
Xander's Essence - Part One

Published by Nathan T. Scott

Distributed by Draft2Digital

Copyright 2024 Nathan T. Scott

––––––––
[image: ]


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

For Alice and Pauline
Table of Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1 - Gleeful Screech

Chapter 2 - The Val Tore

Chapter 3 - Impatient Rescue

Chapter 4 - Confusion

Chapter 5 - Dreadful Suppression

Chapter 6 - A Gnome Or...

Chapter 7 - Unwelcome Visitor

Chapter 8 - Desperate Plea

Chapter 9 - The Ambush

Chapter 10 - Return

Chapter 11 - The Switch

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PROLOGUE 
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FALGOR WALKED DOWN the stairs, extinguishing the magical light that filled the room behind him, with a thought. The vacant room at the bottom of the stairs lit up as he neared. The man stopped at a large oaken desk covered in various books and many sheets of paper. He stared at the desk with his thumb and forefinger on his chin and a blank expression on his face. Kazugatiz, the man's imp servant, stopped above the last step of the stairs and waited, staring at the man that stood before him. 

His hair, darker than a moonless night, reached down to his shoulders and blended into the robe he wore. The top of his head came up to the shoulders of most of his kin. However, with his bright blue eyes and his symmetrical and stubble-free face, he was attractive by human standards. But, to an imp, the appearance of any man, but especially this man, disgusted him.

"Kazu, this is not working out like I had hoped it would," he yelled at the imp, "I should be able to figure out magic regeneration. This power and ability is my birthright... Why did they leave me only fables, no spell scrolls or even just hints?"

The imp squinted at the man but did not reply.

"Koidozen was able to figure out magic regeneration," the wizard unconsciously began to pace back and forth, "And, by those stories passed down to me, by my father and his father before him, Koidozen was not an exceptional wizard..." Falgor stopped pacing in front of the table and clenched his fist, "I have become the most powerful wizard in my family. Why can't I figure this out!" He threw his hands across the desk and knocked the contents to the floor. 

Suddenly, aware of the anger raging inside, he stood up straight and composed himself. The wizard turned to face Kazugatiz, his red imp servant, and instructed softly, "find out everything you can about my ancestor Koidozen and how he was able to figure out magic regeneration." 

The imp vanished from his sight in a cloud of smoke, happy to leave the foul wizard's presence. Falgor looked around at the mess on the floor.

"Kazu will have to clean this up when he gets back..." He mused to the empty room and then walked back upstairs. The wizard ascended several flights of stairs, stopping in a room that was well furnished. A large rug covered the cold, metal floor. In the center of the room, a small round table sat between a large sofa and two plush chairs. A granite, stone hearth adorned the wall furthest away from the staircase. Light dances around the room from the magical fire that heats the room. He plopped down on the sofa and sighed. 

"What to do?" he asked aloud as he stared into the fire. 

The wizard yawned and stretched out on the sofa, drifting in and out of consciousness until he fell asleep while waiting for his imp servant to return. 

*   *   *   *   *
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Kazugatiz flew across a barren plane toward the horizon, which divided the light, pink quartz sky with dark ruby clouds and the cracked and torn, rust-colored, clay ground. The red, barren plane was broken up only by the occasional charcoaled tree. The imp kept the desert with ruby colored sand, most of which was actually covered in the blood of the fallen, to his west. 

Kazugatiz continued to fly south and eventually, he could see the very large, blood crystal that protruded from the horizon. The crystal grew to cover the horizon completely when he got closer and the city built around the crystal came into view in the distance. The imp wanted to be finished with his task as soon as possible. When he arrived at the outskirts of the city, he didn't slow his pace. He weaved through the broken remains and soon arrived at the gate to the city. There weren't any guards posted at this gate because the doors had been removed long ago. Instead, the gate was lined with blood onyx that would activate in the presence of any being not native to this realm, creating a magical net over the opening.

Kazugatiz smiled a wicked grin as he passed through the gate. The smell of burning flesh lingered in the air. Some of the more powerful denizens had the ability to change lesser creatures into otherworldly beings, which were promptly destroyed by such blood onyx traps, a death all too common in his homeland. 

Kazugatiz arrived at a single story building that blended in with the surrounding buildings. He willed the door to open and the edges of the door began to glow red. The light quickly faded and the door remained closed. He tried once more, glaring at the door in frustration. The edges of the door began to glow red, but again the door still wouldn't open. The imp stared at the door in contemplation and wondered if he had the wrong building.

It has been a while since I have been here. 

It had been nearly a decade since he returned to his home city, Dhazrath, but the imp knew exactly where the syndicate's hideouts were located. He growled in frustration and left. He flew in haste to another building he knew they used. In his haste, he didn't notice that the city was utterly barren and there were no other denizens in sight. When he arrived at the next hideout, he willed the door to open and again the edges glowed red but quickly faded. Completely frustrated with his inability to open any of the doors, Kazugatiz slammed his clawed fist on the door and growled.

"Begone!" the voice behind the door spat in his native tongue.

"What is going on?" demanded the imp, "Why can I not open the syndicate doors?"

"Go away I said!" the voice called a second time, "The whole city is on lockdown. You need to leave before they return."

"What do you mean? And who are they? And why is the city on lockdown?" Kazugatiz replied, rapping on the door with a clawed fist, "I just need some information. Open the door!"

The door cracked open and an elder imp stuck his head out of the door.

"What do you want?" the elder imp asked.

"I am looking for information on Koidozen, a human wizard from the mortal realm. I need to know how he obtained or figured out magic regeneration," Kazugatiz replied.

"I see... fine, come inside," the elder imp replied, opening the door wide, "Hurry up!" He flew into the building and willed the door close behind him.

*   *   *   *   *
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Falgor awoke to find Kazugatiz aloft in front of the hearth, staring into the dying fire.

"What did you find out?" he asked, pulling himself up from the comfort of the couch. 

The wizard rubbed his eyes.

"Xander is the one you need to find," Kazugatiz replied, still facing the hearth, "There is just one problem. Xander is a dragon that hasn't been seen in nearly two thousand years. And that isn't even the dragon's real name."

"I see..." Falgor paused in contemplation, "I will need to set up a network of sound sentries in all the capital cities and surrounding towns."

"To be effective over that great of a distance you will need to summon more denizens from the Abyssal Realm to relay any information," Kazugatiz added, knowing that with each additional denizen of his realm, the power held over him by Falgor would be weakened.

"Don't interrupt me, Kazu!" he glared at the imp, "However, you are correct. So I will ignore your insolence for the time being." Falgor looked away from Kazugatiz and continued with an empty expression on his face as he envisioned the possibilities, "I will also need to set them up in all of the inns along the travel roads between the capital cities," Falgor mumbled to himself. After a few minutes, he looked back at Kazugatiz, "Do you have anything else to add to your report?"

"There is another name, Artun Briesly. I was informed that he might have information on Xander," Kazugatiz replied.

"Find him immediately... I will prepare the network."

Kazugatiz sneered at Falgor before the imp vanished once again in a cloud of smoke. The look that Kazugatiz gave him wasn't lost on Falgor, but the wizard was too focused to care. "That insolent imp will pay," Falgor grinned evilly at the thought of torturing the imp. 

Kazugatiz had rarely traveled between the abyssal realm and the mortal realm while in service to Falgor. This time, something had gone wrong. Something went very wrong and Falgor began to panic. When the imp left the mortal realm, a ripple of magic remained in the air where the imp departed and raw magic leaked into the room. Unsure of what to do, the wizard began to channel the magic into his body, but the stream of magic was never-ending as if the fabric of the realm had been torn and the gateway left open. 

The wizard used the magic as fast as he could pull it into his body, casting every non-destructive spell he knew in hopes that the tear would soon close. Falgor, haggard from magic manipulation, mustered all of his strength to remain standing long enough to cast one final spell. But, before he finished casting, the tear faded and the flow of magic stopped. 

"What was that?" the wizard collapsed to the floor, exhausted.
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​GLEEFUL SCREECH
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"THE WAY THAT MAGIC works in the realms—we previously discussed—is that it has to be drawn out from the earth or that realm of existence. For now, we will be focusing on our realm of existence. Through natural fissures, sinkholes, crevices, volcanoes, or any other natural or unnatural breach, magic slowly leaks from the core to the surface. The core of the earth is itself a naturally occurring essence of magic. Through magma, raw magic is able to slip from the core to the surface of the realm. Now, as you might already know, magic is hard to store, much like trying to harness the power of lightning.

"Every being can store magic; however, the magic will slowly dissipate over time. Magic does not regenerate in humans and halflings. It does, however, regenerate slowly in dwarves, gnomes, and elves. It regenerates at a moderate pace in the nephilim and the casarian races. Finally, magic regenerates the fastest in dragons and other ancient beings. Beings of the Celestial realm and of the Abyssal realm operate in magic differently, but we'll save that discussion for another time," Professor Cholin said before he turned to face his students once more. 

The professor resembled a human child of six years in height, even though he was well into his second century. His balding, brown hair was cut short and his eyes, though lacking luster, matched the color of his hair. The gnome wiped mucus from his bulbous nose with his sleeve. 

"Gross!" Lexi whispered to the girl sitting next to her. They giggled together. Professor Cholin snapped his attention to the girls, "What is so funny? Would you like to come up here and present my lecture?" The two girls' laughter ceased and they stared back at him in silence. Once his back was turned, the two girls looked at each other and giggled again—quietly this time. 

"Magic is only exhausting to use. The act of giving one's stored magic freely to another does not exhaust the one giving the magic away. The one drawing the magic does not feel exhausted from taking magic from a willing participant or from what we like to call a hot spring—a location that magic naturally leaks from the earth. The act of using magic to cast spells causes exhaustion, except for magic that regenerates naturally in the races that have that ability. That magic does not exhaust the user when used. 

"The natural magic in those races usually fuels their special abilities. For example, a dragon's fire breath, a casarian's ability to withstand the crushing depths of the deep sea or a nephilim's unnatural size and strength. There are many m—" the final bell of the day chimed, "That is all for today. If you want to review how you did on your realm history exam, come see me after class. Grades will be posted after the break. You are dismissed." 

The sound of papers fluttering and books closing could be heard throughout the room. The students put away their notes and closed their books with haste. The majority of the students filed out of the class in a hurry. The remaining students, however, lined up at Professor Cholin's desk to see their exams. Lexi headed straight for the door. She was meeting Galeeb after class today and she didn't want to be late. She had important news!

The heels of her boots echoed down the hall when she ran, and soon she was out of the building that the students had nicknamed the Lectorium, due to the building's circular shape. All of the classrooms made up the outer walls of the building, while the center was left open; it doubled as the school's arena and amphitheater.

A cool breeze met Lexi when she stepped through the threshold of the Lectorium. 

"Excuse me, miss, can you help me?" an older lady caught her attention, "I cannot seem to find where we need to go." 

A young boy standing next to the lady gave Lexi a sheepish smile.

"What are you looking for?"

"Well, I am unable to find anyone to point me in the right direction," the lady looked at the boy before she reestablished eye contact with Lexi, "Can you tell me what each of these buildings are?"

"I am in a hurry," Lexi fidgeted in frustration, "But, I guess I can spare a few minutes to help."

"This here is the Lectorium," Lexi gestured to the building behind her, "In addition to the Lectorium, there are six other buildings on campus. The dorms, which also house the cafeteria, are west of the Lectorium," Lexi again pointed to the building to which she was referring, "The professors' dorm, for the professors who choose not to live in the city, is over there to the east of the Lectorium, which is similar in design to the students' dorm," again Lexi pointed out the building. 

"A giant fissure runs east to west across the length of the campus grounds, to the north of the Lectorium. Three bridges can be used to cross the fissure and each bridge is in front of one of the research buildings: The medical building on the west side, the library in the center, and finally the Geological and Alchemical building on the east side. Behind the research buildings, they are constructing a large stadium."

The lady started to ask another question, but Lexi interrupted her. 

"I'm really, really sorry, but I really am in a hurry."

Before the lady could reply, Lexi ran south down the street and pulled her sun-colored cloak tight around her body to keep her skirt from blowing in the wind. Lexi was headed for the fountain at the center of the city and she didn't want to be late.

Her stomach churned as the fountain came into view; she started to feel this way when she was around Galeeb a few winters ago.

He wasn't yet at the fountain. Either she was early or, more than likely, he was late. Lexi slowed her pace to a walk. Bouncing with each step, she wondered if Galeeb felt the same way about her. 

Forced to leave its warm perch, a small frog grudgingly leaped away from danger and into the safe waters of the fountain, then glared at the human. The frog closed its eyes, displeased that it was no longer warm.

Lexi sat down where the frog had been sunbathing on the stone, stared at the small creature in the fountain's water, and lost herself in thought. 

She first met Galeeb when she still lived with her mother. The two had spent a lot of time together because her mother, a madam of a local brothel, wouldn't allow Lexi to be around her while she was at work. Her mother started to push Lexi away when the patrons began to ask about her. Lexi had a fully developed body from a young age. Her petite frame and large bosom drew more attention from the patrons than most of the women that worked at the brothel. Her mother didn't want that life for Lexi.

Lexi's mother could tell she was special. As a child, Lexi saw the world unlike anyone else, and her mother didn't want her daughter to be limited to the life of a madam because others couldn't see past her beauty. 

Of course, now Lexi understood why she did what she did. But, because her mother had pushed her away, Lexi became withdrawn and hurt by the rejection that she didn't understand. Lexi lived with her mother until her mother passed three winters ago. Lexi experienced fifteen winters that she could remember. Her mother was often too intoxicated to remember exactly how long ago Lexi was born. Despite all of her mother's faults, Lexi still loved and missed her mother. 

She was a kind woman, but, according to her father, her mother's choices in life ultimately cost her everything.

Lexi moved in with her father and his family when her mother passed away. He ran the shipping and trade routes between Pyndal and the neighboring port cities from Duren End to Redwater and lately as far south as Citadel Osirous.

Lexi's stepmother had sent her to live at the school, Pyndal's Arcane Academy.

I don't mind.

She tried to convince herself like she always did because she had never felt a part of her father's family anyway. Lexi had been kept at a distance from both of her parents and now the only person to whom she trusted enough to open up emotionally, was Galeeb. 

Lexi's cheeks reddened as she thought about him. 

He always listens.

Galeeb spotted his best friend seated at the fountain with her back to him. He admired her beauty, the naturally pleasant bone structure of her face and her gorgeous jade eyes when she turned to stare into the fountain. 

A thought came to mind. 

Noiselessly the rogue crept up behind her, taking care not to disturb her amber hair that fell to the middle of her voluptuous figure. Galeeb grabbed her shoulders to startle her and shouted, "Hey girl!"

Lexi instinctively threw her hand back over her shoulder in an attempt to hit him. "That's not funny," she cried out, broke free of his grasp, and spun around to face him. Lexi punched him in the arm. 

"Ow!" Galeeb yelled, jovially.

He sat down next to her, a wide smile on his face. 

His smile melted her scowl and brought out her smile. Lexi threw her arms around him and wrapped him in a tight hug. 

"Don't startle me like that!" she pouted playfully before letting him go, "You know I hate it when you do that!" She stared into his eyes. 

Intense, brilliantly colored, hazel eyes stared back at her. 

She ran her fingers through his dark brown hair, which he kept short. She liked that about him. Galeeb was above average height for a human; however, his physique was lean. He wore an off-white, cloth shirt, tan cloth pants, and a dark brown coat. His coat had many pockets sewn into the lining.

"But, it's just too much fun!" Galeeb teased, running his fingers through her hair, "You make it so easy!" he scratched her head, laughing, "Why are we doing this?"

"Whatever!" she quipped and turned her head away, closing her eyes for a brief moment before looking back to him.

A smile touched her lips. 

"I wanted to share something with you," said Lexi, "You know that thing I've been working so hard on?" she asked. 

"Yes."

"Well, I did it! I was able to regenerate my magic without drawing more!" she announced excitedly, a huge smile on her face.

"Grats!" Galeeb responded, sharing her enthusiasm, "What can you do with that?"

"The possibilities are endless," she said, still very enthusiastic, "There is one minor problem with it, though." Lexi shifted her legs toward Galeeb to face him directly, before continuing, "The magic regenerates at sporadic intervals and sometimes stops completely. Once it stops you have to cast the spell again." 

She shrugged and looked down at her hands, "I'll get it though. I will be the first human to regenerate magic."

Confidence building inside her once more, she looked up and smiled at Galeeb. 

"How were you able to figure it out when so many failed for years?" asked Galeeb.

"I don't know how to explain it... it's like... you know you're so good with your hands," Lexi observed, looking down at his hands, "You've always been able to see what you feel with your hands even though you can't see what you are feeling with your eyes?"

"Yeah."

"It's kind of like that, a feeling I have inside of me," she added as she leaned back to look up at the sky, "I could just see the magic without seeing it—I'm not sure I know how to explain it." 

She let her head fall back, the end of her hair just above the water in the fountain. They sat in silence for a while and she watched the clouds pass by. A gray and white cat jumped up on the ledge to drink from the fountain's water. The square came alive, as people headed to and from the market; some stopped at the tavern in the square. The noise grew and the moment was lost. Galeeb stood and grabbed Lexi's hand and pulled her to her feet.

"Let's go to the market and get some food. I'm getting hungry," he declared, pulling her along, as they walked down the street. They wove through the crowd, which became denser as they got closer to the market's center. Galeeb's stomach growled. The smell of freshly cooked food made him even hungrier. Galeeb stopped in front of a few of the food carts and turned to Lexi, "What sounds good?"

"I was thinking of having some chicken and potatoes," replied Lexi.

"That sounds good to me... let's see here..." Galeeb moved closer to one of the stalls and studied the contents before they moved to the next stall. A few people waited in line ahead of them. "So, Kela is going to be back in Pyndal today," Galeeb turned to face Lexi while they waited and turned his back to the line, "I'm going to meet up with her later tonight. See if she can train me some more while she is in town."

"That's exciting," Lexi nodded her head toward the line that had moved forward. "When do I get to meet her?" she asked, staring at the ground. Lexi twisted her leg back and forth on the tip of her toe with her arms behind her back.

"You can come with me tonight to meet her. I don't think she would mind," Galeeb offered cheerfully.

Lexi looked up at Galeeb, "I can't tonight. I have to meet up with some people from class to work on our experiment."

"I thought you were on a break for the next nundine. For the autumn equinox," he questioned, the line was now gone and the food cart owner waiting.

"What can I get you?"

Galeeb turned around to face the man behind the food cart, "We would like some cooked chicken and a few potatoes."

"That will be two silver," the food vendor replied.

"Here you go," Lexi dropped two silver coins into his hand.

"Thanks, I'll get the next one," claimed Galeeb.

"Sure you will..." she said with a smirk, "You still owe me for the last one." Lexi stuck her tongue out at him and grabbed her food then ran off to a nearby bench and sat down. 

"Oh yeah... haha, well then I will get the next two!" he laughed and took his food, following her to the bench.

Galeeb sat down next to her, "Why don't you tell me more about what magic regeneration can do for... me... I mean you!"

She glared at him. 

"You jerk!" she said and playfully nudged him, "It will be wonderful to not have to rely on a hot spring to be able to draw magic," Lexi said through a mouthful of food, imagining the possibilities, "Do you know why you never see large groups of wizards in cities?" she asked.

"No—I never really thought about it," Galeeb replied.

Lexi began to explain, "It's because to do spell research it requires a lot of magic and because we can't store it for long periods of time and it doesn't replenish on its own, they have to build their laboratories around large, natural hot springs. Most cities aren't built around hot springs like Pyndal was. The problem with building and researching in these—" 

Galeeb stared at her with a blank expression. 

"Hey! If you're not going to listen then why did you ask!" she cried out.

"I know I asked, but next time just tell me, 'because it will be good'," he teased in his best impersonation of her.

"Ha ha—don't mock me!" she quipped.

"I'm sorry," he said, laughing lightheartedly, "I get lost when you go into too much detail about intellectual stuff. You were always the one that was good with that, not me."

"Well anyway," Lexi continued, nudging him again for good measure, "I need to head back and meet up with my group. We want to get this experiment finished so we don't have to worry about it the rest of the break."

"We should meet up early tomorrow morning... then you can meet Kela before we start training. We always start training early, so we need to meet just before dawn."

"That's a good idea," she replied, "We can meet at the fountain."

The sun now low in the sky, Galeeb replied, "Alright, well I should leave, I guess Kelunya is supposed to arrive around dusk. I had better go and clean up our usual training room. I left it kind of messy since she's been gone."

"I'm sure she won't be happy about that!" Lexi laughed. 

She gave him a long hug and they parted ways. Lexi ran off back to the school grounds, needing to go put her stuff in her room and pick up a few things, before she had to meet with her group. She nearly ran into someone while looking at the books in her hand, "Sorry!" she called and ran around the man, not waiting for a reply.

Galeeb watched her run off and once she disappeared out of sight, he turned to the east and walked out of the market. The rogue looked around to see if anyone was paying attention before he climbed the side of the nearest building and ran across the rooftops—a shorter, more direct route to where he was going. Since no one was around to see, the rogue made his way toward the docks, running at full speed; he jumped from rooftop to rooftop. There were a few buildings down there that only were used a few days before, during, and after the spring and fall equinoxes. Otherwise, these buildings remained empty the rest of the year.

Kelunya and Galeeb had made one such building their temporary training ground. She taught him how to move more stealthily, pick locks, pickpockets, and to fight using a number of different weapons. Kelunya didn't care for stealing, but the ability to do so kept her reflexes sharp and that made stealing necessary.

She had made it into a game: find something that someone has on them, steal it, and then put it back without them ever noticing. A few times, she believed, Galeeb deliberately acted like he couldn't put it back. In which case, they kept what they stole. The last few times though, on the occasion where he couldn't put the object back, Kelunya handed the object back to the person, telling them she had seen them drop it and wanted to return it to them.

Galeeb arrived not long after leaving the marketplace—the sun hadn't noticeably moved. The rogue dropped down from the hatch in the roof of the warehouse, landing in the back of the room. The room appeared, to the untrained eye, to be full of scattered boxes; broken structural supports hung from the ceiling. Each and every object was placed where it was for a specific purpose. Navigating the warehouse with practiced ease, even though it was nearly pitch black inside, he came to the center of the warehouse.

"So this is what you do while I'm gone—trash the place," Kelunya accused bluntly.

Galeeb remained still, "I got bored," not wanting her to know she caught him off guard.

Kelunya knew she startled him, she could hear the uneasiness in his voice, "You can clean it up later," she smirked, "I need a drink and we need to catch up."

"Sounds good, I wouldn't mind a drink," he answered, "You're paying, right?"

"Don't I always?" she remarked, drawing a smile from Galeeb.

Kelunya walked toward the rear of the building. She had always been beautiful, he thought. Her well-honed muscles were now wrapped in a tight, brown leather tunic and matching leather leggings. The assassin's slender physique deceived many who underestimated her. Long, blonde hair outlined her face, the length of which was now tucked beneath the cowl of the earthen cloak, a fashion commonly worn by her elven kin. Her fair complexion was trumped only by the brightness of her emerald eyes. She leaped straight up and caught hold of the ladder that hung about a nephilim's height from the floor. 

Galeeb was always amazed at how high she could jump, though he sometimes speculated that his mentor was using some sort of magical aid. He ran to the wall behind the ladder at full speed. The rogue jumped and then kicked off the wall, twisting his body to face the ladder. Galeeb grabbed the lowest bar and pulled himself up behind her. He respected his mentor enough to wait
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