilious was not power. It gave him a method; a way to call something that should not be called.
“There will be a cost” the creature told him and for what he wanted, Arilious was determined to pay it if it meant achieving his goal.
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He gathered what was needed and journeyed to a place of power and after days of meditation and focus he called forth, fires blazing, protections taken… he summoned a demon.  The demon’s name has been lost to legend, but they struck a bargain.
Arilious asked for a way beyond the limits of the world, a way to gain more power.
	It described the cost. It was not symbolic, nor ceremonial, but it was extreme because the demon would take no less. A life, given in exchange for attention. Arilious provided it... his own child.

There is no way to soften that. It was not done in ignorance. He understood what was required and did it anyway. That act is the foundation of everything that followed.
	The entity did not give him power directly. It gave him a path… access to a higher world if he dared take it.
	Arilious had given to far and sacrificed too much to stop.  He was given one time passage between world. He didn’t know where it lead, but the demon had made a pact and in this it’s word could be trusted. He looked into the open glowing path… and stepped into it.
	What he didn’t know was his sacrifice was not dead… She was taken with the demon back to it’s realm.   That of course is a story for another time.
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	He did not arrive unnoticed. A god found him.
	The gods were not so different from men in that regard. They had their roles; keeping the world in motion, maintaining what had been set in place, but they were also given to the same failings: vanity, jealousy, sudden rage, and moments of petty interest that could last far longer than they should.
	A human did not belong in that place. Arilious was not destroyed. He was taken, studied, and kept… a pet.
	He became something between a curiosity and a possession, someone to be spoken with, questioned, and displayed. He was made to serve, to entertain, to stand among beings who had no reason to consider him an equal.
	It was said he became more than that at times. A companion. A diversion. He was something to be passed between them during their long gatherings, when the gods amused themselves for days, sometimes weeks, without interruption.
	Arilious endured it, and he watched, because he was a man possessed with great drive, and determination.  He held out where other men would have gone mad.
	He saw what they could do, and more importantly, how they did it. Not all of it; no human mind could hold that, but enough to recognize patterns, to understand that what they wielded was not random, and not without structure.
	He remained there for years, long enough to learn what mattered, and being the man he was, he did what he had always done.
	He waited.
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	It was not hidden.
	That was the first thing Arilious understood.
	There were no guards set upon it, no barriers placed to keep others out. It did not need them. Nothing there was meant for him, and nothing there could be understood by him in any complete sense. That was protection enough.
	The gods did not consult it often; not in the way a man would consult a book. They did not search it for answers. They already knew what it contained. They had been there at world creation after all. When they did go there, it was with purpose, and they did not linger.
	Arilious learned not to look at it directly at first. He passed through it when he was brought there, eyes lowered, attention elsewhere. He gave them no reason to think it held any meaning for him. That was the only way he was allowed near it at all.
	Still he noticed.
	Shelves that did not seem to end. Volumes that did not age. Pages that were not written in ink, but in something that held its shape as if it had never been anything else. It was not a collection of stories or histories. It was not memory… it was structure.
	The books did not contain descriptions of the world, but the instructions by which it held together.
	He could not read it the way a man reads a book. The symbols did not translate cleanly, and much of it resisted understanding entirely. But patterns do not need to be fully understood to be recognized… and Arilious was patient.
	He did not reach for it; Not at first. He’d become such a fixture in the home of the Gods that he often went by unnoticed unless he drew attention to himself.
	He watched how the gods approached it, what they touched, what they ignored. He observed which volumes were taken down, and which were never disturbed. Which sections were returned to again and again, and which were left alone.
	He began to see that not all of it mattered equally. There were parts that described things too large for him to grasp; forces that shaped continents, cycles that defined entire ages. He left those alone. Even he understood that some things could not be taken without consequence.
	There were; however, smaller sections, narrower ones. Instructions that did not define the world, but described how to interact with it.
	Those, he studied with great determination.
	Slowly, Indirectly, not a glance held a moment too long. A pattern traced in memory rather than touch. He learned to carry pieces of it with him without ever appearing to take anything at all.
	It took years. Years of watching. Years of remembering. Years of learning what not to look at, so that what he did look at would not be noticed.
	In time, he found what he had been searching for, though he would not have been able to name it when he began. A section that did not describe the world itself, but the means by which it could be reached. Not controlled. Not commanded… Reached. It could take him home.
	That was small compared to the rest. Insignificant, perhaps, to those who had no need of it. To him, it was enough.
	Beyond going hold it held what he had long come after, why he had sacrificed so much. It described how to initiate contact with the source… the Void. He was drawn into learning how to shape that contact into something usable with his hands. He was also terrified to see what it took to survive the process long enough to act before it collapsed fed back, and killed you.
	It was also not complete. It was not safe, not for the timid or anyone lacking focus, but it was repeatable, and that was all he needed.
	He waited longer after that, long enough to be certain. Long enough to understand the path it described, even if he could not fully understand why it worked. When the moment came; when attention shifted, when the room was left as unguarded as it had always been, he did not hesitate.
	He took what he could carry. Not the whole of it, of course, that was never possible. A mere fragment...Just enough the achieve his goal.
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	Arilious came back with knowledge no human was meant to have.
	It was not complete. Not even close.

What he carried was closer to a beginning than an understanding; like being handed a hammer, an anvil, and a few basic tools, along with just enough instruction to attempt a forge.
The rest would have to be built. What he had was only a fragment, but a fragment is enough, if it contains the right instructions.
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	Arilious did not begin with anything large. He understood enough to know that. The knowledge he carried was incomplete, and whatever it allowed him to touch would pass through him first. If he reached too far, too quickly, there would be nothing left of him to learn from the attempt.
	So he chose something he already knew how to tend… a tree.
	It stood just beyond the edge of his shelter, half-dead from the winter. Much of its bark had been torn away in a storm, leaving the trunk exposed and split. What remained clung in strips, dry and brittle. A naturist might have worked for seasons to bring it back, if it could be brought back at all.
	Arilious had no intention of waiting.
	He spoke the words as he remembered them. Carefully. Precisely. The sounds did not belong to him, but they held when spoken, as though they had weight of their own. His hand followed, not by instinct, but by memory; motions taken from something he had seen, not something he understood.
	Then he held it.
	That was the difference.
	The moment the words were complete, something answered, not outside him, but through him. There was a pressure, steady at first, then building. It moved through his chest, his arms, into his hands, and into the tree itself.
	The reaction was immediate.
	The exposed wood darkened, then shifted, as if something beneath it had begun to push outward. New growth forced its way across the damaged sections, not slowly, not naturally, but all at once.
	The bark returned… not as it had been.
	It spread in uneven layers, thickening as it formed, hardening even as it grew. What should have been flexible and living set into something rigid, dense, almost metallic in the way it caught the light. It did not match the rest of the tree. It overtook it.
	Arilious felt the strain increase. He had intended to restore what was there. What he was doing was something else.
	He tried to ease it, to lessen the draw, but the process did not respond the way natural systems did. Once set in motion, it followed the pattern he had given it, not the intent behind it. He held it as long as he could, then he released it.
	The pressure vanished.
	The tree remained.
	Where the bark had been stripped away, it now stood covered in a hardened shell, dark and unyielding. Stronger than it had ever been, and no longer what it had been meant to be.
	Arilious stepped back, his breath unsteady, his body slow to recover from what had passed through it. He looked at the tree for a long time. He had brought it back, that much was true, but he had not restored it.
	He had changed it, and that change had not been his to control.
	He tried it again with other trees and eventually got it right.  He experimented more and more, expanding his vocabulary, his focus and his will. He was no longer a druid… the void had altered him forever.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc1638_1459269071]The First Circle

	Arilious did not keep what he had learned to himself. He couldn’t.
What he had taken was too large to hold alone, and too incomplete to trust without testing it against other minds. There were gaps in what he understood, places where the method worked, but he did not know why, or what would happen if it were pushed further.
So he began with a few.
	Not many. He chose them carefully; those who already understood the limits of the world, and who had shown a willingness to question those limits. Naturists, like he had been. People who knew what balance required, and what it refused to give.
	He did not tell them everything. Some things he could not explain. Others he chose not to. What he gave them was the method.
	The words, as he had learned them. The gestures, as he remembered them. And the discipline required to survive the first attempts.
	It did not go smoothly.
	Some could not hold it at all. The moment they spoke the words, the process began, and they had no way to control what followed. The results were immediate, and often final.
	Others learned. Slowly at first. Then with increasing confidence. They began to repeat what he had done, not perfectly, not consistently, but often enough to prove that it could be done again.
	That was all it took. Once it could be repeated, it could be taught.
	The group grew. Not openly. Not at first. What they were doing did not resemble anything that had come before, and even those who practiced natural methods could see that something was wrong with it. It worked too quickly. It demanded too much. It produced results that did not settle back into the world the way they should have… but it worked.
	That was enough to draw others. Students came, some out of curiosity, others out of ambition. A few out of desperation. Arilious and those who had learned from him taught what they could, as best they could.
	But what they were teaching was not a complete system. It was a fragment. Like a recipe for bread that was missing the yeast. It still came out as bread, but it wasn’t what you were after.
	Each new student learned a slightly different version. Words changed in small ways. Gestures were simplified or altered. Focus was harder to teach than anything else, and often the least understood.
	The method spread faster than it could be stabilized, and with each new attempt, the same pattern repeated: It worked… Until it didn’t.
	It did not take long for the first major failure to come.
	Arilious had chosen carefully, but careful was not the same as safe. The student had been one of the stronger ones. Steady, disciplined, already familiar with the patience required of a naturist. He had watched the others, learned from their mistakes, and waited until he believed he understood what was required.
	That was the problem. He believed he understood it.
	The working itself was simple. A small one. Nothing like what Arilious had attempted with the tree. Just enough to prove control; a contained draw, a directed release, something that could be stopped if it began to turn.
	The student spoke the words correctly. Arilious heard no flaw in them. His hands moved with careful precision, slightly stiff but accurate enough. For a heartbeat, the pattern held — a clean draw from the Source, a contained shape forming in the air between his palms.
Then the strain appeared.
It did not show first on his face, but in the sudden shallowness of his breath. His chest hitched once, twice, as if something invisible had tightened around his ribs. His eyes widened, not in fear yet, but in fierce concentration. He tried to force the pattern back into alignment, pushing with raw will instead of maintaining the delicate balance Arilious had taught.
“Release it,” Arilious said, voice low and urgent.
The student did not. Sweat beaded on his forehead. His fingers trembled, locking into the gesture as though the energy itself now held him.
Inside, the damage had already begun.
The energy he had drawn had nowhere safe to go. Instead of flowing outward, it folded inward like a blade turning on its wielder. A wet, choking sound escaped his throat — half gasp, half gurgle. His body jerked violently, as though every nerve had been seized at once. Blood vessels burst in his eyes, turning the whites crimson. His back arched so sharply that those watching heard the crack of vertebrae protesting.
“Release it!” Arilious shouted this time, stepping forward.
Too late.
The collapse accelerated. The stolen power tore through him from within — not in flame or lightning, but in a series of brutal, internal ruptures. His muscles seized and tore. Something deep in his chest gave way with a sickening pop. Dark blood trickled from his nose, then poured. His skin blistered in strange, geometric patterns where the energy had tried to force its way out through the pores.
He did not scream. The sound that came instead was worse — a thin, animal whine that rose and then cut off as his throat filled with blood. His knees buckled. He collapsed forward, body convulsing once, twice, before going rigid. By the time his face hit the ground, the light had already left his eyes.
The air smelled of scorched meat and copper. A thin wisp of steam rose from his open mouth.
No one moved to help. There was nothing left to save.
Arilious stared at the broken form for a long moment, then spoke into the heavy silence.
“Once it begins,” he said quietly, “you finish it… or you end it. There is no holding it halfway.


	He turned to the others. “Once it begins,” he said, “you finish it, or you end it. There is no holding it halfway.”
No one argued. After that, they learned faster.

This is why magic is inconsistent.
	*It is not a complete system.
	*It is a **copied fragment**.
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	It came without warning.
	Arilious was taken where he stood. There was no visible hand, no light to grasp, and yet something seized him all the same. His body snapped backward, lifted just enough to break his footing, and then he was dragged… hard.
	His heels struck the ground first, then his back, then his arms as he tried to catch himself. It made no difference. Whatever held him did not slow.
	He was pulled through the center of the town. People saw. They heard him before they understood. His voice tore through the air as he was dragged across stone and dirt, his body carving deep furrows into the ground as he fought against something he could not touch.
	The earth gave way beneath him. Soil split. Loose stone scattered. Even where the ground held firm, it was scored by his passage, long gouges marking the path he was forced along. He clawed at it.
That only made it worse. His hands caught, tore, slipped free again, leaving broken lines beside the deeper tracks cut by his body. The more he struggled, the less control he had over it.
	There was no fire. No visible wound, but the damage was there. It showed in the way his movements lost form, in the way his body strained against itself, as though something inside him was being pulled apart long before he reached whatever waited ahead.
	A tear opened in the air before him, small, unstable, Enough
	He reached it still screaming, the ground behind him marked by the path he had carved through it, and then he was gone.
	The tear closed. The furrows remained. The example had been made of what happened when you deceived a God.
	What had been shared remained of course. It was spread too far and wide to take back. Magic was in the world.
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	Every spell cast now traces back to that moment. Every word spoken, every gesture made, every attempt to draw from the source is built on something that began with:
	* a game that should not have been played
	* a debt that should not have been paid
	* a sacrifice that should not have been made

	The child given in that first summoning did not simply vanish. Nothing taken by those entities is wasted. What was given returned in another form.
That is a separate matter.
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