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        Thursday, 18th March 53 Aevum Magia

      

      

      The red-alert klaxon from my favorite vintage sci-fi show blared from my phone. I cracked one eye, enough to grab it and see where I had to tap the screen to silence it. Looking at the time, I confirmed that I hadn’t slept through my first alarm like I often did. I wanted to snuggle farther into my blankets, but my bladder had other ideas.

      Flipping the blankets aside, I swung my legs over the side of the mattress. The cooler air hitting my skin sent a slight shiver through me as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I reached for my pills, popping the top to shake one out into my palm. I followed the pill that would help make my day bearable with a swig of the water I kept on my bedside.

      “Anis, message Lili morning panda jif number four.” There were very few things I used voice activated functions for and sending morning messages to my best friend, Venali, was one of them.

      “Morning panda jif number four sent to Lili,” the robotic, monotone voice confirmed.

      Standing, I shuffled naked through the dimly lit room to the bathroom. I swiped my hand across the wall as I entered, making the same low light appear around the edge of the ceiling. Living in a giant tree that was alive with a complex fusion of ley line energy, or magic as most everyone called it, and nature had its advantages. It could be argued that magic is part of nature, but by nature I meant the ordinary biology of a tree. In the case of Mythtalas, the trees that formed the city were large by nature. Coastal redwoods, similar to Mythtalas’s trees, existed in the Terran Dimension.

      “Incoming message from Lili: afternoon kitty jif number three.” I immediately pictured a black cat with its face pressed close to the screen, its bright green eyes bulging out comically with the text “Good Afternoon” above it. It made me smile. We may not say anything else to each other for the rest of the day, but at least we both knew we were alive and kicking.

      As soon as I got to the shower area, water poured down from an opening in the ceiling. I relieved my bladder before reaching for the special bar of soap that smelled of mint and cardamom. The herbalist who made the soap for me crinkled her nose every time I asked for the Terran-based scents. I liked what I liked, but sometimes I tried new combinations, and regardless of the combination, I usually stuck to the mint base. Luckily, she could infuse the soap with any natural scent I desired.

      The lukewarm water poured over me as I meticulously cleaned every bit of my hairless body. The tree kept all the water that flowed from it the same temperature. I could have had a spelled spout that heated the water as it came out like many others did, but I liked the medium temperature, as did my skin.

      Clean and thoroughly rinsed, I stepped out, the water stopping as soon as I cleared the designated bathing area. I wrapped myself in a super soft blanket that doubled as a towel and lay down on the chaise in my reading nook to close my eyes until my second med alarm, which was not to be confused with my need-to-get-my-ass-out-of-bed alarms, went off.

      I guessed that I had about half an hour before I had to take the second set of pills that helped regulate blood flow within my body and balance the load of energy I received from the ley lines. Most mages had naturally occurring chemicals in their brain that told their bodies how much energy they could hold. My parents discovered very early on that I did not make them, or rather I did, but not enough to stop my body from overloading.

      There was an advantage in this that I could, if I wanted, channel very large amounts of energy and perform large, complex spells that would normally take several mages to perform. The disadvantage to that was the burn out. I could quite literally burn from the inside out if I pushed hard enough.

      The alarm sounded, startling me out of the light doze I’d fallen into while obsessing over my body’s various deficiencies. I groaned as I stood and, keeping the blanket around me, went to get my phone, which was still sitting on the bedside. I tapped the stop indicator and took my other pills. While magic could do many wonderful things, it could not fix the problems my brain had. Problems I was born with that made my life both more difficult and more wondrous, or at least I thought so.

      I shoved my blanket-towel down the laundry chute and started the arduous task of applying the medicated lotion I had to use from the tip of my ears to my toes. On the bright side, my light grey skin was super soft, but my skin sensitivity was one of the other things that was genetically produced from my mixed heritage. My hairlessness, light sensitive eyes, and diminutive stature were the result of having a duergar mother and an elven father.

      I dressed quickly in my usual sibosu silk pants. The super soft material was durable yet breathable. Today’s pair was dark purple and loose fitting, with two large pockets on the outer sides and two smaller ones on the front. I chose a light pink polo with the Travel Agency’s logo embroidered on the upper left corner. All my clothes were fashioned from the same material, from my undergarments to my work shirts along with anything else that could touch my skin.  While that meant all my clothes, blankets, linens, and upholstery covers were tailor-made for me, they did not cost a fortune. That was helped by one of the many perks of being who I was.

      As much as I needed to cover most of my skin, I hated stuff on my feet. I kept my toes looking immaculate and pretty, so wearing shoes that covered the bare minimum and protected the bottoms wasn’t an issue with the Travel Agency. Granted, I probably could get away with going in naked, but I feared I’d be mobbed by suitors, and I’d never get any progress on listening to my books.

      I started the current book I was listening to from my phone as I made breakfast and prepared my lunch. It was a Terran pre-Uprising romance, a genre I typically avoided but had come recommended by an online book club. When I’d left them, the two humans, Jared and Frank, were having communication issues that led to a misunderstanding, and Jared thought Frank was cheating on him. I was eager to see if they stopped being silly and just talked to each other.

      The humans lived in New York City. Frank owned the strip club that Jared worked at, and several others, but apparently wasn’t open about his sexual preferences. That was one thing I didn’t understand about the Terran world then. No one in Magnus or the Shadow Dimension cared what genders had sex or relationships together. That didn’t mean our worlds were free from hate or bigots. My parents had gotten more than a few words thrown at them for being together. The lines between species had been forged in titanium at one point in time, but they were more like wood now.

      I shook my head as I ate and continued to listen to Jared and Frank’s plight. My morning brain fog finally began to lift as my meds kicked in. I called it my morning brain fog even though it was late afternoon. It was still the fog that covered my brain, no matter what time I woke from the five to six hours of sleep I managed in a cycle.

      I thought most of Jared and Frank’s problems could be solved by talking to each other openly and honestly. But considering one of the biggest complaints I got from lovers was that I either talked too much or not at all, I may not be the best judge of relationships. There was a reason I lived alone, after all, besides the fact that I was comfortable with myself.

      I cleaned my mess from breakfast while coffee brewed into my travel cup. Today’s flavor was a caramelized pear with a hint of cinnamon. Living in Mythtalas provided numerous benefits, with access to Terran products being one. A quick check of the time confirmed I had just enough minutes to tackle the dishes and hustle to work on foot.

      I could portal there, but my therapist insisted I walk as much as possible. He said it was good for my health to get the fresh air and be out in the world. I disagreed, but I did it anyway because he was probably right. I grabbed my lunch cooler and slipped my shoes that were by the entrance on.

      “Spectacles,” I said, reading out loud the sign posted above the door’s security panel and sliding on the sunglasses I needed while out in the world.

      “Testicles.” I patted my crotch, making sure I did put pants on. It would not be the first time I had put them on and then taken them off without thinking about it, only to walk out half naked.

      “Wallet and watch.” I checked my wrist and confirmed my ident band was on. The mantra was from an old pre-Uprising movie that had stuck with me for who knew what reason, but it’d become the reminder I needed so I, at least, didn’t forget the important things when leaving my quarters.

      I opened the door but paused before stepping out. Almost forgetting my headphones, I grabbed them from the hook they hung on by the door. I turned them on, and my book automatically switched over as I put the large, cushioned ear pads gently over my pointed ears. I couldn’t stand the little ones that went in the ear. Between the unsanitary nature of them and the way they made my ear canals hurt, I avoided them at all costs.

      The sun was still out when I made it to the street that ran along the edge of the tree. I opened the umbrella I had grabbed from the ones available by the main entrance of the housing section I lived in. While the sun wouldn’t have been too harmful, as the tree’s foliage diluted it, the umbrella would help prevent any accidental prolonged exposure.

      I let my mind focus on the book while I walked the route that I always took. There weren’t that many ways I could go to begin with. The tree I lived in was the same one that the agency was in, so I just needed to go up a few rings and walk a quarter way around the circumference.

      As I neared the agency, Jared and Frank were in a particularly heated scene after having made up and confessed their love for each other, so I slowed my pace. I didn’t want to pause in the middle. That’d be rude.

      I finally pushed through the revolving door and closed the umbrella, depositing it in the stand to the right of the entrance. Sometimes I thought about transferring to the Shadow Dimension because the sun wouldn’t be such an issue for both my eyes and my skin there, but I really preferred the giant trees of Mythtalas. There was nothing like them in the Shadow Dimension, and after that nasty business last year with the therianthrope traffickers, it appealed even less, despite having grown up there and my family still living there.

      I started to make my way through the reception area to the employee lounge, where I could put my lunch in cool storage, but the location’s manager, Ashryn, stood in my way, their lips moving. I held up a finger, signaling for them to wait. I paused my book on my ident band, which was connected to my phone, and as soon as I did, several notifications came through. I ignored them for now and removed my headphones.

      Ashryn huffed at me with their hands on their hips. Their lips moved again and I knew there were words coming out of them. I heard every single one of them, but they didn’t register in my brain. This happened to me all the time, and at times it was frustrating. Judging by the scowl Ashryn pointed in my direction, their elven features sharpened in such a way that I’d be afraid to touch them lest I cut myself. Asking them to repeat themselves wouldn’t help their mood in the slightest, but needs must.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?” I tried to keep my tone level and not sound as annoyed as they looked. After all, it wasn’t their fault my brain didn’t relay what they said properly.

      “I said you need to go to the Vladivostok location. The entire office is down with some sort of illness.” They paused, waiting for me to acknowledge what they said.

      I furrowed my brow. “So, send some clerics and they’ll be right as rain.” I really didn’t understand what right as rain meant, but like a lot of sayings, I had heard it in a movie, and it was forever crammed into my brain. I may or may not have a small obsession with pre-Uprising movies and television. Don’t get me wrong, there’s a lot of cool series now too, but I thought, since I was born not long before the Uprising, there was a certain fascination with it that I had never been able to shake.

      “We did that already, but they’ll be down the rest of the night—er—day, rather. There’s already some emergency staff there, but you’re the only one who can handle the group portal ring alone, and we don’t have anyone else spare who’s not already over or close to their daily limit.”

      The Portal Mage Guild, or PMG, had very strict regulations on how much each portal mage could work. It was not regulated by time, but rather by how many, and how big, the portals created were. In some places, a mage could work hours without having to make a single portal, but as the capital of one of the largest Vampyri territories, the Vladivostok location was very busy and had a tight schedule to ensure that they stayed within regulations. They were going to be crossing a grey area by only having one mage assigned to the large portal ring, but that wasn’t my problem.

      My magical ability was a surprise, considering that neither of my parents had an affinity for channeling the ley lines. As rare as my heritage was, so too was my specialty. I was . . . wait for it . . . a portal mage. I mentally waved my hands in the air and wiggled my fingers with a silly flourish. Not only was I a portal mage, but I also had an ability to create a portal to a place based on verbal description, whereas others needed either firsthand knowledge or a visual, live or photograph, of the location.

      “I take it they’re already behind schedule?” Ashryn’s grim expression answered my question, but they nodded anyway. “Fine, but someone owes me something big for getting them back on track.”

      I was a badass, but I tried my best to keep my skills on the down-low. I had no desire to work for the government or for private security. That was way too much stress for me. Thankfully, the PMG realized that I didn’t have the right aptitude for those industries. They called it mental stability. I called it being smart enough to know that those kinds of jobs were too much effort and responsibility. I wasn’t exactly opposed to working hard, but I’d rather just not, thank you very much.

      When I was younger, I struggled far more than I did now to rein in my brain and be productively functional. It took a lot of trial and error to create the routines that kept me on track for the most part. There were areas that I’d always struggle in, and having a low stress job was part of maintaining a healthy mental and emotional balance. Thus, I worked for the Travel Agency.

      Ashryn didn’t smile, but their scowl eased. “Thank you. You can portal directly into their group portal room.”

      Ashryn stepped back, and I took a split second to shuffle through my memory to bring up that particular room and snapped my fingers. A portal just big enough for me to walk through appeared between me and Ashryn. Technically, I should have gone down to our portal room before opening the portal, but they did say they were in a hurry and needed me immediately.

      I walked through and into utter chaos. I sipped my coffee and, with a huge grin, took in the state of the room. Still holding my lunch in my other hand, I took a deep breath and then another. Truthfully, I lived for times like these. While I didn’t like my routine being disrupted, I worked extremely well under high-pressure situations, and my ability to conduct high amounts of magic would enable me to get them back on schedule. I’d just have to cross my fingers that the PMG glossed over the high usage when the auditors reviewed the daily reports.

      I took another sip and started to look for the person who was supposed to guide each group to the departure platform and tell me the destination. There were what looked to be five groups waiting, which was two groups too many in the room to begin with. I didn’t want to know how many were waiting outside the room.

      A gust of air whooshed by me and a vampire appeared in front of me. “Are you Kailu?” The tall female vampire wore a company polo and pants, her long hair in a messy bun. She was holding a flexipad, while a stylus hung from the corner of her mouth.

      “Yes. Are you ready to start clearing the schedule? This room is too crowded.” I handed her my lunch cooler. “Make sure I get this at exactly . . .” I looked at my ident band, which had already switched times on me, but my alarm adjusted with it. “12:15 p.m.”

      She gave me a confused look and didn’t move to take it. I shoved it toward her until she had to grab it. “12:15 p.m.,” I reiterated. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” Another vampire appeared, and she handed the cooler to them.

      “Just give me a minute and we’ll start.” The vampire sighed heavily, giving away her annoyance at the delay. I wasn’t bothered by her display, especially since she couldn’t be arsed to introduce herself.

      I walked over to the large metallic ring that was engraved with a line of runes along its circumference. I put my hand to it and closed my eyes. Pulling a thin thread of energy through me from the nearby ley line, I pushed it into the ring, attuning it to me. I made a mental note to remove the tether at the end of my shift, reinforcing the alert I had programed into my phone. Forgetting wouldn’t be the end of the world, but it was rather bothersome when a tether forcibly snapped.

      I took another cleansing breath and opened my eyes. Finishing my coffee, I opened a very small portal to my kitchen and put my hand through to deposit my travel mug in the sink. I quickly closed the portal. While I didn’t care if someone caught me making small portals, it was frowned upon, so I did try to not flaunt my prowess. Some portal mages were touchy about what they could and couldn’t do. But I didn’t want to lose my travel mug. It was one of my favorites, with a sexy minotaur on it advertising a fake energy drink called Bull Juice. I giggled, thinking about how I’d love to suck his bull juice.

      I turned to face the vampire, who was clearly even more agitated, impatience radiating off her. Vampires, I always thought, were supposed to be composed and cool. Maybe she didn’t get the vampire book of behavior. I’d only interacted with a few vampires in my life, so I didn’t have a good basis of comparison outside of modern entertainment shows.

      Her bright cobalt blue eyes, which were one of the markers of a vampire, flared minutely. Had my own eyes not been so sensitive to begin with, I probably would have missed it. I pointedly pushed my sunglasses, which were still on, up my nose with my middle finger, seeing if I could make them do it again.

      Satisfied and feeling centered, I clapped my hands as I walked forward, putting a few lengths between me and the portal. “Let’s get this show on the road. Where to first?”

      “Manila, central location.” She turned around and tapped something on her neck. “Attention Chernov party, prepare for departure in five minutes.” It was then I realized she spoke Elvish to me but now spoke Russian. I was relieved my headphones had a permanent translation spell on them. Otherwise, I would have needed to cast a quick, temporary spell, and no one had time for all that.

      Normally, I’d put my headphones back over my ears and listen to my book while I worked, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate it. Plus, I did need to concentrate a little more if I was going to get the schedule back on track. I ignored the bustle and noise of the group as they gathered in front of the portal ramp.

      I mentally scrolled through my location index and found the one for Manila. I didn’t have to make any kind of hand gesture to open the portal, but people expected it. Many mages needed to make gestures or say words to manipulate their magic. Those were all things to help focus their mind to the task. I simply pulled the energy, thought about the location, and pushed the energy to the ring.

      Instantaneously, a tear in the fabric of time and space appeared within the ring. The rings were important, and while I didn’t necessarily need one, even for large portals, they were nice. They helped stabilize the portal and amplified the energy put into them to create that stabilization. They also took over the flow of energy from the ley line freeing the mage to do other things. Like listen to their book that they wanted to get back to.

      The vampire looked over her shoulder as the noises of the receiving room at the Manila location came through. The surprise that I was already done casting was evident by how high her eyebrows were. She quickly schooled her emotions and tapped her neck again.

      “Attention Chernov party. You’re cleared to enter the portal.” People rushed forward, dragging luggage behind them, and the vampire made notes on her flexipad, no doubt marking off each person from her list.

      As soon as the last person was through, I cut the power to the portal. It winked out, and I called “Next” to the vampire. She tamed her look of shock a bit better and told me the next destination. If she didn’t get with the program, this was going to be a long day. I sighed, wishing I had another cup of coffee, but I was only allowed one a day.

      I opened the portal to the Paris outer location and decided that I could probably get away with putting my headphones back on. Jared and Frank were waiting after all, and the translation spell would put her voice over the narrator’s. I rocked from heel to toe as I pressed play and waited for the latest group to hurry their asses through.
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        Capital Rasputin Territory

        Terran Dimension

      

      

      I am very fond of routine. Predictability, my name is Grigor. However, today was chaos. Last month I got home from the office to a notice in my mail that I had won a six-night, seven-day cruise from Zaldren to the Gaji Islands in the Magnus Dimension. Visiting the Magnus Dimension had always been a dream of mine, but it seemed like no matter how hard I worked, I couldn’t get ahead enough to do any kind of travel, much less to another dimension.

      At first, I thought it was some sort of scam mail, but the next week I got another letter warning me that my free tickets were going to expire if I didn’t confirm the booking with the Travel Agency. I called the number in the letter, fully expecting to be asked for my banking information despite them using the Travel Agency’s branding. But they only confirmed that I’d be there on the dates I’d won.

      Since I rarely took vacation time, I had plenty of it. When I approached my boss about the time, he seemed very happy to let me take it despite the short notice. He commented that I needed the vacation since I had appeared to be in a rather dour mood the last several months. He attributed it to the stress created by the volatility of the market trends for the therian sports leagues of which I was responsible for analyzing. I had been feeling rather off, but I had attributed it to being bored with my job in general. As much as I liked routine, it didn’t mean that I didn’t need mental challenges, and my job didn’t challenge me anymore. I needed something different, but I didn’t know what.

      I was not prepared for the crowd of people waiting for the Travel Agency to open when I got there. As far as I knew, they never closed. Russia was not a warm place and I hadn’t anticipated standing outside in the cold, so, despite my warmer natural temperature, I shivered as I stood in line. I was about to say fuck it and just go back home, turn my cruise into a staycation, when the doors finally opened.

      Retrieving my duffel bag from between my legs, I blew warm air into my hands, ready to move forward. I had packed light, expecting to spend most of my time in as few clothes as possible, given the tropical climate. My ursus therian nature generally kept me warm, regardless of form, unless I ended up outside in a long line without a coat in near-freezing temperatures.

      After a few minutes, I was finally inside the lobby. The line was moving at a good pace as the check-in agents worked as quickly as they could. I made it to the counter, and the vampire agent didn’t bother with pleasantries, which I was glad for. I waved
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