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        Optimizing Your Isekai - Progression Fantasy w/ Slice-of-Life and Biz Building Elements

    
    
    
    
                Terry Carver was just a regular, middling business operations consultant, living a ho-hum life traveling to random places every week to mildly help companies do business better. And then someone pulled his soul from Earth and stuffed it into a hulking body with an exceptionally bad haircut.

That body also happens to be an exact copy of another transmigrator who has caused a lot of trouble.

Now, he’s trying to make his way in a world where it’s fights instead of flights, rifts instead of reports, political power plays instead of PowerPoints, and actual magic instead of Magic the Gathering.

Leveraging his strong understanding of business and rational approach to dealing with people, Terry’s building out a powerbase based on personal, political, and financial strength.



What to expect:

Rational, reasonable, and multi-dimensional characters (including flaws), especially MC

Slow-burn story that accelerates to medium-burn over time

A comprehensive and comprehensible progression system

(Hopefully) humorous writing, especially dialogue, that doesn't interfere with the story/storytelling

Long chapters – 4K word minimum – released at 10am EST Monday and Thursday

Elements of business, slice-of-life, empire-building, delving and combat, and progression/cultivation (not xianxia style)

Pretty darn good grammar (hopefully as I line edit three series each w/ 10K+ followers)

Rare alternate PoV scenes (always start with same scene MC is in) and no full alt PoV chapters planned

Absolutely no harem, but yes to light romantic background cosmic radiation 😅

No power fantasy, weak to not-so-weak; power isn't only personal but financial and political



System inspired by a lot of things including Path of Ascension with some dreaded math (I've got the spreadsheets!). Tyranny of rank is a bit reversed with it being far more important at low Tiers. Writing style influenced by slice of life + comedy + character-driven progression fantasy series.

            

    
        Chapter 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                I came to in a softly glowing chamber that looked like a mix of 70s sci-fi movie laboratory, medieval ritual sacrifice chamber, and sex dungeon. The putrid air smelled of decay and damp with a tinge of burnt hair as I felt cold metal against my naked back.

Really? What is it with always being naked? Okay dream, what weird quest do I have to do?

But nothing came to me. None of the usual 'oh no, I'm naked, I must now infiltrate the Pentagon while holding one hand over my junk to protect my modesty' kind of feeling typical to a dream of mine in the buff.

As I put my bare feet on the ground, rising from the tilted table, I took in the area around me: dead and decomposing body in a regal-looking robe to my right, weird science-y type equipment to my left.

Overall, it wasn’t the most enticing scene.

Ahead down a long corridor was a light, glowing brighter than the gentle illumination of what I guessed were emergency lights around me.

I searched through a few drawers in the desks to the side and saw what I expected from previously trying to read in dreams: writing but it was complete gibberish, strange symbols that looked like nothing I’d seen before.

“Great, I finally actually lucid dream and I’m naked, it stinks to high hell, I’m in a creepy facility, and, again, I’m naked. I hate naked dreams…” My voice sounded far deeper and richer than I was used to.

Outside of the disgusting rotting corpse on the table beside me, I couldn’t find any clothes. Looking at the dead person – I realized I couldn’t even be sure of gender at how decomposed it was – I decided there were worse things than walking around naked, and wearing something that had stewed a long while in rotting man-meat was one.

From my expertise in watching crime shows with extensive science, I think this body has been dead for… quite a while? Maybe I should have paid a bit better attention?

Oddly to me, there were no bugs feasting despite what looked like sunlight ahead.

“Oh yeah, dreams are weird, logic doesn’t matter,” I muttered to myself and chuckled, heading outside.

As I exited the building, I inhaled the sweet air of a gorgeous forest, a welcome reprieve from the disgusting stench of the facility. I was in a peaceful and tranquil clearing ringed by towering trees. The air had a nice deep and rich scent of decay and growth, like a healthy forest should.

It reminded me of an old grove forest from when we lived further outside of Chicago in the suburbs.

The light filtered through the leaves to give a comforting greenish glow to the dense trees beyond.

Still naked as the day I was born – and as a few of both my fondest and least fond memories from the last few years – I surveyed the area for where to head next.

The entrance to the facility had disappeared. Startled, I searched for a few seconds but realized I had no reason to want to go back and dropped the idea.

The temperature was perfect for walking around in the buff, maybe 80 degrees (~25 C) and with only a light wind that failed to overly rustle my jimmies, both figuratively and literally. My body felt fantastic as well.

Everything was extremely vivid.

“I think I really am lucid dreaming, right?” I muttered to no one.

I had tried to lucid dream a few times over the last two months and was almost completely unsuccessful. Not focusing on the time I accidentally changed someone's face to that of my ex, which caused me to jerk awake in a panic, I started with the most obvious thing to do.

I tried to fly.

I made the superhero arms outstretched pose and everything.

I didn't realize I was even making a straining noise – like kids are often wont to do when attempting to magic something into existence – but I didn't much care.

It’s a dream, no one here to judge me.

"Well, shoot, that would have been cool," I lamented in a wistful voice.

As flying didn't work, I tried the next obvious things.

I knew I didn't need to keep making the straining noise but it somehow made it more fun.

Really, trying to summon a fighter jet, a feast that would make a king weep in jealousy, a really sharp suit I'd seen and wondered if I could pull off, that giant LEGO set that just wouldn't fit in the apartment's craft room, a women's beach volleyball tournament, and many more things without making any noise would be weird, right?

Unfortunately, none of it worked as intended.

Of course, it did work as unintended.

After throwing out a few choice words post failing to summon a beam of power, I noticed a squirrel staring at me.

A very, very pissed off – and also very large – squirrel.

In a house dress of a lovely floral print and wielding what looked like a rolling pin covered in flour. Its paws and dress also had some flour on them.

Was this squirrel just baking? Heh, probably pecan pie. Can you make a pie from acorns?

And then it rushed me, scampering in my direction on its back two legs, wooden baking instrument of death held high, chittering in a way that almost sounded like language.

I tried not to laugh. I tried to dodge.

I succeeded at neither.

The start of a chuckle quickly turned into a yell of surprise as it charged, walloping me on the shin, leaving what would assuredly become a bruise.

Well, a bruise-to-be if this weren’t a dream.

Wait, am I supposed to feel pain in dreams?

My moment of distraction let the squirrel dash in a second time and hit the same shin. It wasn't quite grab and gasp level shin bash but it hurt.

Focus! This is a fight of life or a slightly bruised shin!

I laughed to myself again as I tried to grab the extremely agitated Sciuridae but it scurried away from my grasp. Its fur was way softer and more tactile than I was expecting.

I bent over a bit to try to engage it at its – her? – level and earned a swing at my head. I managed to interpose my arms in an X to prevent it landing and the strike lacked the same force as the previous blows.

Can I distract it? Do I have anything it might want? Nuts! Do I see any nuts? Heh. No brain, BAD JOKE!

Chuckling but simultaneously deciding negotiation was beyond us, I decided to fight back a little harder. I feinted to the left and dodged to the right; my body reacted far better than expected and I jumped too far to grab the rolling pin.

The second time, I did a double feint, essentially standing still in the end, and managed to catch the rolling pin, ripping it from her paws.

Of course, that left her with the option of retreating or using claws.

The look in her eyes said I was in for a scratching.

Finally, realizing a victory would mean essentially nothing – there’s no pride in beating a squirrel – I hurled the rolling pin to the side and skedaddled.

The squirrel let out a triumphant, ululating cry as I made my way out of the area.

I ran for about five minutes and then slowed to a jogging pace, enjoying the fact I could actually move this fast for a sustained period. It was a pace I could maybe hold for two to three minutes in my real body. And even then, I would feel it for the next three days. Instead, fifteen minutes of sustained movement meant nothing to me.

I’d never been all that athletic – other than maybe a three-month period when I was fourteen – and my physique had suffered mightily from the past few years of being away from home Sunday night through Thursday night most weeks.

Working on-site in client offices, usually without a rental car, meant you ate what you could most times and that almost exclusively wasn't healthy. Near one client office, all the Panera employees learned my name and my three variations of orders.

That was mildly embarrassing.

Then, when I was home in Chicago, I was too tired, physically and mentally, to really get into a great workout routine.

And hotel gyms always smelled like feet boiled in the sweat of more feet and sprinkled with an eau de ass. And feet.

This body felt great. There was a weird pulling sensation around my center but it was hardly noticeable compared to the previously constant wrist, shoulder, and lower back pain I’d picked up over the years.

I slowed to a walk, indulging in the subtle scents of the forest and the feel of loamy soil beneath my feet. Surprisingly, stepping on branches barely even registered.

It was honestly my best time in nature in years.

Is this my actual first time in nature in years?

There was that one hiking date but it was best left forgotten.

She had an upset stomach and agreed to go on a hike? Why!?

I tried to fly again, this time sans noise but again to no luck.

Deciding this was a very strange dream with some great ups but also some downs – no pants and a still-throbbing shin being the main ones – I decided to look for civilization.

Not hearing any water – civilizations usually built along water after all – I did the next best thing and headed what seemed like slightly more downhill, which was also towards where I thought the trees seemed sparser.

Another 30 minutes and I was proved half correct at least as the trees started to thin considerably. I came up over a small crest and I could see across gently rolling hills for miles.

I miss having good eyesight like this.

In the far distance, I saw a darker dot in the middle of the sea of green.

Probably a city? It’s just barely higher than the green so it isn’t a mountain or anything.

Or maybe it’s a Chicago-style mountain? AKA a reasonably large hill. There’s a reason Wisconsinites called Illinois residents flatlanders. Why they think that’s an insult is still beyond me though.

I headed in that direction, looking for a road or any other sign of civilization.

***

Another 40 minutes or so – hard to tell time without a phone or watch – and I saw a few signs of farming but not anything currently operating. The grass was only knee height and was very soft so no chafing issues thankfully.

There were lovely little groves of wildflowers every few minutes that I stopped to enjoy. Some smells were familiar, some were completely new. Most were lovely. But only most.

Note to self: stay away from the blue flowers!

Since I was lacking my phone, I could only do mental notes rather than my typical digital ones.

When I was still two miles (3km) away from the city, I finally ran across a tended road of a sort. It was really only wagon tracks but it was a bald patch of earth indicating people.

Or more squirrels.

As I was trying to decide which direction to head – the road ran parallel to the city taking shape in the distance – I heard a bellowing cry.

Turning, an alabaster behemoth of an ugly beast was barreling away from someone that looked to be chasing it at inhuman speeds.

As soon as I decided to just hunker down and watch – neglecting the concept of cover – it turned my direction and charged.

"OH SHOOT!" I yelled.

I long-ago learned to keep my swearing in my head after I got chewed out by the boss of my boss. A client complained that I swore to the entire account team for over an hour. While swearing was fun in general, it wasn't worth my livelihood.

Consulting is dumb. Especially business operations consulting. It's helpful to clients but you get the Office Space-like question of ‘What do you actually do here?’ pretty often.

Remembering my much less dangerous lesson from the ‘squirrel battle of epic proportions’ earlier, I decided instead of standing still and waiting to get hit, I should at least move and make it work to trample me.

The lumbering beast was even uglier up close. It looked like a cross between a hippo and a dinosaur.

A hipposaur is a great name for it.

There were many reasons I was banned from naming projects at my newest client.

It seemed a lot of the beast's damage capabilities were simply its size and moderately pointed teeth. As a front-heavy quadruped, I figured it probably wouldn't have the ability to swipe with its front legs, at least while in a coordinated charge. The tail looked more for balance than for use as a weapon.

I decided lateral movement was my best way to survive and hope it tired itself out, got bored, and/or the person chasing it caught up and let me escape in some way.

I knew the old joke of ‘you don't have to outrun the bear, just the slowest person with you’ wouldn’t apply; that guy was quick.

I kept using a feint or juke to the left, run to the right strategy. It seemed to work relatively well as the hipposaur didn't appear too intelligent and would slightly turn before continuing its charge. As the hipposaur bled off more and more speed, the man chasing it finally caught up. I wanted to check out his outfit – it looked hilarious – but kept my mind focused on the beast trying to squish and/or eat me.

The man started yelling but I couldn't understand it at all. It sounded a bit harsher than English but not quite as inherently angry as German. Almost close to the noises the squirrel made. Still, I chanced a shrug and yelled, "I can't understand, please help me!"

It wasn't the most heroic thing but if the would-be hero didn't survive the day, could they ever end up saving another day far off in the future?

The man continued yelling but seemed to make a decision as the hipposaur took another charge at me, one I wouldn't be able to fully dodge.

As I ungracefully but powerfully leapt to the side, the man shouted something and an undulating series of blueish-white ethereal strands emerged from his mouth. It was awe-inspiring and a bit mesmerizing.

A wave of invisible force and wind shoved me to the side.

I still got battered hard on the shoulder by the monster but I thought that was better than getting crushed by a few tons of white death.

The man shot an arrow at the beast and I was surprised it penetrated the thick hide. The hipposaur turned to him and I only caught a glimpse of its maddened fury. I did get a fist-sized dollop of its saliva that crashed into my face as it turned to focus on the man. It smelled like death that someone tried to cover with anti-fart spray.

And tasted worse.

I scrambled away as best as I could and took what little cover the trampled grass could offer me.

Finding a rock, I decided to try to help to the extent of my meager abilities. Harkening back to my little league days, I threw as hard as I could at the most vulnerable spot I could see.

The rock exploded in a cascade of raining pebbles.

Bullseye on the b-hole.

It did less than nothing; the beast continued to pay me no mind so I wisely ducked back into the grass.

Aren’t I supposed to be the hero of my own dream?

As the hunter – at least he looked like a hunter with his pack, gray-green outfit covering him from neck to toe, and silly hat with an enormous feather – cast another spell on his bow and waited in a ready pose, the beast bellowed again.

That was the moment he'd waited for apparently. The man shot an arrow that magically split into three mid-flight. One arrow drove into each of its eyes and the third changed direction to angle steeply upwards through the hipposaur's soft palate and presumably into its brain.

It gave a short, piteous wail and slumped to the ground.

Standing up to thank my savior, he turned on me with a cold fury in his eyes. I couldn't tell what he was saying but it wasn't hard to guess the meaning. I really wished I could understand because I was sure there were at least a few choice expletives screamed at me and I always enjoyed learning new insults and swear words.

Then he started indicating towards my crotch region and I remembered I was still fully naked. I quickly shifted a hand to cover myself.

One hand doesn't quite cut it. This dream gives and takes in equal measure.

I tried my best to mime clothes and please but he turned away from me in disgust. There was only so much naked shrugging the hunter could take apparently.

I thought back to my consultant guide I first started writing in jest, and which then actually became useful when I started getting put into more and more dysfunctional companies. I recalled number 243.

Consultant survival tip #243: When someone who has a significant power advantage over you is screaming at you and you aren't sure why, try to look innocent. If you can pass whatever off as an innocent mistake instead of incompetence or malice, they will usually calm down quickly.

The hunter turned back to the beast and reached towards a sack on his hip. He pulled out a large machete, yelled something into the air, and then used his now-glowing weapon to hack off the creature's head. Then he took another few minutes to dismember the rest of the monster, spilling its oddly light-colored blood.

Confused as to the purpose of chopping something up in a field just off the road – maybe beasts can regenerate like trolls? – I saw the reason shortly thereafter.

The hunter walked up to the almost boulder-sized head and neck area and put his hand on it. It quickly disappeared. He did the same to the other nine pieces and turned back to me to give me one last nasty look.

But I was paying him zero attention.

BAG OF HOLDING! Holy crap, that is SO cool! I wanted to buy one so bad in our last campaign but of course Matt wouldn't let us. Encumbrance rules and low-magic made for a boring campaign. But at least he brought killer snacks and was a decent DM. His minis were incredible.

The man departed, shaking his head at me and throwing back a few disgusted looks. Clearly he could move faster so he was either tired or was going slower to have more time to give me additional snark. I was pretty sure it was the latter.

In a bit of a daze and a haze of pain – giant monster slams hurt more than cute little rolling pins – I started straight ahead for the city walls.

***

After over twenty more minutes of walking right up to the walls, – god, I don't remember walking so damn much in dreams – I remembered my original plan to find a road so I could easily find a gate.

Oh well, here now.

The well-built city walls were over three stories tall and made of what looked like gigantic bricks.

Could you make bricks that big that were structurally sound?

The two random lectures I audited in a college architecture class – my friend asked me to attend and I later realized she had a crush on me when I reflected at her wedding – did not really help me answer the question.

But then again, magic.

With no one on the wall to call up to – and then realizing we probably couldn't communicate anyway – I headed to the right and walked along the wall. The brush was cleared away for a few hundred yards to prevent anything from approaching unseen so it was an easy trek.

I finally spotted a road and even saw a cart entering the city and sped up my pace.

The currently open gates were massive, wide enough for two large carriages to enter abreast with plenty of room to spare. The dirt road became cobbled about 30 feet (10m) outside the city entrance.

Gigantic gleaming gates made of what I thought of as a classic waffle pattern ornamentation were accompanied on either side by a guard house; though they were rather underwhelming, each only big enough for one person.

Probably don't get too much danger, especially from people, if they only have two guards.

I spotted a smaller closed gate specifically for people on foot so, despite the utter lack of traffic other than the carriage from a few minutes back, I headed towards it.

A burly man with a long, auburn beard stepped out of a guardhouse and approached, wearing what I would thought of as a standard-ass guard uniform. Light chainmail with a simple white tunic over top that sported a rather intricate sigil of a tree with a mountain in the background, pauldrons, steel boots, with a spear and buckler. Surprisingly no helmet.

The man held up his hand, signaling me to stop and speaking in what seemed more of an exasperated tone rather than a hostile or confused one. Remembering my current state of undress, I quickly covered my nether regions with my hands and tried to look sheepish. Similar to number 243, I thought of number 127.

Consultant survival tip #127: When confronted with an upset person with a significant power differential over you in an unknown situation, give deference to their power. The reinforcement of their position will make them focus more on their power than what has upset them. Then you can better assess what is the best way forward.

Wow, some of my rules are really passive. Guess I might have to change those if I want to CHALLENGE THE HEAVENS. Ha, silly heavens.

The guard began speaking, again in a language I couldn't understand. I guessed it was the same language the hunter – and the squirrel? – had spoken. Once the man realized I couldn't understand a word – a conclusion he came to far faster than I expected – the guard gently laid a hand on my shoulder and directed me through the people gate. He called out to the other guard who ran off quickly.

As I entered the city, I was incredibly impressed. Instead of the medieval motif I was expecting, it was like the city smashed together a lot of different influences and levels of technology from Earth into one.

There were horseless carriages – not really cars, but carriage-sized blocky vehicles moving through the streets at a reasonable pace, mostly carrying goods instead of people – heading down a specified road that was blocked off from foot traffic with a footbridge to cross over about every half mile (800m) or so. And it looked like there were well over ten bridges from just the initial road I could see.

"Big city," I muttered out loud.

In contrast, none of the city looked electrified in any way and the architecture was closest to a mix of an 18th century European city, maybe baroque – again, only two classes attended – but there were clear eastern Asian looking design flares too.

And weird angles were all the rage. The buildings were mostly rectangular but the outside decorations, paint, and windows seemed to favor anything from 15 to 75 degrees – though maybe that's 15 to 45 degrees each way? – off parallel to the ground.

It really was breathtaking.

And it smelled fine, a welcome reprieve from the horror stories historians told of medieval cities.

The buildings were painted in vivid colors that somehow shone individually but also melded into a greater tapestry. Nothing was too loud, yet it felt like most of them should be.

How could something approaching neon pink look totally normal next to navy blue and electric green? Oh yeah, magic.

I wasn't sure but it felt like there was some kind of aesthetic spell over the area.

While most of the buildings were two stories, a few were three. And in the distance, it looked like there were even a few reaching to ten stories. Off to one side in the far distance, five great spires reached for the sky, tall enough they might give a few of the larger skyscrapers in Chicago a run for their money.

Whether the buildings near the gate were residential, business, or mixed-use, I really couldn't tell. There were a few with signs but they were pretty rare. I wondered if people could tell what a building was for another way.

American cities unfortunately were not nearly this gorgeous yet quaint feeling, despite its size.

The guard patted my arm as I reacted in awe and ushered me towards the ugliest building I could see.

Ah yes, the old 'make the government building not stand out by standing out with how awful it looks' approach.

It wasn't common in every city but was for far too many of the places I'd visited.

The other guard returned wielding a large green blanket – hopefully that doesn't have fleas... – as two women in guard uniforms rushed past and back outside the gates, giving me far more than a quick glance.

Perverts. Though maybe it’s a good view?

I gratefully nodded to the guard and took the blanket, wrapping it around myself, as he joined my retinue. Surprisingly, of the few dozen people around the gate, no one had given me – or at least my body – too much more than a glance. I was buck naked and I realized I towered over each guard by almost a foot.

Well, in relative terms to Earth.

We could all be a few inches tall for all I know.

Chuckling to myself about being the giant of a lollipop guild, I was ushered inside the building.

The atrium was large but almost as boring as the outside. It was well-appointed if exceptionally drab with sitting areas and looked like a pretty typical guildhall from most of the fantasy books or anime I'd seen with a big desk and several receptionists looking bored.

There were a few things that I guessed were holding pens as well but they surprisingly looked comfortable and humane.

I was taken into a side room and, before I could sit down, was pointed to a tunic and some underclothes I could put on.

The guards escorting me indicated a chair after I was clothed. One used some hand signals that I interpreted as I'd have to wait a bit while they discussed.

As one left the room, the man who kept pointing at himself and saying Stannis pushed over a large, clunky-looking tablet and brought up some videos to show me.

He seemed to cycle through a few different languages in the videos but nothing sounded even close to familiar to any language I knew. The writing didn't look that far off from many Earth-based letters and seemed phonetic – that matches the stuff from the facility. Dreams are weird.

I subconsciously rubbed my injured shoulder.

All the actors in the videos used extremely exaggerated movements to indicate when something funny or sad – or really anything – happened.

Guess they have kids TV for education here too.

After what felt like 30 minutes, a woman wearing a gorgeous flowing robe of green and brown accented with silver and gold trim and matching pointed hat entered, staff in hand. I had to hold back a chuckle at how 'mage coded' she was. Her light purple hair and alabaster skin was paired with deeper purple eyes with flecks of brown and green.

She was literally glowing with a light pink aura.

I froze momentarily as I was stunned by her beauty.

Wow, that actually happens. Nope, legitimately stunned by magic I think.

I couldn’t move for a few seconds until the pink glow around her faded.

She exchanged a few words with Stannis and looked annoyed but finally nodded. A blue light emerged from her ornate staff, settling over herself, the man, and finally me.

"Thank you, that is very helpful Myriam," Stannis said. "I know it’s pretty darn resource-intensive, we'll make sure you get paid out for it."

"Ugh, finally," I said, only shortly later realizing I hadn't merely thought it.

"I take it you're not Cornelius?" the woman, presumably Myriam, said, turning to me.

"No, I’m not, my name is Terry. Is that a surprise? Do you get many random naked men wandering into the city or is Cornelius just known for that?" I quickly chastised myself realizing they weren't in a joking mood.

Raising my hand, I said in a funny voice, "I come in peace. Friend."

Consultant survival tip #34: If the mood is tense or unknown, trying to ease tension with people you don't know yet through humor is not advised. It can make you look like you don't understand the seriousness of the situation and come across as glib or flippant. If violated, do NOT attempt another joke soon after.

Maybe I should follow that guide a bit more… But I was both extremely nervous and excited!

Ignoring my second comment, Stannis said, "More than we'd like, certainly," and ran a hand over his eyes.

"Wait, you can understand me now?" I realized I'd made myself look even worse but my excitement was getting to me, overwhelming my usual composure. Plus, pain often made me lose my consultant demeanor. "That's so cool, what does your spell do? How does it work? How do I get magic?"

With a moderately patronizing look, Myriam said, "We'll get to that. And yes, this is a translation spell, you have about <two hours> until the spell wears off. Can you please confirm two things for me? First, are you from another world? And second, do you have magic there?"

There was a strange feeling when she said two hours in my head like it was translated beyond only language.

"Yes, I’m from another world, and no, we do not have magic there." I wanted to be brief but sensed making sure everyone fully understood would be better to prevent issues in the short run.

Jerking her head to the side at Stannis and opening the door, Myriam looked at me. "Please avail yourself of the entertainment on the tablet while we discuss something. Do not leave this room. Do you understand?"

"Yes ma'am," I said, saluting. Then realized that probably wasn't great since it could come off sarcastically. Before I could gauge her reaction, she left and Stannis gave me a shrug as he exited too.

Consultant survival tip #157: Never call someone 'ma'am' unless it’s the specified form of address, e.g. with military personnel – that is a great way to piss someone off and imply they are old; only use 'sir' if it’s the specified form of address or if the person seems like they have a pole up their ass and want to lord things over people and using ‘sir’ simultaneously won't lose you general credibility.

I heard some heated conversation through the wall of the next room over but couldn't really understand what they were saying. Peeking my head out the door, I saw a rather stern-looking woman at the main reception desk giving me a dirty look and shaking her head at me.

Okay, fair enough. Don't leave the room.

Turning back to the tablet, I clicked around a bit until I figured it out and brought up one of the videos Stannis showed me. It was about how children should train to grow up and assist the kingdom in winning honor and glory from the despicable other kingdoms who were all savages. I wasn't surprised I could understand it now after the spell had been cast. With a sudden dawning horror, I realized I could read the subtitles too.

Uh, you can't read in dreams...

Well, shit.
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                I quietly turned the tablet off, staring into the distance, bringing the heated conversation next door back as the only thing potentially distracting me from my thoughts. As much as I wanted to, I couldn't make out what they were saying.

Is this really a dream?

I started drawing a clock with my finger, supposedly something that you couldn't do in a dream.

Or is that an Alzheimer's test?

My mind began to spin.

Is this real? Shit, what if this is actually real?

Looking for any distraction, I glanced back at the now-blank tablet.

That's not my face…

Using the device as a rather ineffective monochrome mirror, I examined myself. I woke it back up and tried for 30 seconds to find a camera function but felt like my parents trying to work technology: frustrated, confused, and at least a little embarrassed.

The chin was rugged and wide and what I thought other people called handsome. I always struggled with what was supposedly handsome or not. The nose was broad and seemed to go well with the face. I couldn't tell what color the – my – eyes were but thought they might be gray and the iris was flecked with white and black – or I guess, light and dark.

Overall, I thought my face was nice. Young and clean shaven, but still nice.

The hair was another thing altogether.

Maybe it was the peak of fashion on wherever I was – am I really dismissing the dream thing already? – as I’d really only seen a few men's haircuts thus far. If asked to describe it, I would say it was like a messy shallow bowl cut, like someone had only heard the description of a bowl through six retellings and said bowl was made by a clumsy five year old with attention problems.

To call it unsightly was an insult to the word.

Maybe some anime hairstyles could match that description and look good but this was close to the worst movie friar monk cut joke style I could imagine – at least sans the shaved top part of the head.

It was hard to guess an age but the face – my face – looked more like a late teenager or early twenties than my 29 year old, pudgy-going-on-chubby self. All the travel and salty food had left me looking beyond my ever-increasing years. It was always a new year's resolution to work out more but it never stuck past early February.

But at least I had a normal-ass head of hair! Yes, it was thinning but I could style around that well!

I think…

Taking a moment to laugh at my follicular misfortune, I started to examine my body.

No wonder I was able to jog at such a pace.

I was quite well-muscled and in shape.

I got up and moved around and the body responded better than I could ever remember my own doing on Earth. Maybe when I was fourteen, but that didn't come with defined muscles including a six pack. Squats didn't even have that weird little twinge! Pushups were a breeze! I did what I thought was a burpee and it was actually a little fun.

Still, all in, I wasn't too upset with the changes. I could change my hair.

At least I hope hair grows normally here…

The people I'd seen looked pretty earth-normal, though the complexions and eye/hair colors were already non-standard to Earth.

Maybe Myriam wears contacts?

The skin tones from the twenty-odd non-random sampling from the hunter and the short journey inside the city ranged from alabaster white to more dark-toned, like a white person with a deep tan. The hairstyles, much like the architecture, were more angular but it wasn't too crazy like all ear hair or something.

Reflecting on what if this were indeed real, I started to analyze what had happened until then and how I was behaving.

When on the job at a new client, I was very buttoned up the first few weeks – get to delivering value quickly but don't draw a lot of attention and thus expectations and scrutiny – so I could get a lay of the land. I was decidedly not doing that thus far.

Consultant survival tip #12: It's better to have a reputation for being a bit boring, especially early in a contract, than almost anything else. You want people to be okay spending the time necessary with you and for them to be willing to share the information you need. You shouldn’t give up too much information or become the center of attention. Attention brings scrutiny and scrutiny brings MANY hassles.

Thus far, I was in 'excited nerd mode' and, if I were really willing to believe this wasn't just some dream – I tried waking up again and pinching myself hurt, though not as much as it usually did through the toughened skin – I needed to start focusing on needs and goals.

If this was like one of those stories I'd started reading on flights instead of working on yet another banal presentation and this was all real, what did I actually want to accomplish?

I guess it depends on the world dynamics. If powerful people murder those weaker, then I want to get strong enough to not get squished.

Get rich quick? Probably extremely dangerous and makes me a target.

Get rich slowly through building an empire? Sounds fun.

Building something up from the ground sounds interesting; I'm sick of coming in and helping when the shit hits the fan rather than simply preventing said fecal flinging. Should I create a Sect of the Never-Slapped Face?

…I'd also like to give a real relationship a try, it's been a while since I've had anything substantial, mostly a string of one and half to three month things that petered out.

And magic of course, what moron wouldn't want to shoot fireballs or lightning, be able to destroy mountains with a punch, and fly?

Maybe there's even a spell that automatically fills out your timecard?

Okay, then how do I play this? I'd love to go all Xianxia-protagonist but I need more information. And from Stannis' look, this Myriam person is not one to mess with.

Temperament and power both.

Information extraction is probably best. It's an annoying play but I need information more than anything else right now, then I can start to optimize my strategy.

Suddenly, the door opened and I startled. I was staring at the wall from a few feet away just thinking. Though I figured it probably looked weird, I decided to eat the reputation hit and move forward.

Consultant survival tip #139: If someone catches you doing something that might seem odd, it is usually best to not comment or address it at all yourself and move on. Any explanation will almost always dig your hole deeper. Most people don't really care much about the mundane eccentricities of others. You were weird, don't make it weirder.

I tried to look nonchalant.

Based on both their faces, I failed.

Moving to the other side of the table and taking a seat, I glanced to Myriam who gave me a look I couldn't fully interpret.

Was that pity?

"There's only a short amount of time before the translation spell wears off and you'll need to be on your way. I'll go over a few important aspects of your time in Zalano; then, Stannis here will escort you to get some needed items for your survival. Your time in our fair city ends at sundown."

Important conversation self-note: ‘for your survival’ is ominous, dig deeper.

I was using my mental bullet point approach to meetings where I couldn't take notes.

I went to interject but she raised her hand and pulled out a tablet from seemingly nowhere and started to reference what might be an genuine checklist. "I know you have many questions but we have policies for this exact reason. You were summoned here from another world. The culprit, Baritonimous Bartlesby – or Barry for short – has done this before. That's why we're not really surprised. There is a standard fine that we issue him when we discover his 'test subjects' – which is rarely compared to how many we suspect – that should get you pretty well on your way to getting equipped to live here on Putijama and in the Kingdom of Verdant Earth. Do remain in this kingdom as moving elsewhere will make you an enemy of the Kingdom. You do not want to be an enemy of the Kingdom. Do you understand?"

I nodded. Realizing she hadn't looked up, I said, "Yes, I understand. How much will I receive and can you give me an idea of how far that should go; basically, what I should expect in general pricewise for daily expenses?"

"Yes, yes, Stannis will go over that as he takes you through town. As I said." She waved dismissively. "Wait, what? This can't be right." Myriam showed the tablet to Stannis. He grabbed the other tablet off the table in front of me, furiously typing for a few seconds and then seemed to shrug.

"Well, it looks like your lucky day," Stannis said. Seeming to realize that might not really be the case, he gave an awkward wince but soldiered on. "Well, at least in this regard. It looks like Barry suddenly relocated to another kingdom last month so all of his confiscated funds for paying for his tests are to be remitted to you. Instead of the typical 30 gold, you'll be getting the full 75. That should set you up pretty nicely quite honestly. That's about 2 months’ pay for me."

Myriam gave him the same look she'd given me.

So it was pity.

Eh, screw that. Bag of holding, fireball, and a really cool spear or sword and shield combination here I come! And maybe someone can fix this awful hair…

Myriam took back over. "First, we will scan your affinity. Hold this in your palm while we go over the rest."

She rolled a tennis ball-sized clear orb across the conference table towards me. It made an oddly deep sound as it traversed the table and when I picked it up, it was far heavier – and… weightier in a way I couldn't describe that pulled in my abdomen – than I expected.

Mist immediately began to swirl within the orb, making mesmerizing patterns. They felt almost like words made manifest, as if the lines were performing an interpretive dance I could almost comprehend. I waited for cool colors but it was all white, gray, and a deep, purplish black.

"Second, we need to ignite your Core and scan you to make sure your Tier 1 Innate Capability isn't dangerous. Then Stannis will take you to get some gear and escort you to the gate. You only have about <100 minutes> left on this spell and then you'll be unable to communicate well with anyone here unless you learn the language."

I jumped into my 'five minutes from end of meeting' mode. "Can we rundown the facts so I make sure we're on the same page? What is an affinity and why does it matter? Next, I will get some kind of power; will this make me stronger? Able to do magic? Shortly after I get said new power, this translation spell will wear off and I won't be able to communicate with anyone? What is an Innate Capability? And why will survival be difficult?

“And I'll only have a little bit of money to set myself completely up on a new planet and I can't live here in the city? Is there a reason? Are there many beasts out there? I was attacked by a squirrel in a dress and a giant white monster. Basically, what don't I know?" I tried to use my professional tone but at least a bit – probably a lot, let’s be honest – of pleading got in there by the end.

Consultant survival tip #4: Never ask more than two questions without getting answers. Question avalanches are hard for the best of people to answer and offer lots of ways for people to not answer whichever of the questions they want. You want answers? KISS: Keep It Simple Stupid. Make it so you can tell what people are trying to avoid answering instead of giving them cover yourself.

Trying to prevent a doom spiral of worries – I got zapped here and they immediately want me to get squished? – I tried to regain a bit of composure with a mindful pause. It didn't help that the orb in my palm had started to send odd tingles throughout my body – and what I thought of as my 'being' but not physical body.

Stannis smiled placatingly. "75 gold is enough to get you well kitted out and we'll get you an AAI – Artificial Assistive Intelligence – so you can at least understand others and communicate after a fashion. We'll grab the gold from the front desk on the way out. The chip is usually quite expensive but that was also added to the test subject protocol after Cornelius."

"Stannis!" Myriam chided then added quietly, though my apparently advanced hearing in this new body managed to catch it, "We aren't to discuss that. It's under an information blackout for all, especially someone who isn't even a Kingdom citizen yet."

Returning to speaking to me directly, Myriam continued, "Yes, so your affinity will tell us what type of essence is best for your advancement. If you are aligned to green, I would have recommended the area to our east but that got messed the <redacted> up all to hell a few months ago. Blighted land for years, maybe a decade. Morons!" She punched the table and it made a small dent, which felt weird for wood.

Stannis looked questioningly at her but she ignored it.

Regaining her composure with a small cough, she resumed. "Once we know your affinity, we'll be able to provide you direction to where it would be best to build your life, per our instructions."

I didn't miss Stannis' wince as he was typing away at the tablet. He wasn't too great at keeping his cards hidden.

Myriam looked to Stannis but he didn't add anything. "Next, we will awaken your cultivation through an injection of neutral essence. This is superior to the way they do it in the little villages,” she said dismissively, “and will ignite your Core, granting you an Innate Capability as you ascend to Tier 1. Our Ignition Center will determine if your Capability is a threat but otherwise your Innate Capability will remain confidential." She looked to Stannis, her part seemingly done.

"Yeah, so then I'll take you around town to get some needed supplies, that AAI chip we'll do as late as possible so we can maximize the usefulness of the translation spell, and then I'll point you in a good direction. I applied for and got some additional things for you beyond the free AAI but we'll discuss that." Stannis ended with a shrug.

Myriam glanced to the orb and then took a bigger pause, looking ponderous. "Please give that back," she said, pointing. As she picked the glowing orb up off the table, she flinched. This time she didn't whisper to Stannis but motioned towards the door with her head.

Through the recently slammed door I could hear whispers but couldn't make much out more than 'null', 'impossible', 'yikes', and something that couldn't be translated but sounded foreboding.

Sweeping back into the room, Myriam put on an obviously fake smile. "It really is a lucky day for you in a way. Your affinity is null. This simply doesn't happen here so normally, you would have a very difficult journey ahead. That said, to the east about <70 miles> (110km), there is now a null essence affinity zone because of the <redacted>— err because of some unforeseen circumstances. Stannis will direct you there. And with that, I'm off. Good luck," Myriam said, sweeping out of the room at speeds I could barely track. The door shut with a moderately ominous click.

Trying to look chipper, Stannis focused on me. "Oh, don't look so depressed lad, we'll get you sorted.” He laid a comforting hand on my arm. "Up you pop, let's get everything done as quickly as possible. Once it goes to communicating via your AAI, it will be harder."

At seeing the worried look on my face, he gave a genuine smile. "I'll get you to a good spot, I promise. I'll even give you my contact details if you have questions."

***

"That tablet will be 125 gold," the merchant said, pointing to a resplendent device I thought might literally be engraved with gold and platinum.

While my stomach dropped, Stannis just laughed. "You've got the wrong idea. He's new in town."

Stannis paused in a meaningful way when he said that and the shopkeeper looked confused for a second before the pieces seemed to fall into place and he gave a wince. "So let's look at one more affordable, if you would be amenable to that fine customer?"

It was the third such occasion of someone thinking they knew me – I presumed this Cornelius looked a lot like me and was famous – or infamous. The first was a couple trying to get handsy with me in the middle of the street. The second was a woman looking like she was going to throw a punch while the man with her averted his gaze.

Whatever the backstory was, I realized it was probably going to be a problem.

The vendor immediately shuffled over to a less ornate show cabinet. "These are the latest model. I usually sell them for 30 gold but for a friend of Stanley here, I'll cut it to 25. But I only have one left and two people came in yesterday just to check it out. So how does that sound? You know what, I'll even cut it to 22, final offer."

I laughed at the awful sales pitch; not even getting Stannis' name right? I decided to go into hardball mode as Stannis said this was one of four or five shops in the area that should have tablets for sale that also had a good enough reputation to be approved by the guard for requisition of supplies.

"I know a bad deal when I see one and that isn't a bad deal. It’s an awful one. I’m looking for something that does the job and only the job. I want used but in good condition, with a guarantee you'll repair or replace it if it breaks in the next 90 days." I slid over to the more dank and dreary section pointing at two tablets that were lazily heaped in the display with other various bric-a-brac. "How much? And make me a good offer. I don't want to haggle so this is your one chance."

With an ugly look that he quickly tried to bring back to being friendly, the vendor moved over to the case and looked at both units. "I will do seven gold for this one and six and a half for the other," he said, pointing to each unit. "If you want the guarantee, which is frankly an insult to our work, that will be another gold for either."

Looking to Stannis for a little guidance and receiving a blank stare, I shrugged and started walking out.

"Okay, six!" the vendor yelled. I kept moving. "Five and a quarter! Okay, final offer, four and a half!" he bellowed to my retreating back. "Fine, then <redacted> you, your mother <redacted> a <redacted> donkey in the <redacted> and then…" The man stopped suddenly and I turned around to see why.

Stannis, who’d been leaving with me had doubled back slightly, giving the shopkeeper a death glare. The very well-built guard slowly said, "Excuse me, what did you say to someone under the official protection of the Kingdom Guard?" His voice was rather quiet but filled with a cold venom that cut through all the noise on the street, making multiple passersby stop.

Panicking, the shopkeeper said something garbled that sounded like an apology, looking like he might cry.

"Best to pack up for the day and consider if this is the right line of work for you. I'll be having a word with your guild and recommending the Guard remove you from the approved vendors list. Have a wonderful day," Stannis replied, all the feeling gone from his voice, which I thought made it somehow scarier.

Holy crap, Stannis is hard. Note to self, do not mess with the nice but scary man. Also, the translation spell is preventing me from learning fun swear words.

As we continued down the road, Stannis looked to me. "So, you want to tell me what that was all about? Seemed kind of strange when you got him down to a pretty good deal in the end." He seemed more friendly about it than I expected.

"So, it's a haggling and buying strategy I developed from my time traveling, especially in China. If you find a slimy vendor, get information off them but don't buy from them if you can avoid it.”

At his hand motion to go on, I continued, “I knew that he had a sense of about how much I should have – maybe the Barry fine of 30 gold is a known number – and tried to 'do me a solid' by letting me keep a little bit while selling me something overpriced. I want a used device anyway as I really don't know how much use I'll get and might have to upgrade sooner rather than later.

“So I let him essentially tell me what a pretty good price for a used tablet is and didn't give him any business to boot. Little bit of revenge plus good information."

I gave what I hoped was a winning smile. I hadn't practiced it with this new body like I did with the old. Prior feedback on my smile before I practiced had always been… mixed…

Am I already thinking of this as my new body?

"Heh, I've dealt with old man Novotny before. He's got great wares but an awful attitude and worse temper. Well done, I think we should go to the shop closest to the Core Ignition Center, I think you'll like the proprietor. Not bad on the eyes or the pocketbook if you know what I mean." He threw a conspiratorial wink my way.

"Should I get my Core ignited first anyway? I don't know what Innate Capabilities are but what if I get something for haggling? Is haggling even a thing here? I guess I presume so from that exchange."

"What!? How would it not be a thing?" Stannis' confused head tilt reminded me a bit too much of my friend's derpy dog so I had to suppress my laugh.

"Where I'm from, most things have set prices so you know what you're paying. Well, mostly. They add on a tax at the end that can vary pretty wildly even between one block and the next sometimes. But you don't get to haggle. Isn't that what it's like at restaurants at least here?" I tried to imagine a restaurant where you negotiated the price of everything.

"Plus, I’m in a bit of an antagonistic-to-vendors mood right this second and if you are taking me someplace you actually want to return, a cooldown period might be nice."

Consultant survival tip #124: If you are overwhelmed, look for any way to calm down before causing issues to your future self. After dealing with an asshat, it is best to not immediately deal with the coworkers you like. Adrenaline and other chemical reactions linger longer than most would think.

"Ha, good that you know yourself that well. And yes, you being a jerk to Alena would not keep you in my good graces. She's so nice and keeps ordering these great books that are made of pictures. They aren't for kids though! But they are wonderfully illustrated. I have a few racks at home," Stannis said proudly. And we continued discussing what sounded like this world's version of manga as we entered the Core Ignition Center.

Clapping his hands, Stannis looked my way. “Okay kid, you ready to ignite your heavens-defying Capability that will shake the realm to its very core?”

I’d thought this was a more sane place that wouldn’t be filled with face slapping and random bouts of deadly lightning as a reward for doing well.

Well, shit.
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                Energy poured in, somehow suffusing my entire body and metaphysical self – my soul? – at the same time. It simultaneously felt like taking a perfectly warmed and scented bath, the aftermath of drinking seventeen cups of coffee in the last two hours, – not my finest moment – and jumping into a hole in the ice in only your underwear. I thought I'd have a headache too but it was almost the complete opposite as power suffused even my thoughts.

And then it was over.

The backlash, mild as it truly was, of that feeling of power leaving so quickly sucked. Like the greatest candy ever taken from your six year old self, only magnified tenfold.

Or when that last second three ruined my seven leg parlay. $9K down the drain from a fadeaway by a two-star freshman center.

"Ha, I know that face. I recognize it myself from any Tier-up; even sometimes breaking through on the sub-Tiers. You'll be chasing that high for a long, long time." Stannis looked wistful but I was suddenly worried.

I tried hard drugs. Once. And that was two times too many. I did not want to be 'chasing a high'. Nothing good that way came. Gambling isn’t the same.

It was at a party in college and a girl I really liked asked if I wanted to do cocaine and pointed to a man wreathed in darkness in the corner. When a beautiful girl in a short dress and plunging neckline grabbed my arm and asked my hardly-been-kissed college-aged dork self, and with a pout no less, I wasn't really sure if my squeaked affirmative or my wallet came out faster. It wasn't a fully themed wallet but it did have a Triforce pin I tried to show her.

Melissa simply wanted me to buy her the drugs and quickly ran off, literally sticking her tongue in the mouth of a guy while holding up two of the three small bags I just bought. The dealer, who I actually thought looked like the most nondescript person in the world up close, regaled me with rather boring tales for the rest of the night after heavily encouraging me to do a few lines off a rather disgusting mirror.

Being highly energized and hearing boring stories all while getting over lusty heartbreak led to a terrible night. And I later found out from my 'cool friend' I was ripped off. $200 extra down the drain.

Bringing myself back to the present, I looked up from my literal navel gazing expectantly. Prior to the infusion, I 'signed' eight different documents, using my blood as I didn't have essence control yet to form a signature, in 27 different places over ten minutes.

They cut open my palm and collected it in a bowl like that was a normal thing to do so I wouldn't have to keep pricking my finger. A little machine spread some green light over the cut and it mostly healed immediately.

Gross but effective.

The essence technician who injected me with a series of serums and cut open my hand didn't even really look at my face the entire time.

"So… what did I unlock?" I asked hesitantly. Hoping for infinite no-cost fireballs or laser eyes but willing to settle for anything cool, the technician looked confused.

"Only the Ignition was paid for. You need to pay another 50 gold for the actual readout. I do see here that your Cap needs review though. Iveta!" she bellowed towards the back, then went back to staring into space and ignoring Stannis and me. Presumably doing some work – or watching entertainment – in her AAI.

Either that or she's mindful AF.

An enormous woman bedecked in battle robes of shifting colors poked a sleepy head out of a back wall – not through a door but presumably an illusion of a wall – and looked around. In a deep voice, she asked, "Yeah, what the jeb— oh, we have legit clients. Strange for a <first day of the week>."

"Yeah, that weird one needs a verification of non-danger," said the technician pointing at me, not even bothering to look anywhere but space.

Weird? I’ve been nothing but polite and quiet!

"Huh, okay. Well, give me access," Iveta said, looking at me and blinking languidly like a sleepy cat.

Turning to Stannis with a clearly bewildered face, the guard thankfully stepped forward in my stead. "Uh, he doesn't have an AAI chip. Did none of the pile o' paperwork he just signed really not have a release form?"

The technician didn't even respond and Iveta shook her head. "If I could see it, I would see it. You, give me permission." Her finger pointed at me in a warning gesture.

I wanted to assert myself but now that I was actually Tier 1, I felt the power difference even between Stannis and Iveta. She was a monster, and a grumpy-seeming one at that.

Consultant survival tip #97: Do not piss off the sleepy monster. Many execs have checked out – either on your specific project/area or in general – but still retain a significant amount of power. Do not encourage them to use it against you. But also, do not look like a spineless bug. If you do either, bully mode will engage and you will be squished like said bug.

Maybe squished is more literal than I want it to be right now.

"Miss Iveta," I stepped forward, injecting the power I’d just awakened into my voice, "please explain how to do that and why and then I will review."

Instead, Stannis put a hand on my shoulder. "He is, let's say, new in town, and isn't aware of his rights – or lack thereof – as a non-noble." Turning to me, he said, "We need to ensure your Innate Capability isn't dangerous, one way or another. You can either comply and Iveta here will give you a guarantee backed by her AAI that she won't share the information or you can go the hard way. That will go on record as you not complying and anyone above certain levels in the Kingdom will have access to view your Capability anyway." He didn't even look sheepish, like this was completely normal.

Iveta slid another form my way, injecting her own essence into the paper. I felt the utter sturdiness from the towering woman, like a mountain that somehow decided to loom over me, from that small amount of her power. After reviewing the form for another minute and asking a few clarifying questions, I realized it was essentially comply or be imprisoned until I complied by force anyway.

The local powers here suck. Might have to look at changing that?

It was more of a stray thought but it made me realize I was sick of my old life of simply protecting a mediocre status quo. Maybe it was the new power flowing through me that was affecting my judgment but I was actually energized at the idea of taking more of my own destiny into my hands.

Still, realizing that I'd be squandering more of my opportunity to advance now if I didn't share my Capability, I silently entered my essence into the form, glad I was done using my blood.

I’m not actually squeamish but using my own blood to sign things is a LOT.

Iveta nodded and turned, pushing the paper into a machine. Lights and noises flashed. I wasn't sure if it was for show or not. If it was just to make it more dramatic, it worked. After fifteen seconds, she turned back with an expression of what I guessed combined greed, malice, and envy.

I'd seen that look on plenty of people's faces when they heard the sacred business phrase: I have budget.

"Confirmed, not dangerous," Iveta said, returning her now-bored gaze to Stannis and spinning, going back through the illusory wall. I could barely hear what she whispered to herself, "Lucky little," and then something that sounded like 'sodas'.

"So, are you still going to be a cheapskate and not learn what your Innate Capability is?" the receptionist asked, continuing to stare off into space.

I turned to Stannis for silent advice. He looked somewhat torn but shook his head. As that’s what I was hoping for, meaning I could discover it another way, I chose to leave rather than spend over an entire month's salary of a town's guard on a single question.

Giving up two thirds of my available capital didn't feel like a great trade if I could avoid it.

"That felt like I was missing some key context," I said as we headed down the street, still earning the occasional stare, glare, or temper flare from passersby.

"Yeah, so as Myriam noted, we can't have people walking around with dangerous Caps – that's what we usually call Innate Capabilities – without knowing about them. Some people are exempt – because of course the powerful are – but especially with you and the Cornelius—" He cut off suddenly, looking to be in actual genuine pain as he doubled over slightly.

He took several seconds before continuing, "Basically, you were Ignited the safe way and that comes with benefits and drawbacks. At least it was safe. You'll learn more from your cultivation guide that they are providing for free. I'm sure it's a good one!" He paused a second to stare off into space and looked a little disgusted.

I went to ask another question but was headed off with Stannis loudly cutting in, "So, off to Alena's to get your tablet. She might have some fighting gear too. She's great and has these little snacks…" he trailed off wistfully.

***

"Okay, used tablet you are right, that should be between four and five gold if it's in good shape but I will say, they are pretty useless as is. Stannis said you're getting an AAI chip but really, even with connecting to that, a tablet can’t do much. You'll need software to go on top of that."

Oh great, software subscriptions. What is this world's version of Adobe? I JUST WANT TO BUY ONCE!

The affable Alena had been chatting with us for the last few minutes about what I'd need to survive outside the city walls. She gave some great advice and was debating with Stannis about what I'd need and why and kept calling Stannis 'city boy'. Apparently, she was a traveling merchant for over two decades before settling down in Zalano about three years ago. She was a fount of knowledge.

I’d shared my idea of possibly starting a trading company, hoping Alena wouldn’t see me as competition but on the contrary, she seemed extremely enthused by the idea. I did refuse the exclusive contract she offered, though I realized too late it was a joke one when I got to the part about hand feeding her fruit for every piece of merchandise exchanged.

"You'll need Planet Web access too for many reasons. Including being able to receive long-distance messages and download entertainment." Turning to Stannis the trader excitedly asked, "Did you see the latest episode of The Wandering Lotus?! More like The Wandering Lustus, am I right? I bet you and Katrin were enthralled, like I was."

A throaty guffaw – including a donkey bray – emerged from the small but sturdy woman as she threw Stannis a cheeky wink. “Aldona won’t stop talking about it, even got the outfit and everything!”

Smiling at me, Alena said, "Sorry dear, off on a tangent; so you will need Web access to get updated information, stay in touch with people, certify any AAI guarantees, contact appraisers or merchants, report bandits or other troublemakers, and so much more. Let's get down and dirty on what software I use for my shop and why. Then, I'll go over what's available. I'll even point you to a few places you might be able to get a 'gently used' copy of the software on the cheap or free. Just make sure to turn off your Web access when you are using it."

I looked to Stannis, presumably someone that enforced the laws of the land, to make sure my new best friend wouldn't be getting in trouble. He merely gave a slightly odd thumbs up and returned to the bowl of snacks Alena thrust into his hands the second we walked in.

***

Fifteen minutes later and eight and a half gold lighter, I felt like I had a good grasp on what I needed, at least information flow wise. Alena didn't have any suitable weapons or armor in stock but she indicated two shops she trusted to a reasonable degree that recently brought in weapon and armor shipments. The shopkeeper put out a few feelers on my behalf.

As we left Alena’s, I turned to Stannis. "Wow, an actual combat training module for the AAI, that's pretty cool. I guess I will probably need to learn to fight to survive out there?"

"Yeah, sorry kid but things are especially bad in the area to the east. I know Miklos – my fellow guard you saw earlier that got you some clothes – his brother is in a small city <20 miles> that way called Velez. You should head in that general direction, whether to that place or not, to at least get close to the null essence zone. Velez should be just on the edge.

“With your Tier 1.0 strength, that should only be <90 minutes> of running at a reasonable pace. Your AAI will give you general directions so you shouldn't get too lost. The cheap map you bought plus brief uses of Planet Web access to triangulate should keep you mostly on track.

“Let's head to that shop with the weapons and armor Alena recommended and we can get you some good starting gear. Wait, what did you actually do on your home planet? How did you fight?"

I grimaced. How did someone explain business operations consulting to people who had no real context for accounts receivable days, value stream mapping, or conference calls that only worked half the time? Where the concept of FP&A – Financial Planning and Analysis – was probably beyond all but the largest merchant companies. Consultant tip number 4. Keep it simple stupid.

"So, there are very big companies on my planet with tens to hundreds of thousands of employees. When you get that large, sometimes even to only a few hundred employees honestly, you start to do things very inefficiently.

“For a lot of processes, that doesn't matter much to the success of a business; but some it really does. So I work with those companies to find, assess, and then try to fix those inefficiencies. Or I guess I did work…”

I took a calming breath.

"That could be in how they did their accounting or forecasting or physical handling of goods. Basically, you find the friction and decide if it is good friction – like teams competing for funding – or bad friction – like teams that can't work together because their software doesn't integrate or they don't speak a common language – either business language or actual language. The most common problems are— err, were— in how companies communicate with their customers or potential customers through to actually collecting money from them.

"I can go deeper but I'd really rather focus on getting gear to keep me alive and we can talk about that through AAI messages later?" I realized a little too late I was getting excited about talking about my business operations – AKA BizOps – work instead of my top short-term focus areas.

Remember: Maslow's hierarchy of needs; I don't even have food and shelter really secured; then I can go for safety which here includes literal weapons and armor. At best, BizOps falls in belonging, third from bottom on the pyramid.

Find a place to start to build and learn without a major risk of an insta-squish by a powerful angry cultivator. Or beast.

This town, Velez, sounds good; it seems like I've got enough money for a bit, now I need the other side of safety with weapons and armor.

And spells!

"Stannis, just to be clear, what is the general cost of living outside the city? If I’m talking room and board, including meals, how much will that run me? I want to gear up and maybe even get a spell or two depending on pricing but I can't exactly start budgeting for everything without, you know, accounting for food and housing."

"Uh, it's been a while since I was out there and I was training with the guard so everything was covered; but probably ten silver a day should get you a reasonable room and keep you well-fed. Don't forget to budget for emergency healing, that can be pricey.”

He nodded as if that was something he knew first hand. “If you can get your hands on a good healing potion, that’s best as healing after the fact is damn expensive. Though you can usually take it on loan if you sign on with one of the merchant delver groups. There's the Adventurers Guild of course but you need to have access to a major city and, after today, you won't." He looked at me apologetically but I knew it wasn't his choice.

"And money works how? Ten silvers to a gold and ten coppers to a silver? What is above gold?" I really didn't want to get caught with my pants down, especially if I was starting off in a good spot financially like Myriam and Stannis indicated.

"100 copper to the silver, – though most aren’t really using anything below a ten-copper piece – 100 silver to the gold; there is platinum above that but most people use rift stones if possible instead. Those fluctuate in value but anything above mundane and Tier 1 goods is going to be priced in stones or large amounts of gold.

"There are three kinds of rift stones: qi stones – which have stored energy that we can use to power things like the beastless carriages you've seen on the main thoroughfare streets; essence stones – which can be used to power things as well but are much better for leveling up someone's cores, gear, or spells; and mana stones – which can be used to recharge your personal mana pool. Or I guess for power too but that would be almost as wasteful as using essence stones for power.

"Mana stones are extremely helpful in a delve or a fight but kind of useless outside of that. If you are low on mana, you can absorb it from the stone. Mana is useful for spells and powering enchantments on items. Mana stones are also the most common drop of the three from a rift or dungeon so they are usually valued at around five gold for a Tier 1 and then generally about two to two and half times more valuable for every Tier jump, at least through Tier 5. It’s very rare to see things past Tier 5, especially in the Kingdom.

“Qi stones are all dependent on the amount of qi in them as they are all the same other than capacity. And I guess the extremely rare rechargeable ones. A qi stone from a Tier 1 rift usually has 75-125 capacity and you get about ten silver per capacity point. Post Tier 1, I really don't know how it scales. Essence stones, no idea, don't deal in them and there is lots of restricted information there."

"Okay, that is extremely helpful, thank you." Rule 63. "And how much are spells? And how much is a Bag of Holding? What would you spend on in my place? My main goal is to learn about this world and grow but not try to 'challenge the heavens' on day one. I want to be safe but probably don't need the best gear beyond what will get me through relatively safe delves. There are differences in rifts and how safe they are, right?"

Consultant survival tip #63: Always thank your information sources, whether they were actually helpful or not. You never know when they might be helpful in the future. Make sure to let someone know when they genuinely were especially helpful.

Holding up my hand and taking a breath, I slowed down. "Again, I don't want to wash away the gratitude I feel for your help. Without it, I would probably be dead in the next week or so based on my experiences thus far." I gingerly kneaded at my purple-tinged shoulder where the hipposaur had only landed a glancing blow. "One question at a time, sorry. Instead, can we grab some food and a seat? I know we don't have all the time in the world but I could use five minutes off my feet."

Stannis directed us to a food cart and I paid one silver 30 coppers total. It was some kind of meat on a stick and tasted delicious so I decided better than to ask questions as to what kind of meat. Who was I to be weirded out by food? I'd eaten scorpions. And spiders.

On purpose, not just in my sleep.

***

Ten minutes later, I looked down at the bulleted list on my tablet – which was taken mostly via dictation and Stannis pretended not to notice a few notes – of my crucial questions:

NOTES APP:

[

1) Tier strength: sub-Tiers important within a Tier but bigger jumps in power with each Tier. I’m currently at Tier 1, sub-Tier 0 or 1.0; much more ‘power’ – ill-defined – than baseline human and have mana. Lower Tier-ups mean much bigger jump, especially Tier 0 to Tier 1 (~4x jump) and Tier 1 to Tier 2 (3x).

A Tier 5 at similar sub-Tier is ~18x more powerful than a Tier 1 but Tier 5 isn’t nearly the 3x jump on Tier 4, closer to 40% at most. Lots of variation because of core allocation and defining ‘power’.

Tier 5 (hard to tell if Stannis is 4 or 5) is one of the peak elites; Tier 6s are allowed into war with other Kingdoms but only under circumstances.

Heavily discouraged/restricted to attack people from lower Tiers but usually down one Tier not punished – hard to know if someone is a weak Tier 3 or a strong-ish Tier 2. Something about weird contracts and nobility but Stannis said super unusual and to forget – dig deeper?

2) sub-Tiers:

Stannis’ figure

[image: image]

Tiers are broken into 10 sub-segments, 0-9, usually with the Tier in front like 1.0 or 2.4; I’m just awakened so am Tier 1.0.

Each sub-Tier represents 10% of the accumulated ‘power’ per Tier; sub-Tiers are far more important for humans than rifts; a well-trained and equipped 1.0 person could still beat a peak 1.9 rift, it’s just harder.

Essence required for each sub-Tier above the previous in Tier is about 33% higher. So going from 1.9 to 2.0 takes slightly more than 13x the amount of essence (‘essence units’) compared to going 1.0->1.1. And 1.1->1.2 is 1.33 ‘essence units’ compared to 1 ‘essence unit’ for 1.0->1.1.

Don't use lower-Tier essence unless you can perfectly compress it but essence from a lower sub-Tier is fine; something about essence and Tiers and spell leveling but Stannis trailed off again – dig deeper?

3) Rifts and delves: incomplete information? Yes, lots of difference in difficulty, even within the same Tier. Look for ‘low difficultly’ (usually called Tier 1.0) rifts well past my own Tier 1.0 status if possible. Lower amount of essence but still worth it for safety? Actual monsters don’t really have sub-Tiers? Stannis not sure.

Look out for dungeons – rifts that have broken into the real world and have a core; rifts are often guarded and there are fees to enter – often have jobs to defray costs like collecting corpses; try to join a delve team; might be different with null zone? – check allocation bracelets (?) to make sure I’m not getting screwed out of essence (confused here?).

3a) Rift breaks: can happen even for a Tier 1.0 rift; pretty bad, spew about 1.5x the number of monsters for the rift at the rift’s peak challenge. Can cause the rift to jump a Tier or break into being a dungeon.

4) Cost of spells (gold): significantly varies but Tier 1.0 spells usually 10 gold for simple utility spells to 100 for stronger combat spells. Different quality levels for the same spells too by vendor. Flying spells far harder to find/buy. Stannis adamant about not buying any spells yet – dig deeper.

4a) Cost of spells, mana: all over the map; Stannis didn’t want to go into it.

5) Bag of Holding: called spatial storage (boo), could be bag, ring, necklace, etc. Wildly varies in price due to features like stasis, long-term stability, toughness/ability to withstand damage, cold preservation enchantments, capacity, compartments, item isolation, etc.

For enough to store a hipposaur – actually called alabaster moderate horror of charging – with good stasis and internal cleaning enchantments to deal with the blood, 100-150 gold used and 250 new.

Used is a bit of a crap shoot and hard to find. For a ring of cheap materials but good storage that could store about 350 cubic feet (30m3), probably 75 new and 25-50 used. But is all over the place.

6) Cores: important but some restricted information. Not overly important for Tier 1, especially 1.0. ‘Just allocate 70/30 to physical and magical.’ Mana useful for powering enchantments on gear or spells. Dig deeper.

7) Affinities: generally, just means you can better absorb essence of a certain type and you can empower your skills slightly differently – something about a plant aligned fireball sounds cool.

If you don’t get your Core ignited from neutral essence, the essence affinity often impacts your Cap – what people call Innate Capabilities. Each affinity has three sub-aspects but not relevant for me. There are five regions for different affinities in the Kingdom of Verdant Earth: green, brown, blue, red, and yellow.]

I offered to return the sticks of the meat skewers and added another quick note when out of hearing range: [Stannis keeps getting interrupted answering questions. Actual physical shock? What the <redacted> is going on?]

Seriously spell? I can't even use it to add a swear word to my own tablet? Nerd!

"Thank you again, this is wonderful. I continue to owe you. When I'm famous, I'll make sure to pay you back," I noted, laughing. I wiped my hands on the underside of the tunic, then remembered it wasn't mine and gave Stannis my best sheepish look.

He shrugged, leading us down the street. We ducked into the shop Alena said recently acquired some gear, entering through a beaded curtain. It gave the shop a strange feel based on my experiences.

Beaded curtains mean hippies not swords.

"Welcome, welcome, how may this humble servant… err, serve you today?" a rather rotund man wearing a jaunty nearly cowboy hat with a ridiculous number of very tacky rings, per my assessment at least, asked as he greeted us with a wide sweeping gesture.

His outfit was all flowing robes of white but it clearly had a lot of stains, especially under his chin and where his hands would rest.

"Seriously? That's how you greet customers?!" An irate woman's voice from the back sounded out. I thought she would come to replace him but the shopkeeper didn't even look fazed.

Stannis slapped me on the back and said, "Just had his Core ignited! He needs a full set of weapons and armor. Alena recommended ya so make sure to throw her a little thank you. If you get any Wandering Lotus merch, I think she'd love that," he finished with a laugh.

"Yes, yes, honored customer, it would be an… honor to help you not only thrive but survive in your growth journey of… the fighting." More muttering erupted from the back.

Finally dropping some of the act seeing it wasn't landing, the man said far more abruptly, "We just got in a shipment combined of confiscated bandit goods – don't worry, they've been thoroughly cleaned and checked for curses – and also the goods from the merchant they robbed. We are selling on consignment until the merchant can pick up what's left.”

He gestured around to the rather haphazard displays of gear. “So, what do you want?"

I hadn't actually gotten specific with more than 'sword and board', so I realized this was probably a mistake. "Uh, to be honest, I'm not sure. I want a sword and shield combo but…" I looked to Stannis, helplessly.

Shit, I’m so used to being able to follow a guide or get some info on good combinations from a game. But this is literally life-or-death level decisions. And Stannis indicated my cultivation guide might be hot garbage anyway.

Stannis held up a hand. "I forgot, you didn't fight much on your home planet, right?" The vendor perked up but Stannis ignored it.

I mean, I had those six lessons of some kind of martial arts when I was twelve from 'Sensei Brad' at the mall… but that was almost twenty years ago and I think he got investigated by the news for being a fraud of some kind. Not relevant brain!

"Consider me a complete noob," I responded. The spell must not have worked correctly because he tilted his head again.

I started to explain further but Stannis held up his hand. "I got the context. Well, I think we could outfit you with something generic but I have a better idea. It's a consulting session and it will cost ya. And we only have a bit left on this spell.” He looked off into the distance for a second.

“My good friend in town has some time open on the calendar – I just pinged her – and she can take you. We only need to bring a few of those skewers, ha! One gold for the session, which is a massive discount, let me tell you! Plus enough skewers to feed… twelve, ha, must be a lot of people willing to help out. What do you say?"

Thinking it over a second, I went through my usual BS meter.

Okay, I truly do trust Stannis. He could be trying to rip me off but one gold is a ridiculous amount to rip me off for. If he said ten, I probably still would say yes.

Second, I really do need help.

I would love to be a mage, only slinging spells from the safety of the backline, but that doesn’t seem like a plausible situation. Too many weird warnings from Stannis before he went silent on that too.

Is spell stuff also forbidden knowledge seemingly backed by a spiritual shock collar?

Focus.

This seems like a good deal. I could already be out of money if Stannis didn't help me out.

Consultant survival tip #2: Not everyone is out to get you. Find your allies. Trust those allies; of course, verify where you can but you can't do it all yourself. If you want to go fast, go alone; if you want to go far, go together.

"Yes, that sounds great." I turned back to the shopkeeper.

"We'll be back. Probably.”

At his nonplussed look, I gave him a small smile. I didn’t give a crap right there about making nice.

“Do you have any spatial items or can you get any in the next hour or so? If yes, we’ll definitely be back."

Couldn't forget that Bag of Holding after all.

He rolled his eyes but nodded.

***

We had to get creative in transporting the skewers to the meeting spot intact as Stannis didn't want to use his own spatial item. It didn't have the moderately common feature of a small bubble around each item so the skewers would have gotten the tangy sauce everywhere and made the meat essentially inedible at the same time. After procuring a cheap bolt of some butcher paper from down the street, we were on our way.

I estimated we had somewhere between 30 and 45 minutes left on the translation spell so I tried to hurry Stannis along a bit faster. I didn't think we'd be able to translate through the AAI well enough for me to ask good questions about my fighting style and any particulars. At least not based on his descriptions of how AAI-based translations worked if you didn’t have that language pack as it learned particular language. He didn’t have much experience specifically with other languages and none from outside the continent but it didn’t sound promising.

We grabbed a ride on a horseless carriage and hopped off about two miles down the road. Jumping off a moving vehicle traveling about 25 mph (40 km/h) was nothing to my new body.

As we entered the rather ornate building, I was stunned by the beautiful interior. Rich dark wood and leather seating with hundreds to probably over a thousand books. It was like the private library of my dreams. There were reading nooks and tables strewn about in a way that looked haphazard at first glance but felt extremely intentional in how inviting it made the place feel.

Even more stunning was the person waiting for us.

She was attractive but what was more stop-and-stare inducing was she was dressed like a 1970s pimp. Being a native of Chicago, I was more than familiar with The Player's Ball but it was still rather hilarious to see the style here, especially with someone also carrying a rapier at each side instead of a cane.

She possibly mistook my mirthful smile as flirting as she called out for the ten or so people in the entry area to hear, "Now, now Stannis. I said you were too old for me but this is too far the opposite direction. Sorry boy— wait, Cornelius? Stannis what in the absolute <redacted> <redacted> are you thinking you <redacted> son of a <redacted> <redacted>?!"

I caught at least something that sounded like ‘jebbie’ in there. New swear word acquired?

"Settle down Lee-Lee, it's not him. This is Terry. He's new. As in today. We have your meat— NOT LIKE THAT WOMAN," he roared as she started to giggle. "We have the skewers you demanded, now let's find someplace more private— I'm warning you, not a word… do you have a meeting room we can head to and discuss? I would like Terry to see many more sunrises if possible."

What the <redacted> is going on with this Cornelius? Oh great, now I'm doing it to myself.

Still giggling, which set the little fuzzballs hanging off her fluffy hat in motion, she waved an arm and turned. Five other people followed along from those in the atrium. It worried me slightly but everyone felt vastly more powerful so again, if they wanted me dead, I'd probably already be so.

Priority change to get far more powerful. Bumping to short-term goal. I was always vaguely afraid of guns on Earth, especially in certain parts of Chicago, but this feels scarier. Like a naked weapon at my throat even from people just smiling at me.

The feeling slowly faded as each seemed to notice my clear lack of comfort.

The Pimptress, as I was calling her in my head, led us into a room with a large conference table – similar in style if vastly superior in quality to the one from the guard station. Plopping down in a chair and throwing her bright red boots onto the table, she turned to me. "Okay, I've got a whole crew here to answer your questions. And handle your… meat."

She threw a suggestive wink at Stannis and started cackling again.

The five others didn't even give their names, just a brief description of how they fought – essentially what I'd call a generic fighter or warrior, a ranged/archer specialist, an assassin/rogue type focused on fast in-and-out strikes, a brawler/pugilist type, and a more heavily armored knight. They grabbed two skewers each. I was slightly confused why – and heavily disappointed – there were no mages.

Am I really destined to suffer to not shoot laser beams from my eyes? Absolute <redacted>!

Liene grabbed six skewers – as many as she could reasonably hold – and began merrily ripping meat off, making an absolute mess that somehow didn't reach her garments. Little flecks of meat piled around the base of her chair. "Heh, checking out the goods, huh?”

I went to correct her but she merely laughed and continued. “Yeah, great enchantment on these, never make a mess. Well, on me at least. Anyway, I really want to hear your story but know we're under a time crunch. Let's get to it!" she said through a mouthful of meat.

I slid the gold coin across the table and let my questions rip.

***

NOTES APP – new entry, provided while on the horseless carriage

Day 1 Needs and Goals


Current wealth:

~65 gold – ~10 spent on tablet, software + Internet, training, and food

~49 gold in play, 16 reserved (6 for lodgings, 10 for general supplies and equipment beyond weapons and armor)


Immediate Needs – INs:

1) get information to be able to survive next month – social and safety from monsters

2) keep enough money to be safe for one month, hopefully two – 6 gold reserved – 10 silver per day for 60 days

3) acquire equipment and supplies to survive trip from city to one of the surrounding villages – 10 gold reserved

4) choose direction – likely east – and village to aim for; get introduction or letter giving safe passage?

5) healing potion?


Short-term Goals – STGs:

0) Bag of Holding!

0.1) get to a safe level of power to not be squishable at all times

1) get equipped well enough to get to village and begin actually cultivating

2) begin training to be able to reach at least Tier 2 in the next year – good pace is said to be two thirds of a year

3) do NOT hurt long-term cultivation; play it safe rather than do irreversible damage

4) figure out this Cornelius BS


Long-term Goals – LTGs:

1) understand spells and why everyone seems to say they are dangerous

2) begin finding market inefficiencies, start Galactic Trade Federation Empire 2.0

3) decide on long-term fighting style or find ways to cultivate that exclude fighting

4) find a girlfriend/partner. Whatever they call them here.




            

    
        Chapter 4, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                My first set of questions were about the dangers I'd face, both inside rifts and dungeons and not.

Liene liked to monologue a bit and was clearly enjoying teaching mode. She was making a number of points by either stabbing her skewers or throwing them about the room.

"Well, let's start with the things you have far more control over – rifts and dungeons. There can always be a surprise break but overall, it's mostly about which ones you choose to enter. What was your affinity again? I can help recommend where to go and maybe get you some discounts on delve slots," Liene said, leaning impossibly far back in her chair.

I wondered if there was an enchantment on the chair, she had a skill or spell, or she was just that good. My guess was enchanted chair since she chose a very specific one.

"I don't think I mentioned; I am null affinity," I said casually but to a series of dark looks and even a hand-clenched-to-the-chest gasp from the brawler. He looked truly horrified.

"<redacted> kid, that is utter horse <redacted>. I guess at least the <redacted>-up situation to the east means you aren't totally <redacted> in the <redacted> but… Wait, that could actually be good. Last time a place got messed up almost this bad, the rifts and dungeons stayed mostly the same but NO ONE wanted to go in there, even if it was only about 10% as strong as this one seems to be.”

She shook her head in an exaggerated fashion. “It sucks big dragon <redacted> to absorb null essence. Feels like you are getting your guts ripped up. And not… yeah, anyways." She looked towards the knight for a second before snapping back to me.

"You'll have your pick and might even get those stodgy <redacted> at the Adventurers Guild to give you contracts to clear them. Heh, that actually could be lucky, at least for a few years before the green essence zone presumably comes back!" There was a gleam in her eye at that. I wasn't sure if it was because of the opportunity in general or specifically about getting one over on the Adventurers Guild.

"Eh… he can't get involved with the Adventurers Guild. Because of his… prior circumstances…" Stannis seemed to be choosing his words carefully but made a few gestures at me and then almost a wiggling hips motion from his chair.

I finally had to say something. "Okay, I want to get back to the rifts discussion but what can you tell me about this Cornelius thing? It seems like it will follow me no matter what. And I think Stannis is being prevented from actually saying something." He visibly winced, though this time it didn't seem to be from getting hurt. "I think it would be helpful to us both if you explained." I tried to keep my voice calm and steady but I was too intrigued.

Generally, I did my best not to get involved in office gossip for many reasons – rule 194 – but this seemed juicy and it truly seemed like it would haunt me. Possibly to my literal grave. Best to get ahead of it.

Before Liene could respond, Stannis let out a gasp of pain. "That is classified and I can't be involved in letting the information get out. And nope, I can't try to do something mildly clever like leave the room. Now that I know it might be discussed, I can't allow it." After a brief pause, he looked to me and simply added, "I'm sorry."

Disappointed didn't really describe how I felt. Resigned was probably the best way. I couldn't fault Stannis, just someone higher up the chain that screwed me over.

There were ways to likely get enough details but they might result in pretty bad repercussions for Stannis if anyone discovered it. Weighing the need to know versus Stannis' safety and maybe life – if they were shocking him just for skirting around the info, it might really be truly classified in an ‘I could tell you but I'd have to kill you and then a bunch of other people’ kind of way – I decided to let it go.

Plus someone might get pissed off if I learn about it and then come squish me. Yes, let's leave that for now.

The warrior, a woman sporting a greatsword and some truly impressive muscles – damn, nice forearms! Wait, is that something I’m into now? Ugh, stupid 18 year old body – stepped forward and put a hand on Liene's shoulder. "I would be remiss if I didn't ensure the soundness of your understanding of the intricacies of cultivation. I had the unfortunate pleasure of a run-in related to your… body double… and I came to understand he – or at least his soul and consciousness – came here through no machinations of his own from a world, nay a realm, that lacked cultivation. Is your situation equivalent?"

At my nod, she continued. "And the cultivation pyramid has been explained, that building from the zeroth sub-Tier to the first will take considerably less essence than from the eighth to the ninth?" At my affirmative nod, she gave a grateful nod to Stannis. "And then surely, your Innate Capability and the Evens and Odds were covered too. That's obviously important for your build."

Stannis gave a nervous – or embarrassed – cough and I added, "We didn't have time to cover that and unfortunately, my Core Ignition did not include the disclosure of my Innate Capability, only that it wasn't dangerous to the Kingdom. It would have been 50 gold for that information, only the ignition was free."

The entire group looked shocked initially and their faces quickly morphed into a range from disgusted to mutinous.

"I think I heard her say 'lucky little' something, maybe sodas?" Chuckles erupted from everyone. "Let's keep it to one question: if I didn't know my 'Cap', how would you treat that?"

"Well, you'll be able to get a reading pretty cheaply, even here in town," Liene started but cut off at a shake of the head from Stannis. "<redacted> kid, you really are getting the <redacted>-end of the stick. Weird phrase, who is putting <redacted> on a stick? No Luka, I don't need an explanation right now.”

I’m pretty sure ‘sodus’ is pretty equivalent to shit and ‘jebbie’ is probably the f-word.

"Okay, do you know how you want to fight? We can't take your Cap into account right now. If you are null, that probably means solo delving unfortunately. You could armor up like crazy but I doubt the funds they gave you will let you actually get good enough sodus to protect your cute <redacted> from too many hits. Or if you get knocked over.”

There were multiple shudders, including from Stannis.

“Have seen too many get turtled by overwhelming numbers and if you don't have anyone to step in to get you off your back, you're jebbie’d. Hopefully not literally!" She looked for a laugh that didn’t come before sombering. "Being slowly bitten or scratched to death and your only remaining hope is that it's relatively quick is a real jebbie’d way to go…"

I felt sick to my stomach but apparently wasn't the only one. The brawler and ranged attacker both looked off into the distance.

"I want to focus more on control, dexterity and dodging, and whittling opponents down. I have tried to just use overwhelming force in video games—" At seeing their looks of utter confusion, I tried a different wording.

Consultant survival tip #9: Always read the room. It is very easy to lose people, especially when using jargon they might not know, and many stay lost rather than catching up to the conversation with just a bit of context missing. And few will actually admit they are lost and ask for clarification. Overexplain more than underexplain. It can frustrate some but better they are overinformed than under.

"—these are simulations of things like battle that we have for entertainment. And gaining knowledge." Not the best explanation but one that fits with what's available for purchase to use with tablets and AAIs.

With everyone back to being on board, I said, "I have used strategies of simply overwhelming force and it ended… badly. With my… the person I was using in the simulation dying quickly. So I want to focus more on control but I also don't think a ranged attacker is good only on their own – no offense… sorry, I didn't get your name." The ranged attacker just shrugged.

Liene laughed, setting her hat in motion again. "Dragoslav is somewhat of a specialist in stealth and thus likes to remain silent. Except when losing at cards. That said, it's almost impossible to offend him. Unless you talk about that god-awful book series he is always going on about. The Amazing Adventures of something or other.

"Back to the point: you want to focus on battle control. That means you probably want defense and offense with a bit of range so probably shield plus spear or a moderate length sword. Halberd would fit the bill if you were strong enough to wield it one handed but I don't think that is the case right now. Mostly that's someone who has a few Tiers and has focused almost exclusively on strength. And you'd need a great trainer which you won't find out in the boonies.

"Yes, I would probably recommend sword or spear. Despite your height, swords open up a lot more arenas in the future with two handed, thrusting, etc. They are best when delving though not quite as good against people because everyone trains against them. Anyone disagree?"

Sword and board it is I guess. Maybe I can put a cool sigil or coat of arms on the shield? Do I want to differentiate myself much? I guess I'll see if the general vibe is towards supporting the standouts or if the tall blade of grass gets cut.

After spending the next 15 minutes deciding which spear or sword type would work best – I’d been in favor of a sword that looked like what I thought was a khopesh but I was never too much of a swords guy – we actually ended up on a long shaft morningstar instead. It would inflict some piercing wounds, allow me to more easily damage or cripple monster limbs, help me move enemies around through strength-based blows, take advantage of my height, etc. I could cultivate more to strength and dexterity early instead of getting overly complex.

Plus, they were pretty cheap so I could continually upgrade to ones with enchantments and/or made of better materials. Though I’d probably need to commission them as they weren’t that common.

I didn't think I'd look as cool but it really did fit the wear-them-down-while-staying-safe style of fighting I was hoping for. Plus, most who wielded the spiked mace didn't develop bad habits for switching to other weapons, which was something Luka – the assassin type – was happy to report. He was all about maintaining flexibility to take the best path forwards.

The warrior, who’d been heavily team sword, was looking slightly grumpy but stepped forward again. I eventually learned her name was Axe. It used to be Alexandra but she shortened it to Axe. She said it gave her a minor advantage through confusion in battle: when people heard someone shouting commands for Axe, they looked for an axe. And that was her moment to strike.

"Guildmistress Liene, I know we deigned to focus on weapons and still must cover armor but I believe it is imperative to at least broach Evens and Odds forthwith. If he leaves without said knowledge, it could significantly impede his path."

"Yes, yes Axe, we know how much you love talking about the intricacies. Go ahead." Liene grabbed another skewer and, despite the sauce having congealed on it in multiple spots, looking like greasy pupae to the mystery meat, she seemed to enjoy it as much as any other she'd eaten. Apparently the six extra helpings were all for her.

"Coinciding with your Core Ignition and subsequent rise to Tier 1, you gain an initial Innate Capability. Or 'Cap' as some cretins call it." She threw a glance around and all of her fellow guild members rolled their eyes simultaneously, like it was choreographed.

"As this was seemingly not explained to you, I may have words for Stannis after. However, depending on how you allocate your essence and your cultivation focus, you will gain additional Innate Capabilities and strengthen them. I have consumed a large corpus of research on this topic and find it fascinating."

Just as she was getting up a head of steam, Liene said, "Time limit girl. Flirt with the nerd sodus later."

Blushing deeply, Axe bowed her head before continuing, talking to the table. "All cultivators are either Evens or Odds. If you are an Even, every time you advance in Tier, or 'Tier Up', on even Tiers, your initial Innate Capability increases, often significantly, in efficacy. On odd Tiers, Evens get additional small boons to their initial Innate Capability. Most cultivators are Evens. It is challenging to get exact numbers as most people are not amenable to divulge such information, but estimates are around 92.3%.

"Odds are obviously quite uncommon. Every even Tier, an Odd will receive an increase to one of their Innate Capabilities. That increase is usually paltry but can occasionally be quite substantial. I said 'one of' because every odd Tier, Odds receive an additional full Innate Capability. Typically, it is closely aligned with the initial Innate Capability but it can be rather random. At the even Tier, an Odd ordinarily sees their most recent Innate Capability increase in strength.

"Then, everything becomes more fascinating, yet sadly more muddled, when you start to allocate essence to your Innate Capability core."

I bet I’m an Odd. Gotta have some super-secret set of special power, right? If only…

We discussed cores for another ten minutes and I was starting to get worried about the time but cores were actually more important than armor when I started learning more.

Everyone had four cores: physical, magical, innate capability, and bloodline.

Bloodline was the easiest; a few people and all magical beasts – a topic I wanted to delve deeply into but we couldn't right then – had a bloodline. Those bloodlines gave people powers, such as a Green Iguana with strong regenerative powers that meant a lost limb could be regrown almost instantaneously.

It's possible for someone to allocate up to 10% of their essence in any Tier to their bloodline core. If someone didn’t have a current bloodline, they could awaken one – through magical intervention, not spontaneously unfortunately – but the higher the Tier of the person when it happens, the less effective it will be. Post Tier 5, there were no records, at least on Putijama, about someone awakening a bloodline.

Similar to the bloodline core, it's possible to allocate up to 10% of essence in any Tier to the Innate Capability core, or CapCore as Liene called it, further strengthening existing innate capabilities. With Evens, it's pretty straightforward. But with Odds, things can get more complex. Most people can choose which Innate Capability to allocate to but it's not 100%. We didn't get deep into the intricacies but Axe excitedly winked at me – in a very friendly only way – and mouthed something that I couldn't understand through the translation spell.

Most people allocated nothing to the bloodline core and little to no essence to the CapCore.

Magical and physical cores were pretty much what I was expecting. For the magical core, it was about directing essence towards mana regeneration, mana capacity, or the more nebulous mana affinity. Most people had multiple affinities but one main one; if they wanted to increase their affinity to orange essence, they would allocate more to that. However, it only worked on their spells, not how they absorbed essence.

I really was still a bit lost there but time was of the essence. Pun not intended.

The physical core was a lot of the typical categories of endurance, regeneration, strength, dexterity, processing, memory, proprioception, etc. People could get really specific too, like increasing hand dexterity. Luka had that in spades and Dragoslav did too. Axe gave me a good breakdown of where I should focus past Tier 1 with just the advice of 'equal distribution to everything' in Tier 1 depending on how much I put into my physical and magic cores.

They recommended 70/30 physical and magical but I was thinking closer to 60/40 or maybe even 50/50. The dream of being a mage is too cool!

Unfortunately, they informed me mana isn’t typically useful until you get spells and skills but most wanted to build out their pool a bit in advance.

Liene cut off a discussion about allocation strategy and quickly brought us around to armor. "With what you're going for, I would normally recommend full plate. Unfortunately you don't have the budget for anything more than basically paper plate, HA!" No one else laughed at the lame joke. "Okay, first off, boo to all of you. Cleaning duty to everyone. Second, I think full plate is too dangerous for a solo delver for what we talked about earlier. Luka, Axe, if you were balancing movement and resilience with a shield, what would you go for?"

"Chain shirt and probably leg plates or studded leather pants. Oh man, he would look great in leather pants, wouldn't he?" Luka said, looking to Liene.

"Frankly, I concur with Luka," Axe added quickly.

"About the armor or the leather pants?" Liene chided. Axe blushed a deep crimson and mumbled to herself.

Consultant survival tip #74: Never, ever, EVER make fun of your subordinates in a full meeting, no matter what relationship everyone has to each other. Going for the joke can come at the expense of their trust. The cost of a few laughs is their trust and respect. It’s not worth it.

"Stannis, I think you can help him pick out the armor, no? Armor is obviously crucial but really, there are few really bad directions you can go and with your budget, most of it is pretty much the same. So, any remaining questions? You booked us for an hour."

I excitedly leaned forward, now that all the melee talk was done. Yes it was crucial. And honestly fascinating. But SPELLS!

"Everyone keeps telling me I shouldn't get spells or skills yet but I don't know why. Stannis won’t say but I don't think it's classified, he’s not getting shocked. So why shouldn't I get a spell – if I can afford it – at my current sub-Tier?"

I tried to keep my voice steady. If it was bad for me now, I would have the patience to not ruin my cultivation; or my pocketbook.

But man did I want to shoot lightning and fly and do it all.

Even just that sound attack that pushed people a bit would be cool.

Focusing back on the rest of the room from my daydream, I really looked around. Everyone was giving me slightly pained looks. "What? Did I say something offensive?"

I couldn't understand any of what they said in reply.

Well, sodus.

***

SO. MUCH. PAIN.

While the Core Ignition was simultaneously good and bad – like that time I'd hooked up with my ex – the AAI implantation was no mixed bag.

It was only awful.

Really, really awful.

On Earth, they always said you couldn't feel brain surgery. And it makes sense, why would there be nerve endings in your brain?

But I could feel the chip moving through my brain, every millimeter it wiggled and wriggled slowly through my gray matter felt like a poke in the belly button but for my whole body – a weird mix of nausea, pain, and something adjacent to pleasure that was somehow awful. I thought they might implant it at the base of my skull but nope. Seemingly dead center of my jebbie-ing brain. It took forever; we had already been there for almost 45 minutes.

And my burgeoning connection to the damn thing made me even more aware of it and everything around me.

At least I could actually finally understand what everyone was saying. The AAI chip, as I learned from Stannis in our down moments, was a mix of technology and magic. It could communicate directly via my brainwaves. And it took in soundwaves and changed the words to concepts I could understand if it was loaded with the software for that language.

Awesome for communicating with those I could connect with but far less useful for those I couldn't as it wouldn't change my own words and their chips presumably wouldn’t understand English.

Stannis was apparently barred from connecting with me so while I could understand him, he couldn't me. The technician was translating until I said, "Hi, yes, I appreciate you translating but I'd rather you focus on not destroying my brain. I like this brain. Well, I've only had it for a bit but I like it so far."

Stop trying to tell jokes to the person holding instruments inside your brain. At least it didn't land.

Imagine the tombstone:

Here lies Terry.

He told a joke so good it killed.

Him, unfortunately.

"Oh, I retracted the tools and the chip itself is finding the right spot with the aid of its magic and that of the facility. All good here, I'm just keeping your skull open because it is so cool seeing it work," the man said with a nonchalance I envied. He said it like that was a normal thing to do to another person, watch as something wriggled through their brain just for the fun of it.

Not knowing how to react, I sat there in a confused silence for a good two minutes before he began touching a tool to the bones that were peeled away at the top of my skull. They made sloppy squelching sounds as I felt them reseal. I was simply glad I was restrained because my almighty shudder might have caused damage.

Maybe it made my hair better? Couldn’t have made it worse…

Suddenly, I was free from the bindings. I looked to the man who just languidly stared back at me.

"Uh, can I go now?" I asked. He just made a shooing motion and took out a tablet and started watching something. I turned to Stannis who handed me my tablet and walked me through connecting it to my AAI. Thankfully, it was locked to my AAI so no one could steal the tablet and get the information on it.

Personal information security is probably going to be even more important here since personal power is driven by the actual power of my person. I need to keep info about me secret. If only Middy could see me this worried about OpSec.

I brought up the free translation program Alena pointed me to and started talking. Stannis smiled as the program started spitting letters out on the screen. The program could speak out loud – called A Dragon Speaking Naturally – was ungodly expensive.

"I'll never learn magic it seems." Stannis merely laughed and shrugged. "Shall we go see about getting me some armor, a morningstar, some supplies, and hopefully a spatial item?"

Stannis nodded and swung his arm, turning towards the door. "You know I can understand you, it's just you that can't understand me, right?" I said.

Stannis turned around and looked at the tablet and laughed again. "Totally forgot that. Glad we had a plan for when the magic would fizzle. Liene was very concerned you were screwed. Damn budget allocation only giving us <two hours>… I was trying to keep you calm on the way here for a good five minutes until I realized, first that you were calm as could be despite not understanding anything, second I was the one that was a bit frazzled, and third you couldn't even understand the beautiful, calming words. Unfortunately, Liene’s team has a delve scheduled for tomorrow and left just after we did so you can’t connect to them just yet or finish your session."

I visibly rolled my eyes and he laughed again. He seemed in a much better mood suddenly. I knew he exchanged a few words with the members of Liene's guild before we left but I wasn't sure if that was the cause. Holding the tablet in front of my face, I said, "Okay, let's head back to that shop Alena recommended?"

I heard Stannis move and brought the tablet down. He looked sheepish and nodded. I presumed it was for the second time.

"Just lead the way and feel free to talk freely at me about the city, its culture, the Guard, etc. as we walk there. I'd rather hurry a bit because I know you can't really tell me much beyond what you have already about cultivation and I want to try to get to the town – Velez – before the sun sets if I'm really not allowed to stay here even a single night." I kept the tablet just to the side of my face this time and Stannis seemed better at-ease with that.

"Sounds great, let's go kid."

            

    
        Chapter 4, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                The quick hop on, hop off journey from a horseless carriage had us there in no time.

Mostly Stannis talked about The Wandering Lotus and Alena's joke sounded more and more true. Why a guard was comfortable just walking around the city talking about some AAI or tablet show with people hooking up in pretty salacious detail I wasn't sure – and he did get a few mildly scandalized looks – but it was mostly background noise for me as I processed.

Okay, so we have a fighting style and most of what I'll buy picked out. Stannis said he'd reach out to Miklos about his brother and Velez so they would be aware I was coming at least and I'd hopefully have a contact when I arrived.

I'm feeling good about getting to Velez safely and with money to last me a bit while I get settled.

I hope there is a good training program there as Liene said was likely. I’ve got my AAI-assisted training module but following phantom forms in my vision and actual instruction are two very different things.

We entered the shop and Stannis, speaking at a very slow pace, started talking with the awkward shopkeeper again. This time a wizened woman was watching bemusedly beside him.

"Hello. We were in here previously. Earlier. This man," Stannis indicated towards me, "would like to purchase, to buy some things from you. Good deals. Low prices. Yes?"

"What the hell are you on about?" the old woman asked, laughing. Then she looked at me, her deep orange eyes seeming to burn into me. "Well, you're the supposed big spender – put out feelers about spatial storage items that might be in your price range and got three here – so get your cute butt – yes, you're cute; no, it probably won't impact your price if you flirt with me but feel free to give it a whirl. And by it, I mean only flirting – over here and take a look. You wanted weapons, armor, and supplies too, right?"

I was slightly taken aback. There was one older woman two clients ago who was slightly flirty but it had been some time since someone was that… overt. And she would have been 30 years older than me on Earth and my body here was even younger.

"Oh, I was only kidding. It's like it's your first day here. Oh wait," she looked to Stannis then guffawed so loud it triggered a hacking fit and I could swear I saw a small bit of flame shoot out of her mouth. Still trying to catch her breath, she wheezed out, "It probably literally is your first day on the planet. Well, get the <redacted> over here and negotiate new boy!"

Really, even the AAI translation software maker was a language prude?

I tried manually setting the translation software to just let the word through and surprisingly it complied. I wouldn’t get the translation but at least the weird buzz from redacted words would go away.

I spoke slowly at first. "First, can you understand me?"

She looked confused and turned to Stannis. "Did he get hit on the head? Oh, the pretty ones are always so dumb. No good for pillow talk, you know?" She laughed again.

"He just had his AAI implanted. As in you are the first person other than me and the technician he has interacted with." Stannis was looking like he was barely holding on to the stern face and there were tears at the corners of his eyes.

"Traitor," I said and held up the tablet. All three looked at me with suddenly wary eyes. "Uh, that's a phrase for when a friend betrays someone, like in this situation Stannis. I didn't mean it literally." Everyone relaxed a bit but the tension was still ratcheted up far higher than I wanted. "Sorry," I finished.

Consultant survival tip #7: It can be great to relieve tension with a joke. But a boring joke is always better. Going way out on a limb might work every once-in-a-while but it isn’t worth the risk. Keep jokes light and not sensitive. Don’t go for calling someone something risky for instance.

Tip #7 is so damn boring. But it keeps being proven true.

"Terry, you should be getting a request from her momentarily. Think about accepting and it will happen," Stannis said with a bit of the previous mischievousness returning to his eye.

[Esmerelda, Empress of the Emporium of East Zalano's Excellent Exchanges, would like to initiate an AAI connection with you. Translation of verbal communication only. Status: temporary, <73 minutes>. Accept?]

The window in the corner of my eye was strange but at the same time almost exactly what I was expecting. I thought yes, expecting the window to close and my vision to return to normal but I immediately got another prompt.

[Ivan, Idiotic Intern of the Emporium of East Zalano's Excellent Exchanges, would like to initiate an AAI connection with you. Translation of verbal communication only. Status: temporary, <73 minutes>. Accept?]

I turned towards the man. "She gets to set my title if it's for official use of the shop." He shrugged and seemed to not care one whit.

Good for him. I think.

Accepting the second prompt, I stepped forward. "Yes, thank you for doing some prep work. I unfortunately realized I wasn't prepared to select my weapons and armor. I have gold to spend if you have the wares."

Heh, need to also get something to prevent arrows to the knee.

"Uh, of course we have the wares. That's why you're here. Anyway, you want to start by looking at the spatial storage items?" Ivan asked, pointing to two rings and a cloth bag.

Without waiting, he plowed forward. "Okay, if all you buy are these, you won't get nearly as good of a deal. We are selling these on consignment and there are some weird formulae that go into it. We use this software that lets me play with the margin but—" he suddenly stopped as the old woman walloped him upside the head. "Ow, what was that for?"

"No one wants to hear about what we actually use for our bookkeeping and price setting you nincompoop!"

Pretty cool nincompoop was actually translated. Not as a swear word but that's an edge-case insult for sure.

"Actually, I would be interested but let's focus on the transaction and maybe exchange contact details after? I would love to help procure amazing artifacts and radiant relics for you in my adventures," I said, trying a wink. I’d always been bad at them in my old body but this one felt good.

"That sounds great,” he said as if to a toddler who proclaimed he was going to punch the moon.

“As I was saying, this first ring is going to run you 62 gold on its own. It has a stability rating of high B grade, a capacity of <800 cubic feet>, a toughness rating of high B, and it has an item isolation enchantment for up to 50 goods. Beyond that, all isolations fail though. Maximum capacity per item that you apply isolation to is <17.5 cubic feet> but you can probably fit something over <250 cubic feet> in there with no isolation. We didn’t have something that big to test specifically.

“It also has a minor stasis enchantment that will help with transporting goods that might spoil." Ivan was trying to do some hand flourishes over a rather lovely looking ring of probably platinum with a large purple gemstone.

Sensing that was probably too rich for my blood after a few second pause, he silently moved on to the bag. "Now this is great for hunters, bringing those monster parts back to sell or really anything that deals in volume. Stability is low C grade, capacity is an astounding <1200 cubic feet> of storage, up to eight moderately resizable isolation chambers but no item isolation, toughness of mid C grade. No enchantments. That will run you 35 gold all on its own but it's actually owned by family of the owner so you will get a better discount on it the more you spend. I could see it going down to close to 20 gold if you spend over 50 total, depending on some other factors. "

Consultant survival tip #18: If someone is on a roll and giving out good information, DO NOT INTERRUPT. People like to fill silences and if that is with good information, all the better. Play it one of two ways and decide in the moment. First is to keep an interested face, give good but silent encouragement. The second is to look bored and like you expect them to re-engage you in the conversation. Both can work and are relatively low risk.

Seeing I was neither biting on his pitch nor asking questions, he gestured at the last ring, an utterly plain metal band that actually looked like it had rust spots. "Honestly, I feel like this one is a bit of a dud. Weird enchantments. The stasis enchantment was done incorrectly so it actually increases the rate of decay. Its stability is mid D grade and the toughness is low C grade – so it will take a good hit from most low Tier 1 monsters with no issues – and has an extremely weak autorepair function. Like anything that damages it could take weeks to heal.

"It can also charge small electronics like your tablet there. The capacity is strange because it fluctuates. We got 49 items into it before it failed but it didn't want to take more than <250 cubic feet> in total and nothing more than <64 cubic feet> per item, though shape didn't matter. The item isolation is weird because it grouped like with like in the same isolation bubble. Very strange.

“It might be able to accept essence and Tier Up but I highly doubt it – the others are going to stay at Tier 1 but this one resisted the identification spells we cast on it. The guy selling it called it sentimental so while I'd say it's worth 12-15 gold, he wants 25. It’s a spatial storage item but frankly, it sucks."

"Can you explain what stability and toughness mean? I am guessing toughness is its ability to take a hit. Is stability how stable it is over time, meaning items might get damaged or the storage item itself might start to fail?" I asked.

"Yes and no. Correct to the toughness. For Tier 1, any of these should be safe from anything in the 1.0-1.4 range for monsters unless you have many attacking it at once. After that, you start to see Tier 1 items potentially taking a hit that leaves lasting damage. A lot of people actually wear spatial rings in special padded pouches when in rifts and dungeons to prevent damage. It makes it slower to access the storage but then you just keep things you might need extremely quickly on you.

“Regarding stability, you are close. Simply put, items degrade. Most spatial storage items actually start out pretty high in B grade and then degrade over various lengths of time. A C grade will last you at least a few years, by which time most delvers can Tier Up a few times and get something better than these. And we are equipping you to be a delver. If you’re just doing regular work, it will probably be hard to afford a replacement but high-danger delving means high rewards for those who are successful.

"Items in spatial storage can get damaged or lost, especially fragile or, more worryingly, highly magical items that are more susceptible to being pulled into the void. You'd need a legendary void mage to pull something back from that but they are just made up! Ha!" Ivan seemed tickled at his 'joke' but no one else reacted so I felt fine basically ignoring it beyond a small smile.

"Great, thanks for the information. Let's look at what else you have and we can get down to business," I said. Then I held up the tablet and Stannis gave me a thumbs up.

All in, I had 59 gold I could use, having spent around ten gold so far and keeping six gold for living costs – 60 days at ten silver a day. I wasn't willing to put myself at risk for desires instead of needs but two months should be enough to get myself going.

As we went through the armor, I found a rather fetching set of chain coif and shirt that came to my elbows with vambraces and gauntlets. They were lightly enchanted with autocleaning and a mild autorepair function.

There really wasn't much that was good when it came to protecting my legs. We went with some leather pants that were enchanted with durability and flexibility in mind and threw some light greaves overtop.

I was truly out of my depth at this point and just listened to the experts. I usually just threw armor on in video games and my three session journey into the world of LARP ended when someone threw a 'spell' directly at my face, breaking my glasses. The girl I was dating who was into said live action role playing seemed to think it was my own fault for not wearing prescription rec specs.

I am from Chicago. I grew up wanting to be Michael Jordan, NOT Horace Grant!

"Now boy, you need a close-range backup for when things really get bad. Let's get you a dagger," Stannis said, looking wistfully at a small, intricate blade with gems of green and brown glowing softly in the hilt.

“We’ve got throwing and regular, which do you want?” Ivan gestured his head in two different directions.

Knowing I needed a ranged option, I chose throwing. I can pull off a bandolier! …I hope. I headed towards the area with a few throwing knives and pretended to look like I knew what I was doing, bending over the display to inspect closely.

A hand rested gently on my shoulder as Stannis leaned down to whisper in my ear. “You want to look at quantity over quality. You’re gonna start out throwing like sodus so it’s best to not have to rebuy every few delves. And to always have them around for when you need ‘em if you get disarmed.”

The old woman laughed. “You realize this place is heavily enchanted right? I can hear everything in here with ease. That said, I have an option that just came in that I think will help with that. And it will train you to watch where you throw too!” She looked like she might let out a cackle but it was actually a belch. “Huh, that soup was delicious but isn’t agreeing with me. Ivan, you sell the poor boy on why the ‘Found Yet Never Lost’ daggers are the right option.”

“Uh, so the reason they are right, first and foremost, is you get 10 and they are cheap. They are actually good quality and have a slight repair enchantment on the bandolier. When you get within 10 feet (3m) of a knife that is outside the bandolier, it will alert you. That way, you can more easily recover them. It’s only one and a half gold because it’s an unusual enchantment and most either want auto-returning daggers or go for pure quantity.” Without even waiting for an answer, Ivan swept it into my pile for final review.

Looking to Stannis and seeing him giving an interested look, I figured at worst, I could just say no later.

Consultant survival tip #117: If someone knows better on a topic and is likely working in your best interests, let them cook, don’t get in their way. You don’t have to be the expert on everything. Take precautions to make sure it doesn’t fall apart, don’t go for big swings that leave you exposed, but for small things, it’s often best to rely on others if you can.

I moved to the spatial items. The fancy ring was always going to be way out of my price range. The bag was just that, a burlap sack. Yes, it was enchanted but it was really ugly. And it felt impractical for some reason.

Possibly that was simply because the second I touched the rusted ring, it felt like it belonged to me. Belonged in a way I’d never really felt before; or at least in a very long time. The feeling made me remember being a toddler and someone at daycare taking away the toy I was playing with – one I brought from home – and the intense feeling of disgust at the idea of not having it.

No one else seemed to notice but I was pretty sure I just Gollum'd in the store.

I absolutely need this. I must have it.

With the supplies, my morningstar and a warhammer as a backup weapon, my mid-sized shield, and the armor, it all came to 39 gold – after all my previous bargaining and wheedling.

I only have 59 gold total to use. They aren’t coming down on the ring…

Putting on my best puppy dog eyes, something I hadn't even been close to pulling off in my old body, I pleaded, "I will take this very ugly ring off your hands. It sullies your store to even have it displayed where someone could see. With everything together, that will be 59 gold and 17 silver. That's plenty! It's a steal at that!"

There’s a reason the sales team handled negotiation.

"Ha young man, maybe if you were to owe me a few… favors… we might call that a deal," the old woman gave me a lascivious look.

Then she burst into another wheezing cackle.

"YOUR FACE! YOU SHOULD SEE YOUR FACE! Boy, I know who you aren't and even if it were him, he ain't worth 5 gold for a tumble. Good gravy, you really are new, aren't ya. Tell ya what, put some of that armor back and we'll have a deal provided you owe me a favor in the future. Stannis here will make sure it's all fair, nothing too crazy but you'll still owe old Esmeralda here. That, or you can have the perfectly good bag."

Knowing it was probably a dumb idea, I put the coif back – I have a presumably glorious head of hair, despite the current cut, so why not show it off?

Yes, it was a dumb justification.

Consultant survival tip [error, not found]: Sometimes you just need to do the thing you want despite all signs pointing to it being a dumb move.

Bet on your instincts. They haven’t proven you wrong. Today.

Isekonsultant survival tip #1: When a magic ring calls to you, answer.

Stannis cuffed me on the shoulder as I put the last of my things into my new ring. Ivan was helpful enough to crate up most of the supplies so it would only count as a few items in the wacky way the magic worked.

They hadn't really tested the weight limit so I was glad it seemed to not care in the slightest about the heavier crates. Esmeralda even included an enormous water jug with a very weak automatically refilling enchantment because no one Tier 1 or lower wanted to lug it around and anyone with a spatial item typically could afford much better.

"Well boy, it's time to kick you out of town. I've already gotten five messages asking me when it will be done. I'll walk you to the east gate. Gabor, Miklos’ brother, is already aware of you coming his way." Stannis was trying to keep a positive face going and failing spectacularly.

I waved goodbye to Esmeralda and Ivan and tried to connect to them via AAI for a more permanent contact. Ivan accepted, Esmeralda rejected it and told me to go through Ivan and she'd find me when she wanted that favor.

On the quiet ride over to the east gate, Stannis looked pensive. It seemed he was finally talked out.

As I turned to him just inside the gate, he gave me a large smile that seemed painted on, not reaching his eyes. I tried a connection request just to see and his smile turned rueful. "Sorry lad, can't happen. At least not yet."

I nodded in understanding, shook his hand, and walked through the gates, turning back to look in his direction and wave. Apparently I still hadn’t mastered their version because he gave me an odd look. I turned and headed in the direction my AAI said the village of Velez was.

Then, I was suddenly on the ground, someone in a hooded robe hanging over top of me, reaching for a knife on their belt.

Well, sodus.

***

NOTES APP

End of Day 1 Needs and Goals


Current wealth:

[~0 gold to spend, 6 gold reserved]


Immediate Needs – INs:

1) leave Zalano before welcome is worn out

2) safe travel to Velez to the east and a safe place to sleep


Short-term Goals – STGs:

1) get contact info for Axe, Liene, Esmeralda, Ivan, Stannis, Miklos, and Miklos' brother (Gabor) – Ivan succeeded, Esmeralda and Stannis failed

2) begin training to be able to reach at least Tier 2 in the next year – good pace is said to be two thirds of a year and doubling every Tier after that

3) discover Innate Capability

4) decide on Tier 1 essence splits

5) do NOT hurt long-term cultivation; play it safe rather than do irreversible damage

6) figure out this Cornelius BS

7) healing potion?


Long-term Goals – LTGs:

0) get to a safe level of power to not be squishable at all times

1) understand spells and why everyone seems to say they are dangerous

2) begin finding market inefficiencies, start Galactic Trade Federation Empire 2.0?

3) decide on long-term fighting style or find ways to cultivate that exclude fighting

4) find a girlfriend/partner. Whatever they call them here.

5) start to design a new sigil or house insignia?


Previous needs and goals accomplished:

INs:

1) get information to be able to survive next month – social and safety from monsters – (mostly accomplished)

2) keep enough money to be safe for one month, hopefully two – 6 gold reserved – 10 silver per day for 60 days

3) acquire equipment and supplies to survive trip from city to one of the surrounding villages

4) choose direction – likely east – and village to aim for; get introduction or letter giving safe passage?


STGs:

0) bag of holding!

1) get equipped well enough to get to village and begin actually cultivating


LTGs:

1) fighting style decided (for short-term at least)




            

    
        Chapter 5 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                I reached for my throwing daggers as my morningstar was attached to my back and was pinned. I fumbled the knife and it went careening off to the side. My chest let out a rather annoying yell. I couldn't tell if it was the would-be assassin or not.

"Jebbie-ity jebbie!" the short woman said, getting off me and bowing, seemingly not noticing I’d just tried to attack her. She followed up with a curtsy and some more words I couldn't understand mixed in with what I thought was an apology but the AAI had a hard time translating someone speaking that quickly.

Language learning is my number 1 priority now beyond personal safety.

She tried to reach down to pick me up back onto my feet but was more hindrance than help so I lightly brushed her hands off me and tried to subtly do a valuables check. Nothing other than the knife seemed to be missing. Not carrying a money pouch seemed to be a good decision.

I reached out with my AAI.

[You are attempting to initiate a connection with another party. Verbal translation only yes/no; Status: temporary/permanent; duration: <37>/<73>/<110>/<146 minutes>]

I wasn't sure I’d done it right until I understood as she said, "SODUS!” The acceptance popped up just as she started yelling. “I totally forgot you don't know your <redacted> from a hole in the ground, you poor jebbie-ing sod, do you?!" Her bearing seemed refined and noble even if her words weren't.

"Uh, can I help you? Other than helping you practice your tackling form of course. I'm going to guess you know a bit about me given you mentioned something about me not knowing everything…" I gave the girl – as I was quickly realizing she wasn't just a short woman and was probably 12-14 or so – what I hoped was a withering look.

Brightly, she chirped, "Yup! I am supposed to deliver these! Big bro Stanny said you needed these drained qi stones for something. I think it was about using some sodus-level tech if they take things like this. Maybe about your Cap? Only about 5 charge left in them according to him. Got my daddy to grab them and then they heard you were leaving and sent me to run them to you because I'm fast like the wind! Said," and she put on a gruff voice, "'you go find that big handsome lad leaving through the east gate and give him these.' You're going to Velez to meet up with Uncle Gabor, right? Tell him he owes me a better birthday present this year!"

She handed over a bag that contained three small rocks that glowed gently with a white electricity that occasionally flashed to a light blue.

"Ah, so you are Miklos' daughter. Got it. Well thank you for these," I said as I stored the bag in my ring.

Her eyes lit up and she jumped up and down, grabbing at her dress. "Holy jebbie-ing sodus, you have a jebbie-ing spatial storage ring!? That is so cool! Let me see!" Before I could even make a decision, she had my hand in hers.

Fast little excitable sodus.

"You know, you shouldn't let other people know about this or they'll try to take it off you. Hell, if I were higher than Tier 1.1, I might try something!" She let out a loud laugh and danced around, pointing everywhere and pretending to grab all that her greedy beady eyes could see.

Finally, as we were only about 60 feet (20m) outside the gate and making quite a ruckus, a guard approached. In an exasperated tone, he said, "Uh, you two are making quite a commotion. If this is some secret rendezvous, make it a bit more secret, you know? Right outside the gates is just amateur hour. Wait, Zora? Just what the… what is going on here?"

As he swung around and got me into view, his face darkened and he reached for his weapon. "What are you doing talking to a young, upstanding woman?!"

Upstanding?

"Oh hush now Marko, this isn't him. This is the newbie. Even I heard about him, surely big bro Stanny sent you a message. Anyway, you owe me new guy. Deliver my message to Uncle Gabor or else!" She gave a dramatic turn and pranced back towards the gates.

The guard looked into the far distance for a second, presumably checking his AAI. "Uh, sorry 'bout that. But you have to get out of the city anyway so best to just move along. If you are visiting Gabor, tell him Marko says hi. And that he owes me some of that maple syrup they make in Velez." Without waiting for a reply – which would have been awkward since I presumably couldn't connect with him via my AAI anyway – he walked back towards the guard house.

Getting out of the way of a cart with a woman driver yelling at me to not be an idiot, I started looking for the throwing knife that’d gone tumbling away from me, seeing it off to the side of the road.

"YARP!"

Another strange noise emanated from my chest area. Slowly, I realized that my bandolier would indeed help me find my lost daggers. But given the noise earlier, it also 'yarped' as a dagger left the 10ft (3m) range too…

So not a viable stealth option… great…

***

An hour of running towards the east and I wasn't a bit tired. The road was relatively well worn and even if I turned my ankle in a wagon track, it did absolutely nothing besides bleed my momentum and make me feel slightly embarrassed.

As I ran, I watched a few language learning videos. The first ones were really boring and were just a little too over-the-top in their reactions. I switched to the one Alena recommended: Darko Defeats his Drills. It was good for learning a few basic phrases over the remaining trip – it looked like there was tens of hours of content – though I was sure my pronunciation was garbage.

It was no Klee-pak.

After about 30 minutes, I shut it off and lost myself in the repetitive nature of running and started to process.

Is this really my life now? Why was I so quick to accept this? Is this really real? There hasn't been anything too crazy like there always is in a dream…

Will I really never see my family again? Sure, we're not on the best of terms but I still call a few times a month. What will they think happened to me?

At least I don't have to deal with that Karen at my latest client ever again. Heh, her name being Caren made it all the funnier.

What am I actually doing here? I geared up like I'm an adventurer? I know between jack and squat about any of this… I'll have to get myself up to speed.

And be more aware, that little shit could have stabbed me to death four times over before I even realized what was happening. Yeah, more aware—

I felt the blood trickling down my forehead from a claw scratch before I started to really process what occurred.

Faster than I would have expected, I drew my morningstar – with only two tugs to get it free – and got into what I hoped was a good stance.

A white and green bat with extremely sharp teeth and claws that was about three feet tall – and eight feet wide with the wingspan – swooped from the sky and managed to easily dodge my overhead swing, latching on to the open wound on my forehead and began sucking, draining a small amount of blood.

Scalp wounds are really hard to stop but at least they don't have that much blood. Right? Wait, anti-coagulation venom is a thing. Sodus…

Deciding against swinging my morningstar at my own face, I drew a throwing dagger with my left hand and sliced at its wing. It hissed as I made a small cut and took back to the air. I was down to one usable eye as the other was quickly covered with blood.

At least three more of the beasts were heading in my direction. I swatted at the one currently attacking me, fending it off for the moment but started trying to assess my situation.

As I began to panic, two people arrived. Neither were the hunter from earlier but both were dressed in similar garb, only lacking the silly hat. They started yelling at me but this time I could actually understand.

And I'm wearing pants! Improvements!

"Do not interfere with our kill! We have claim to these beasts!" Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one pull a wide-headed spear and shield from his back and open his mouth. A translucent red shimmering light emerged and hit two of the three closest vampire bats to them. They immediately screeched and dove for him.

Before I could see the conclusion, my bat was back to harangue me. I tried to do a feint with my morningstar – feints worked against the hipposaur – but I wasn't used to swinging it just yet and overswung.

I still managed to raise my dagger in time to fend it off from latching again. It circled and squawked almost like a chicken, once again dive bombing for my head.

Dropping my knife to use my morningstar with two hands, I made an overhead swing with all my might, crunching directly into the monster's face, impaling it.

I shook it off the spiked weapon and gave it a few more smashes on the ground but I was pretty sure even just the initial strike killed it with a spike to the brain. A small trickle of energy entered my core but not nearly as much as Stannis and Liene told me to expect for a kill.

Oh yeah, when not in a rift, the essence disperses more quickly.

It felt slightly sluggish and dirty, which I assumed meant it was not null affinity essence. Still, it was progress and they said I could almost certainly absorb any affinity essence without any issues despite the discomfort.

Realizing I might still be in danger and saving my self-back pats for later, I turned back towards where the fighters were mere seconds before.

I saw the woman on the ground over three green and white bodies, quickly butchering them and stuffing them into a bag. It wasn't a spatial item and despite cutting them up, the soon-to-be-disgusting bag was still going to be bigger than she was.

The man approached, looking extremely upset. "Just what the jebbie was that!" He looked down at the bat at my feet. "I said we had it and look at this! It's ours but you still owe us for destroying our kill. This won't sell at all with a smashed skull. You've tainted the meat!"

I held up a hand, knowing the drill. I sent a temporary AAI connection request to both of them. [Error, no AAI present in the vicinity. Try again?] After a second try, I figured I'd have to go the tablet route. As it materialized from storage, the look on his face made me realize I might have made a mistake.

"You have a spatial storage item," he said warily, reaching slightly for the tablet as if to snatch it. "I don't recognize you, who are you?"

At least someone who doesn't know Cornelius. Is that good or bad here? Go xianxia or timid?

I pointed to the tablet and my words started to appear on the screen. "I am a noble's son visiting the area and am under their watchful eye via my AAI. I was attacked after you lost containment. I owe you nothing." Injecting more venom into my words, I said, "And I won't have you delaying me further. I have important business with the guard in Velez. I just sent a picture of you both to my contact there."

The man looked thoughtful and blanched slightly when I mentioned Velez.

Jebbie, I hope AAIs actually can take pictures. Or, if they can't, that they don't know that.

Just then, the woman walked over. "Why are you talking funny? You jebbie'd up our kill you son of a horse's <redacted>. <redacted> <redacted> <redacted> your mother." Then she saw the tablet and the look on the man's face. "What?"

I think ass is sickna?

The two walked off a ways and whispered. Only a few words were audible, most were likely swears as they weren't translated but finally she turned back to me, a look of loathing on her face.

"As stated by local law, the kill is ours. Should you like to dispute this, we may go to the arbiter in Zalano. Elsewise, I recommend you be on your way. There are many dangers out here that might catch you unaware, especially an attack from behind… my lord." The last part was spat with a venom I’d rarely seen matched, even by the university communists group when talking to, well, just about anyone else.

The anarchists were somehow the nicest group on campus though.

Isekonsultant survival tip #2: When someone makes a pretty clear threat on your life and has the power to back it up, take it seriously. The adage of 'when someone shows you who they are, believe them' exists for a reason. Use animal survival rules and live to fight another day.

I didn't want the blood – tinged with glowing green streaks – fouling up my storage ring anyway so I pretended to consider it before nodding and backing up towards Velez, keeping an eye on them. Slipping but not falling in a puddle of blood, I tried to regain my composure but thought my ‘intimidation check’ was probably a fail.

Once I was out of sight as I crested a hill in the road, I ran my full speed for at least 15 minutes, completely depleting my stamina. I considered hiding off to the side of the road but figured the hunters probably had something better to do. And it didn't sound like they wanted to go to Velez.

***

Oranges, pinks, and purples created a beautiful backdrop to a somewhat ramshackle city. The walls seemed to be cobbled together into a magically-reinforced conglomerate made of any material: stone, brick, wood, possibly clay, and even some large monster bones.

The guards were on alert, which I was hoping was because both they were expecting me and were, well, 'on guard' and competent.

The armor was far less fancy and more used than in Zalano but it looked well cared for at least. Still, seeing the mismatched gear made me wince slightly.

I guess this really is the boonies.

I waved and used my best attempt at pronunciation from Darko Defeats his Drills.

"Hi, you were of knowing I am the come," is at least what I tried to pronounce, based on the words I used. My AAI live-translated for myself and not only did I murder their language but I also apparently said something a bit more foul.

However, the two men wielding spears just chuckled and opened the locked gates.

"We were expecting you. I am Gabor, you spoke briefly with my brother Miklos today. He said you would be coming… well equipped." He threw a giant wink and used an elbow nudge to the open space around him. 'Sodus-eating grin' probably didn't cover it.

Normally, I would have blushed at the topic but it was hard to care when I had feared for my life at least twice, and possibly several more times, during the day.

Hipposaur and vampire bat were both a definite yes. Probably not during the squirrel encounter, probably when Zora crashed into me, and almost certainly when the hunters were rather threatening. Maybe to Iveta in the awakening center too? Myriam was scary but not threatening.

I sent an AAI request to Gabor and he rejected it immediately. Looking at him confusedly, he simply responded, "You are going to be here for a while. Make it permanent. You can always revoke it later. And don't be a <redacted>, send one to Gavril here too."

Something like 'kurac' is dick or a swearword for a jerk?

He strode forward and laid his hand on my shoulder. I quickly amended my AAI request and sent it to both people, getting an acceptance acknowledgement quickly.

Both guards felt more powerful than the hunters but slightly less than Stannis. I realized I was going to need to figure out what certain feelings equated to in terms of power. But that was for another day.

"You look tired and are still bleeding a bit. Let's get you to the inn and get some food in you and a place to rest. I assume you weren't a kurac of a donkey and saved enough money for a few days at the inn?" Gabor was leading me through the gates, hand still on my shoulder.

"Oh, your kurac of a niece, Zora, said you owe her a better birthday present this year," I said, remembering to deliver my message.

Gabor suddenly stopped and looked at me aghast. "What did you just say about my niece?"

Isekonsultant survival tip #3: Don't insult the family of the only man in town who has agreed to help you. Especially if he could cut you in half.

I raised my hands to apologize.

"That little sodus! I swear, I brought her the finest dress that old Sofia could make – with the frills and everything like the picture she sent me – and this is how I get thanked. A second-hand message insult! I am going to give that girl the noogie of a lifetime the next time I see her." We had to stop because he started laughing too hard and was miming digging his knuckles into her head.

After adjusting his hand up a bit and smiling, I said, "I think she's hit a growth spurt, she was a bit taller. But more than anything, you need to teach her proper behavior. Not the potty mouth, that was pretty funny. But she bowled me… she ran into me and I thought she was sent to kill me so I almost pulled a weapon on her. I figured it was something about Cornelius or whatever."

I had stopped myself from admitting a small girl knocked me over. Was it not providing information about how weak I was comparatively or was it pride?

Probably a mix of both.

A sour look washed across his face. "Yes, she is a little too sheltered. There is a reason we call Miklos city boy. And he is raising his daughter to be the same. Sheltered. Not ready for the real world. Especially when sodus like this null zone happens."

After a brief pause, he hiked a smile back up onto his face. "Still, there will be time to talk sodus about my brother later! For now, let's get you to that inn. They have some bandages and their roast bat is to die for!" He did a little merry jig seemingly at the mere thought of it.

Slipping his arm through mine, he led me to the inn.

It was a homey two story building of white accented with red bricks and some exposed logs used as beams. The sign read, as translated by my AAI, ‘The Heavenly Rest and Vana’s Victuals’.

As we were separating so I could get settled in the inn, Gabor turned around. "Oh, and don't drink from the well that's outside, go to one at least six blocks from here. Someone has decided to dispose of their personal refuse in there."

Well shitter.

***

Apparently Stannis was also, as Alena had called him, a city boy. Instead of the ten silver per day he'd expected, it was more like four silver. So I had 240 days’ worth of capital on hand.

Better to have too much money rather than too little.

Isekonsultant survival tip #3 (overwrite): City folk don't know sodus about anything outside the city. Talk with as many people as possible to get the picture from multiple angles as likely, most won't have a complete idea of how the world operates in smaller areas.

That was similar to a rule in my old survival guide.

Consultant survival tip #16: Those at the top don't understand almost any of what actually goes on below them. Whether that is willful ignorance or just communication problems at scale is always something to dig into. Though similarly, those lower in the organization chart really only have visibility into a small area of the company. Speak with many people at multiple levels of the organization to get the broader perspective of what's happening.

After a brief bath and the innkeeper – a comely woman unsurprisingly named Vana – had run out to buy me some backup clothes to wear while she cleaned the ones with blood and bat secretions, I was eating dinner with Gabor in the spacious common room of the inn. It was a few minutes before I calmed enough to enjoy his company: how the jebbie had I forgotten to put clothes on my list of essentials? What else did I forget?

The pleasing scent of the roast bat wafted from Gabor's plate, slightly earthy and medicinal undertones like a nettle soup combined with something that smelled like just slightly gamey chicken.

After my earlier run-in, I’d chosen a pork stew with roast vegetables. They were under seasoned and I realized that was likely to be something I'd miss greatly from my old life.

Altering Trade Federation plans to include the spice trade. Sans the awfulness of Earth's early spice trade please.

Still, it was a rather enjoyable meal, especially with the mug of ale that tasted slightly sweet and paired well especially with the vegetables.

I asked a significant number of questions about cultivation and skills.

Yes, another question avalanche…

"I mean, I could tell you but my wife says I am 'the worst explainer of all time', so I'd prefer to push you to better teachers if that's acceptable. As soon as Miklos informed me of your situation – luckily I know enough about Cornelius because that is now apparently a state secret, even one I can't divulge since I served the crown – so I knew you wouldn't know sodus about sodus. You're just a mewling little babe, looking to suckle at the teat of knowledge." He laughed then made a face like he was going to imitate suckling.

Thankfully, Vana interrupted him. "You absolutely bizarre and adorable degenerate, I love you like my own daughter and probably more than my own son, but try not to put the other customers off their appetites? Things have been tough around here lately. That said, your meal is on the house since you brought me someone who prepaid for a month!" She pulled three mugs from behind her back – how the hell didn't I notice that? – and we cheersed to her good fortune.

She was wearing something that looked a bit like what I thought the female servers at Octoberfest wore with a rather plunging neckline and a short pleated skirt. It was not what I expected of an innkeeper but it did give her a sense of vibrancy that I rarely got when staying at a bed-and-breakfast with a new girlfriend on our 'trial first away trip' that always seemed to go awry.

She seemed to stop and greet every customer, most with a saucy wink or racy comment, genuinely enjoying her job.

"For the land gives to us and we give in return," both Vana and Gabor said simultaneously.

"Is that a traditional cheers or something?" I asked. Vana gave me a disappointed look.

"And you, handsome boy, I know a bit about your background but you have to learn the damn language. Not all of us were ex-military or delvers and have AAI chips. But I can guess at the question and yes, Gabor has the most noxious farts you've ever smelled." Chuckling at her own joke, she twirled her skirts in a 540 degree turn, stalking off to talk to another table before I could even react.

But she has an AAI. She accepted my request. I shook my head in confusion, looking back to a smiling Gabor.

"She's right, you know."

"About which part."

"Both," Gabor said solemnly. Then burst into a laugh so loud, all the noise died down as everyone stared.

"One more and the meal is off the house!" Vana hollered over and then bent back down, merrily chatting with a rosy-cheeked woman.

"Anyway, back to your questions. I've got a surprise for you tomorrow. I got permission from the captain to take you around for the day so you don't cause trouble, whether by your own hand or merely circumstances. Should be educational. And fun!"

I expected to be up all night with worry but my worn-out body won out over my mind and I fell dead asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

***

Gabor was about 75% correct.

It certainly was educational.

And some of it was certainly fun.

But getting disarmed in sparring practice by a six year old girl that barely came to my waist was rather embarrassing. I wanted to pretend I was above the fact it was a girl but, well, I apparently wasn't. Maybe it was the screaming and jumping up and down when it happened.

At sunrise, Gabor pounded on my door until I opened and tried to physically drag me out. I got dressed and he took me around and showed me what he deemed the major spots in town.

Velez had about 33,000 people but had ballooned in size recently as people fled the quickly deteriorating null zone.

Gabor explained, “Many smaller villages and towns have seen a large influx of people. Unfortunately, despite the population boom, there’s been a downturn in the economy. Pitola was the largest city in what was the green zone, and it’s essentially stopped manufacturing goods, greatly impacting the area. Less than half of the half a million people still live there. Just a tragic situation.”

Our first stop on our tour was a temple of worship. He really did suck at explaining as I had no idea if they believed in gods, only worshipped the land, or simply gave general thanks at the temple. I wasn't even sure if there was only one temple in town.

The bakery was a nice early visit and I got some pastries I wasn't familiar with. They had a lovely, slightly sweet fruit-based filling and were topped with pecans. The baker was an older woman who was missing most of her teeth but it looked like they’d been lost in a fight. Maybe she retired from delving to take up baking? I wasn't stupid enough to ask.

After a little over an hour past sunrise – what Gabor called one bell and I guessed was equivalent to 73 minutes based on my AAI interactions – he dragged me to a large, squat, unadorned building surrounded by around 50 children, all probably in the five to eight year old range, all playing with each other, many vigorously battling with essentially foam-covered weapons. It was a cacophony and my AAI couldn't help me translate anything. There was a ring of adults around the outside chatting and watching bemusedly.

A fresh-faced handsome man with a golden mop and grin that seemed to extend into his hairline, probably little older than my body was supposed to be, stepped out of the building carrying additional foam weapons. The children stood a little straighter and a few shouted with glee.

"Mister Risto, Mister Risto!" one small girl ran up and tried to help, grabbing a sword from the pile. Unfortunately, it was load-bearing and most of the weapons clattered to the ground. She began crying and quickly escalated to wailing. A woman, possibly her mother, made to swoop in but the man just held up a hand. He said something quietly to the girl and she immediately moved into only snuffling mode and nodded happily. She started calling out instructions to those near her and kids started to line up.

The man stepped forward and the children started to quiet down immediately. "Good, good, that means you are ready for your lesson, right?"

"YES MISTER RISTO!" the children screamed back at him and he smiled.

"Well, we have a treat. This," he pointed to me, "is Terry and he's new to Velez. He's even new to Putijama. And we're going to help him train to be big and strong like every one of you!"

I received an AAI translation request from Risto and accepted.

About 40% of the kids just stared wide-eyed at me. Only two of those picked their noses while doing so. Another 50% or so broke out into whispers. The susurrus was an odd aural backdrop to the final 10% who squealed with joy and started jumping up and down or rushing for the weapons on the ground. One turned to fire an arrow – blunted of course – directly at my head before Risto shouted a halt. The arrow was loosed but with only a slight tension, leaving it to plop harmlessly a few feet from the now scowling boy.

This is going to be fun…

And some of it was. Every kid who wanted to was given a chance to 'battle' me and I had to stay on my knees to eliminate the height differential advantage. The disarming was actually the second bout so I couldn't pretend it was from exhaustion. Mira was just an excellent rapier wielder and managed to strike my grip just so. Her mother was also a delver in the city, wielding a rapier, and had trained her for years.

Risto gave excellent pointers to both me and my would-be slayers while the other children either battled amongst themselves or watched me slowly get whittled down. A few shouted things as they charged and those were the easiest to 'defeat' because they were putting on a show. I refrained from yelling in English, even though only Risto and Gabor would know what I was saying through our AAI connections.

As they didn’t have a foam-covered morningstar, Risto had me work through mace – most like my morningstar –, warhammer, war axe, greatsword, longsword, and spear; after about four two minute bouts with one, I was forced to switch to another.

My muscles were aching but I was surprised it was my hands cramping more than anything. Maybe because the weapons were light enough for children to use? Apparently they didn't do a Core Ignition Ceremony until 13 or so here – though a few did it as young as six, they just weren't allowed to participate in school like this – so I had far more stamina than any of the little squirts.

I was mildly surprised as I usually hated being around kids. I think Risto maybe has a skill to keep them in line?

Either way, at the bell, I was given a reprieve. Risto and Gabor pulled me aside as the kids actually entered the building and another group came out, this time probably in the 12-14 year old range.

I guess that age guess is only accurate if years and aging work similarly here…

"You were atrocious and I will be working with you to correct this. We need you. The null rifts here are close to – or already are – breaking, expelling creatures into the world.”

He started to get worked up and moved his hands at a pace I could barely track. “These are dangerous and tax our already overstretched resources. You can absorb the null essence without it debilitating you. We need that. We need you. And we need you to be good. Have you never picked up a sword before today?" Risto was far less kind with me than the kids.

Do mall katanas count?

"No, not really. Especially not to do anything more than wave it around. My world doesn't have rifts or cultivation. I was someone who helped essentially large-scale merchant corporations do business better. If you have any operational friction in your school, I am happy to help." I tried to give a winning smile but knew it was fake and didn't land.

Unlike the quick strike blow to my head from Risto's hand.

"Ow, what the sodus!"

"Do not use that language with me, young man!" I must have looked incredulous because he said, "I am far older than I look. But you must take this more seriously.”

He stood up and started poking me in the chest. “You cannot lose focus on delving to help a school for children. You must save this town!" Risto was flying off the handle and Gabor simply grabbed my arm and steered me away.

Once we were a few blocks away, Gabor gently released my arm. "He's great for training but I think I'll try to be there when he's working with you. He lost essentially his entire town to a dungeon break from a delving guild – which was mostly slaughtered in retaliation – playing games, trying to let it get as full as possible to reap the best rewards.”

Gabor sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “He'll get you to excellent – he's training my best friend’s daughter in private lessons on my recommendation after all – but he needs managing. Let's calm down and take you on a more leisurely stroll and a trip to Tilda's Trifles and Treasures." He got a look on his face that I recognized as someone about to make trouble.

As we entered, the slender, tall brunette wearing a bonnet and shockingly pink shiny shirt working behind the counter started speaking before looking up. "How can I help you tod—" It almost looked like she glitched. "Neily, fancy seeing you here. I think you still owe me for that last visit when you ran off early. Bounty hunters chasing your cute butt or no, I paid."

I heard Gabor giggle and the bell above the door tinkle lightly like he tried to sneak out.

Oh sodus, here we go again.

            

    
        Chapter 6 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                With my AAI connection request bouncing, I retrieved my tablet from my ring – I need to get a bag so it’s not so obvious I have a spatial item; and I’m in a store that sells them right over there – and tried to navigate from the children’s program I was previously watching to improve my speech to my language translation software.

“Me am not being his,” was apparently what I said in a particularly horribly accented garble.

“Yeah, that’s not going to fly Neily, I remember ever curve of your face. I helped you out of a tight spot and the payment was helping you into one.” She gave me a flirty look and grabbed my shirt, trying to pull me around the counter.

Finally getting my tablet to the translation, I said, “Look lady, I am not Cornelius. I don’t know what the jebbie is going on. This is insane, stop.”

“First, cut the ‘I don’t speak your language’ BS, we both know that wasn’t true last time you were with me. And second, if you want to play music through the tablet, sure. Something with a good beat. Fast paced, I have stuff to do today.”

I slipped out of her grasp, doing my best to not hurt her. I shouldn’t have worried as she was quite strong. I put the tablet directly in front of my face, maintaining far more calm than I expected, and said, “I am not him. I was brought to this world yesterday. Gabor is an asshat. Please stop. Please explain what is going on, I am confused and concerned.”

Consultant survival tip #43: When dealing with someone who is both irate and won’t listen, do your best to get them to explain fully the problem. Usually, they will calm down and you can understand where there is a miscommunication. Or just if they suck and you want to extricate yourself from the situation, you can make up a good excuse based on their response.

Isekonsultant survival tip #4: Don’t allow yourself to get pulled into a backroom by strangers when they are pissed, especially when they have superior cultivation. And don’t let them think you are Cornelius, that’s bad news!

Isekonsultant survival tip #5: Stop putting the tablet in front of your face and limiting your vision of what is happening…

I felt the tablet being gently but insistently pulled to the side. The woman, presumably Tilda, gazed into my eyes with a slightly haunted look. “You really aren’t him, are you? Oh jebbie, I am so sorry. I have a lot of pent up… well a lot of things when it comes to that man. And you really are an exact copy of him. Even that little dimple on only one side…” She sighed wistfully.

Trying to regain a bit of dignity, she hiked an extremely fake smile onto her face. “Uh, welcome to Tilda’s Trifles and Treasures, the best general goods store in all of Pitola!” At my look, she muttered under her breath. “Sorry, all of Velez. I’m still a bit new but it’s been a few months.”

At that moment, Gabor poked his head back in. A heavy object – paperweight? – flew at Gabor, nearly striking him right between the eyes before he brought up a hand to snatch it from the air. “Nice throw, you still got it. On my next delve, when it’s not all this null sodus, you wanna join?”

Before she could answer, I stormed over and poked him in the chest. “Look, I am all for pranks but I don’t know what the absolute jebbie is going on and using this Cornelius sodus against me is too far. First, swear an AAI-backed guarantee you won’t pull something like this again. Second, apologize to Tilda and myself. Third, you’re buying me a nice bag here.” Looking back to Tilda, I added, “At an inflated price.”

She smiled and laughed when I turned the tablet to face her.

Running a hand through his hair and looking genuinely contrite, Gabor gave a sheepish smile. “Uh, I thought she’d just chew you out a bit. I guess I didn’t know the history? And I can’t actually swear an AAI-backed guarantee like that. I am prohibited by an AAI-backed guarantee to not swear one except with some additional layers of approval. But I am genuinely sorry, especially to you Tildy. I know you’ve had a hard time setting up shop and thought it might be lighthearted to remind you of someone from your past. Third, here, this one looks nice.” He picked up a rough burlap sack underneath a sign that said ‘free with any purchase of more than 1 silver’.

Simultaneously, Tilda and I said, “I think we can do better than that.” Gabor laughed and Tilda looked confused so I turned the tablet back towards her again. She snorted and genuinely seemed to be coming around on her anger.

“Gabor, how many people in town don’t have an AAI chip? This language stuff is really starting to be a hindrance. I couldn’t even congratulate a few of the kids today on how well they fought and I think I did a weird hand gesture?” I asked quietly.

“Yeah, that is a problem you’re just going to have to deal with. Even current or ex delvers like Tilda here often don’t have chips.”

Tilda chimed in, “They are so damn expensive. Even when I was raking it in in Pitola, I would have needed to save for a few years. If you are part of a merchant’s guild, they are heavily discounted but it wasn’t worth half a year’s wage when everyone spoke the language.”

Gabor nodded sagely. “Risto is your combat teacher but I also set you up to go to school with some of the younger kids for a while so you can learn the basics of the language. Then, as you get better, you can progress to more advanced classes. There is only one language-specific teacher so you could also just follow her around all day but I think it would be hard. She’ll make you turn off your AAI in class, FYI.”

Great, I am acting out the plot of Billy Madison? Man, what happened to Adam Sandler?

“Thank you for setting things up but no more pranks related to Cornelius. It’s seeming like it’s actually something dangerous to me, not just a small joke. I’m just not sure what’s going on with it and you can’t tell me anything.”

Isekonsultant survival tip #6: Set firm boundaries while being polite. You are still at a significant disadvantage in many ways but you need people to know what’s acceptable.

Realizing if Tilda didn’t have an AAI, she couldn’t be prohibited from talking about Cornelius, I noted it down to swing back. I didn’t know if Gabor had as crazy of a block on me getting any information as Stannis did so I didn’t mention it.

I figured it would be tough because she winced and shied away a bit every time she looked at me, presumably the scars of whatever Cornelius had done being fresh, but she was still my best lead on something that was greatly impacting me.

On the monetary front, I was slightly upset heading out of Tilda’s because everything here was about 25-40% of the cost of what I’d bought in Zalano.

Yes, my armor and weapons saved me, but I spent so much extra on things like rations!

We headed back to the school with my new bag and a few other important items, including a small device I could power with my mana – or just stick in my ring for a bit – for keeping my teeth clean. I also had my eye on an automated clothes cleaning bin but it was 60 silvers and I didn’t want to dip too far into my emergency/living expenses funds.

***

Shortly after midday, Gabor dropped me back off at the inn for my provided lunch and some time to decompress and do some self-guided learning. Instead, I had a lovely roast lamb sandwich and a panic attack.

Upon arriving at my room, my brain decided to take over and throw a million questions at me. I tried to take notes on my tablet to keep myself from spiraling but just the fact I couldn’t even interoperate with it without a chip in my brain that was half magic/half technology caused my grip on my emotions and thoughts to deteriorate even further.

Taking deep breaths, I began to push back tears.

Will I ever see Earth again? Will I ever see my friends? My family?

Sure, I hadn’t been that close in more recent years, letting the monotony of a steady but mentally and emotionally draining job wash out everything about me. But…

And that thought sent me spiraling in a different direction. One thing I’d pledged to a friend when I was in college was to build a life worth living. A life worth telling the world about. Something people would envy, not because of the flashiness – I’d always sucked at the show-off social media posts – but because it was a life of impact, a life that made others jealous because of the excitement. That excitement could take many forms but one where my metaphorical heart demons weren’t keeping me up at night.

Almost life health not wealth, though I hate that phrasing. And hopefully heart demons are only metaphorical here too…

I had slowly let the world erode that dream, getting complacent with a mediocre existence that was moderately safe and not too challenging. Not striving for anything better because everything was ‘good enough’ or, more truthfully, ‘not that bad’. Even my constant body aches had crept up enough for me to not really notice.

This could be that second chance. I needed to mourn the life I’d lost, mediocre – or mid as my little cousin would say – as it had become. Yes, enough money to easily cover rent and bills was nice but most days and weeks were spent working and then vegging on the couch, whether at home or in a hotel in a random spot across the US. Some reading – though mostly through audiobooks while playing video games.

I have so many feelings on Wil Wheaton as a narrator. Great storyteller. Left you wanting on voices.

Nothing that really scratched the itch I constantly felt but nothing forcing me to do better.

But what do I actually want to do here? What is a good outcome and how do I get there? It’s far more dangerous to me physically but there’s also a lot of opportunity.

I have to be the thing that forces me to strive.

I didn’t want to build a company back on Earth but do I want to here? Do I want to gain personal hard power as well as soft power? If I don’t have personal hard power – like the ability to actually physically cause harm is so foreign to me – would any soft power be useless when someone could still squish me? If I need both, which first? Simultaneously? Is that going to stretch me too far?

And what do I need to change about me? Not just my goals and actions but about myself? I’ve been too passive. But do I want to go the charismatic asshole approach? What about the quiet and stoic type, where few words will do and none will do better?

Be true to myself. I am someone who learns through interacting so I will continue to gather information through good ol’ chatting. But I should also start to cultivate informational assets and build out a network for my work. Not the duplicitous dagger in the night type but still, I’ll probably need to get a little more morally flexible… I’ll keep checking in and taking notes on what I’m thinking and feeling to make sure I don’t go full evil spymaster but I think this can work.

This is actually exciting. Terrifying in a way but still exciting.

But first, I need to mourn.

And with that, I let the grief and trauma of the last two days take over.

***

I wasn’t sure when I’d fallen asleep but I was startled awake by the noise I’d heard when I first came to Putijama. Like two large objects colliding and creating a mellifluent melody of misery. My hands were held out in front of me as if to stop whatever was causing the cacophonous calamity.

I could feel the dried tears on my face. It was so long since I actually cried. Sure, those pet adoption commercials brought a tear to my eye but I hadn’t felt something so visceral since my grandma died when I was 15.

Almost half my life since I had a real cry…

I tried to use the self-check-in list I vaguely remembered from an article someone sent to the group chat but really, I started to look at my panic attack and realized the spiral had been far quicker and probably far shallower than it would have been on Earth.

Maybe this body reacts to stress differently? How can I get information on Barry and his experiments?

What are my goals? Mid- or maybe short-term, I need to figure out this Cornelius thing. Mid- to long-term, I need to learn more about Barry. But most important is probably language learning.

I pulled out my tablet to search for information but realized I didn’t even know how to write Barry in local letters. There was a message from Gabor. He was going to swing by at one and half bells past midday to take me for afternoon lessons with more kids, this time general learning about the planet as well as language. That gave me about 20 minutes – so glad this thing translates time into minutes – to wash my face and get ready.

Logging into the Planet Web, I started to look up random facts like that the planet had a 300 day year and 12 months of 25 days each. Five days a week and five weeks a month, which made things relatively easy. Luckily, no Roman calendar shenanigans with the calendar not actually equaling a year.

Every day consisted of 20 bells so it was almost exactly the same time in minutes per day as Earth: 1460 versus 1440. Each bell was measured as two times the amount of time a rift instance cycled; so people could enter a rift or dungeon together but only if they went into the same instance.

Velez was on a large continent but the information about places outside the Kingdom itself were restricted. There was even a warning when I tried to search around it that if I continued, my personal information would be noted for ‘further investigation of a foreign sympathy and curiosity’ charge.

I watched a few minutes of Darko Defeats his Drills for preparing a few quick sentences – luckily my AAI could listen to my pronunciation and grammar and tell me where I was making mistakes; which was everywhere… I’ve always been sodus at languages and this is no better – in case I needed to do one of those horrible ice-breaker introductions to a bunch of six year olds.

I really hope those are only an Earth-based torture and it isn’t throughout the galaxy. The universe? The multiverse? Something to investigate once I’m actually safe.

The class was actually not nearly as bad as I was expecting. The teacher explained that I was displaced from another place that didn’t speak the same language and that I was here making a genuine effort to better myself and contribute to the Kingdom.

That was enough to get the kids to be mildly interested but also not gawp at me like I was some weird creature. A few even tried to talk to me but it was a very stilted experience.

No kicks to the shin or punches to the groin was a good enough outcome for me there.

I was introduced to the language teacher who Gabor was able to convince to do private tutoring in exchange for some vague assurances I would clear nearby rifts that were now infected with null essence.

So, after a long day, I was expecting to head back to the inn to eat, rest, and maybe learn a few more sentences.

Risto and Gabor had other, far more nefarious, ideas.

“Before we start, Risto, I know you are passionate about teaching, fighting, and my ability to help here. But, despite you teaching me, I want it to be clear: I owe you nothing. If you want me to pay for lessons, that can be a discussion.”

I looked him in the eyes for a full ten seconds.

“But, to be clear, I don’t owe throwing my life away recklessly at these rifts and dungeons. I know they are a problem and I will do my part, but not because I owe you, and not before I’m ready. Understood?”

I had dealt with his type before and good natured hot heads tended to respond well to clear boundaries.

Consultant survival tip #289: When someone who is generally nice yells, there is a reason. Dig into the reason. You can probably still work with them going forwards and often, they will go out of their way to help as recompense. But make sure to set boundaries and walk away – and let them know you’ll walk away – if they start yelling again.

Isekonsultant survival tip #7: Set boundaries early and often around what you are willing to do. It’s very easy to let things fester. You don’t know what you don’t know so let people you generally trust at least know where you are at.

Damn, lots of my tips are around boundaries… Guess personal power really does corrupt people’s perspectives?

Risto and Gabor looked at each other and winced.

Gabor stepped in front. “Uh, yeah… about that… so, we signed you up for a delve for tomorrow.”

Holding his hands up to stay my response, he quickly continued, “It’s not what you think. It’s the Ignition ceremony. They have two high-level people come into the rift with a group of 13 year olds who haven’t received any essence yet. I talked with the Council and some other higherups. They want people to see you as part of the town and this will help. Plus, you get to actually swing that spiky stick you got and kill something. It is very safe and it will help.

“They wanted to run some experiments on the essence side around some of the null essence purification work they’ve been doing but the research team has only been even considering what you might bring to the table for less than a day. So I told them absolutely not until they could get some research from elsewhere and give us a better idea that it’s safe. I’m not going to shove you to your death. Stannis would kill me. Maybe literally.”

Calming down, I simply nodded. “Okay, I get it. Though I did kill a giant green and white bat thing on the way here from Zalano. That’s what cut my forehead.”

Risto looked mildly impressed but Gabor’s face darkened. “Those idiots couldn’t even keep a few contained? Ugh, I hate those morons from Struva. At least they didn’t try to shake you down.” At my look, he started swearing, including a lot of words I didn’t know yet.

Completely ignoring him, Risto tossed a training mace to me. It was one covered in foam to blunt the blows but was much heavier. “Unfortunately, I can’t let you hit the kids with this, especially as you’re Ignited, despite a few of them deserving a good walloping,” he laughed while getting into a stance.

“But this should help you get a better feel for wielding something closer in weight to your chosen weapon. I have to admit, morningstar wouldn’t have been my first choice but it really does suit you. Especially the length, will be great with your height. Now grab a shield and let’s see where we are actually starting from.”

***

It was a pretty brutal training session.

Luckily, they informed me I’d have accelerated healing so the evidence of getting struck hundreds of times would likely be gone before morning. I was hoping I could even get to sleep with how many proto-bruises were already forming.

Still, I received some great feedback and tutelage and was able to share my AAI battle training program with both of them for review. It apparently was extremely predictable for fighting people and I’d probably get killed quickly in an actual fight but it was just the ticket for most delves. The creatures didn’t learn attack patterns well, at least for the first three Tiers or so.

We started simply with learning how to swing.

I wanted to use my actual morningstar but Risto quickly nixed that. “I know, you want to get the feel for your actual weapon. But this will teach you how to swing, not how to swing your weapon. If you only learn on one specific item, its balance can become a bad habit.”

Gabor nodded. “Lost a few idiot friends to that coming up.” Risto and he both bowed their heads for a second before motioning for me to show them my form.

Overhead one handed, over my shield, shield bash then swing, underhand, baseball, halfway between overhand and baseball, same for underhand and baseball, lots of two-hand variants, etc.

Risto explained how each was used in combat and when it was typically the most useful. Then we started using training dummies to experience what an impact actually felt like rather than just swinging through.

They put me through all the different swings trying to hit different heights as well. “Yes, your sideswing is your best but still needs a lot of work. See how it feels so different on something <3 feet> tall versus <4 feet>? You’ll need to train your arms until all of these are unconscious based on what you actually need for battle. But, now for the real fun.” The manic grin that spread between he and Gabor made my stomach drop like I was on a rollercoaster.

This is going to be bad.

I should have been far more nervous.

As the AAI could simulate enemy movements over my own vision, it was great for practicing defending against different attacks as well as countering. They queued up 10s of beasts to simulate. Because my goal was battle control instead of a specific focus on offense or defense, they decided I need to ‘increase the realism’.

Whenever an enemy attack landed, they whapped me with a cane in that exact spot, supposedly with the same force that I would have received.

Press X to doubt.

It hurt.

Somehow every enemy could strike harder than that trainer at the UFC gym I’d gone to for a month before it got shut down for a myriad of different illegal activities.

Could the little bunny really smash my nose hard enough to almost break it? These asshats are having too much fun.

Gabor explained the thought process. “If you just focus on what it takes to defend and dodge, you aren’t dealing with the real consequences of a misstep. This is standard training for the military – though they do far more damage for a mistake – because it somewhat inures you to the pain and fighting through it.”

There sure is a lot of pain for me to practice.

But it actually was far more fun than I expected, especially when we went from one enemy to two in the simulations. Luckily, few of the rifts in the area at Tier 1 would have monsters that used pack tactics so two at a time was likely to be the limit unless I fought too slowly and/or caused a big ruckus, drawing more enemies to me all at once.

After one and a half bells – almost two hours – they finally called it. “Okay, good work. Risto will see you tomorrow bright and early for your training with the kids again and I’ll drop you back at the inn. We’ll see if Vana forces you to bathe before you eat or will let it go until later.”

“I bet two silver she makes me take a bath,” I said, holding my hand out to Gabor while composing a message to Vana.

“No bet, I see that look in your eye. It’s just like my wife when she’s sending a sneaky message.” Gabor laughed and smacked me on the back.

Risto shook his head. “I’m so glad I dumped Dragan. He bet too much too.”

“And cheated,” Gabor added.

Risto gave Gabor a wry look but nodded.

I felt my face redden. Do I bet too much? Is that cheating, not telling your partner about it?

“Anyway, Terry’s got the ceremony, remember? So no training tomorrow morning.” Turning to me Risto said, “Get some rest, someone will call on you after first bell.”

***

After another night of quiet reflection, language learning, updating my notes app, and a surprisingly deep sleep, I awoke to someone knocking at my door. Without thinking, I opened the door, still bleary eyed.

Vana gave me a good look up and down as I was only in my boxers and gave a wolf whistle with some fake grabby motions. I rolled my eyes as Gabor had warned me Vana was known to flirt with everyone and even everything. One night when she was rather sauced, he claimed she flirted with a tree, constantly using bad puns about wood. Gabor guessed she knew there was an audience but was only half sure.

She rolled her eyes back and smiled. “Okay kiddo, you have visitors downstairs. They said you have <10 minutes> before they leave so get a move on. At least put some pants on please. And no, I won’t hold breakfast over for you but you can grab a roll on the way out. They aren’t fully baked yet but that’s what you get for not informing me ahead of time. Ya dingus.”

Before I could even think of a response, she was at the stairs chuckling darkly to herself.

Weirdo. Delightful but still a weirdo.

I met a group of what I assumed were 13 year olds downstairs – four boys and three girls – that were escorted by a man and a woman in full combat garb. Both felt powerful, though maybe not as much as Stannis or Gabor.

“Apparently they didn’t tell you to meet us at the correct spot so we’re here. We charged a breakfast for each of us to your room for the wait.” The woman gave me a smug look as she quickly shoved the last of the food at the table into her mouth.

The man gave no reaction. As in no muscle movement at all. If he hadn’t turned to me when I approached, I would have thought he was an incredibly lifelike statue.

“Hi everyone, I’m Terry,” I said to blank looks. Realizing my mistake, I sent out an AAI request for temporary communication to the nine waiting people. [Error, only two AAI present you are not connected with in the vicinity. Try again?]

At least both the adults – Aras and Dahlia – accepted.

This might be awkward.

Immediately, the kids started talking sodus about me thinking I couldn’t understand though I didn’t really care. But I also didn’t tell them I could understand. Neither did the adults so I figured it was fine.

We walked out the eastern gate 20 minutes later and continued on for another 30 minutes. We met a third adult with a cart filled with adventuring gear, presumably for the kids.

I didn’t care one whit about that though.

I only had eyes for the jagged tear in reality, undulating through green and a black so dark it somehow transformed to white without me realizing it and quickly cycling back to dark. I could feel the power emanating from it. It resonated with my very being, my body and soul.

Well, mostly.

I turned to Aras. “So, I can feel this resonating with me in an incredible way. But I also feel a wrongness to it. It’s far less present than the amazing feeling though. Any idea what is up with that?”

“Yeah, though I think you have it switched. The content and powerful feeling is the part that resonates with your affinity. That’s the green in this now mostly wretched portal. The taint is from the null zone that seeps into the rifts even out here.”

Dahlia stopped outfitting one of the kids, brushing her long blonde hair away from her haughty face and came over. “No, he has it right. This here is a null affinity. He’s supposedly our savior.” Her acerbic tone was obvious but Aras didn’t seem to care at all.

Is this guy a gargoyle?

She smiled at me like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth then turned and faced the group of teens. “Okay everyone, let’s go over the rules so the ceremony goes off without a hitch.”

***

Entering the rift felt somewhat like my core ignition just dialed down by 99%. It was simultaneously invigorating and a little bit manic-inducing.

Around us, there was a forest that looked like it might have been verdant in the recent past but was withering, almost from a lack of life. Not only similar to a drought but something more fundamental. It felt like the stillness of a place that shouldn’t be, as though it were dead to time because it had already died. The feeling was fleeting but still profound.

I guess that is the null influence?

A gently moving mist – no, not water-based – surrounded us so we could only see about 100 feet with moderate fidelity in any direction. As I looked closer, it was made of small flakes of white – not snow but similar to tiny bits of ash – that floated through the air. It was serene, somber, and sad all at once.

Aras stayed to guard us while Dahlia went to round up a few of the cat-like lizards of the rift. Each of us was equipped with a bracelet that controlled our allocation of essence on a kill. They were set to zero for everyone but the two leaders until each of us had our Cores Ignited.

“Hey Aras, you feel like you are well above Tier 1, why are you set so high on your allocation of essence?” I asked, keeping alert even though we were supposedly not in any danger.

He didn’t even turn to look at me, keeping his head on swivel. In a monotone voice, he replied, “We are both Tier 3s. We’ll shunt the essence. Null essence hurts, especially if you have only been in green essence; it’s dangerous for the kids. Too much null can supposedly hurt their foundations.”

“So isn’t it dangerous to have them delve in general?” I asked.

“Not really, we have workarounds. We don’t want the kids afraid of delving. We need the resources. And we need to prevent breaks. So, we take the pain instead of them on this first delve. You all I guess, if I include you.”

I thought maybe he was being too honest but then realized he was actually speaking a different language to me. His AAI could interpret his meaning for transmission to mine. It was pretty amazing.

If only everyone could afford an AAI.

The Adventurers Guild and other organizations subsidized getting one if you contracted with them for a certain period and gave them the rift rewards from your delves. They even had a monitoring program through said AAI to ensure compliance. It was a double-edged sword. And it made me slightly worried about a backdoor into my brain but I’d probably already be dead without the electrical brain worm so I just needed to suck it up.

“Makes sense, makes sense. Say, I’ve been wondering about spells and skills. I keep getting told to not worry about it until late Tier 1 – though maybe to start saving up now. Why is that?” I asked. I turned my head to project well enough at him but kept an eye out for lizzats – my amazing name for the cat-lizards – all the same.

“Long conversation. It will ruin your foundation. But I need to concentrate. I feel something odd out there and need to focus on it.” He lifted the two short swords from the sheaths at his side.

We all turned as we heard piteous moaning and Dahlia returned dragging a badly beaten and maimed muddy colored lizzat on a chain from each arm. “Okay, who’s up first?”

***

We continued further into the rift with Dahlia and Aras taking turns at first to bring back the ugly scaly panthers – though some were more the size of large house cats – they’d beaten to a degree a child could easily finish it off safely.

The typical ceremony process had each child’s allocation bracelet set to 100% of the essence for their one kill so they could feel the rush of power. With the null causing issues, they still cranked it up to 20% for each child and all of us down to 0% – leaving 40% each for Dahlia and Aras – but I could see the discomfort on each of their young faces at absorbing the essence.

I was last to go but that didn’t bother me. Apparently, once we killed the eight spry lizards, there would be a group vote to continue or exit the rift. It was all theater as there hadn’t been a single vote in recorded town history to go back early. The guardians were there to stop any serious injuries and the children trained to delve since they were six at schools like Risto’s.

Dahlia spent far more time on my bracelet than she had any of the others. She took out some tool from a spatial bag at her hip.

“Dahlia, is there something wrong here? His bracelet should be just like any of the others. I’d like to be home by midday so we can get this meat into a stew for tonight. Always better when fresh.” Aras didn’t even turn and his bored tone while scanning the forest seemed more curious than annoyed.

“Yes, I think I’ve got it. Here, let me take a look at yours too then you can go grab the final sacrifice.” After a second, she made a shooing motion and started working on her own bracelet with the tool.

I gave her a quizzical look. “These bracelets are made for the Core Ignition. You are only here as ceremony and theater. Your cores were already Ignited. The bracelets needed adjusting for that.” She also used a different language to the one Aras spoke and the children understood.

Aras returned shortly after with two of the ugly scaly yet furry monsters, one heavily restrained but with only a few cuts to its legs and a strap around its muzzle; the other was in much worse condition. He looked to the children. “Found two close together. We’ll let Terry Ignite then whoever wants can train against this one. If more than two do, we’ll draw lots.”

Just as the others did, I quickly dispatched the maimed disgusting monster and then let the kids have at jockeying for who would take on the slightly more dangerous foe. The essence from the kill felt like a great rush with only a single bit of discomfort.

My attention was more on Aras, who was looking suspiciously between me and Dahlia. Not knowing what he was on about, I simply ignored it.

Consultant survival tip #29: There are always many things going on around you that don’t concern you. Stay out of them lest they start to concern you. A low-level consultant will always be a pawn and an easy mob to sacrifice in any internal political war. Keep your head down unless it really concerns you.

Isekonsultant survival tip #8: When two vastly more powerful people, especially both personally and politically, are behaving suspiciously, stay out of their way and safe until your backing is strong enough that the consequences will stay their hands. No need to stick your neck into an opening if you don’t know if it’s a window or a guillotine.

As they finished off the poor monster, I looked at the one I killed with a discerning eye.

Up close, the brown and blue beast looked like someone tried to make it cute but failed miserably. The face would have almost looked like a dragon if not for the slitted eyes that were green flecked with white and black and the odd tufts of fur coming from seemingly random spots. The legs were covered in fur but the back was ridged scales.

It had a tail but it was stubby and fur burst out of the back tip like the world’s worst sausage – scales covering an even less appetizing meal below.

I think I’ll skip any stew featuring this bad boy.

We continued on through to the end of the rift which had a larger lizzat with three nasty looking lieutenants by its side. Dahlia made quick work of dulling their danger level enough that it was a relatively quick fight.

I felt like I was getting a decent amount of essence throughout and any tiredness from my sudden rude awakening was banished, especially by the fight with the rift boss. I managed to destroy a leg on each of the beasts but let the kids have the finishing blows as it was something of a boast.

Dahlia collected our bracelets and made us wait as she recalibrated them, using the same device from earlier. Aras gave a quirked eyebrow for a fraction of an inch and then went back to looking stoic.

There was another drawing of lots to see who got to dispel the rift reward distortion – a bobbing translucent ball of light that shifted from green to orange to yellow to white and then back – and I won. Two of the kids gave me a dirty look but most were just excited to see what came.

Apparently, a typical reward was a few silver coins – or often just the metal that would be equivalent – or some other mundane metal like iron. The rewards were valuable but still, this was a low Tier 1 rift. According to records, very few ever admitted to getting much even if it did happen.

I swiped with my left hand and placed my right below. A small rock fell towards the ground and I easily snatched it. I was disappointed it wasn’t even metal but I guess with two Tier 3s in the rift, it was somewhat inevitable we’d get a bad reward.

I dejectedly walked back and handed the rock off to one of the kids. My head snapped up at his squeal, thinking we were under attack.

“JEBBIE YES! It’s a qi stone! I bet it’s enough to get all of our readings done! And then we might even have some left over too!” He was jumping up and down, holding the hands of the girl next to him who looked ecstatic but was rooted to the ground.

Eventually calming the kids down, Aras took the stone and examined it. “Feels about 25 charge worth. You can sell this for a good deal and each get a reward but I agree with Jerith’s suggestion to get your Caps checked at the town hall. What do you say?”

The vote was 8-0.

I’ll finally know why I am a lucky sodus!

We jubilantly followed Dahlia out of the rift. Once the slight disturbance of coming back to reality passed, I realized it was an absolute sodus-show.

With his spear pointed at Dahlia, Gabor yelled, “What the hell have you done? You’ll pay with your life!”

Well, sodus.

***

NOTES APP

End of Day 2 Needs and Goals


Current wealth:

[~2 gold to spend, 2.7 gold reserved]


Immediate Needs – INs:

1) deal with Ignition ceremony

2) prevent experimentation on me regarding null essence

3) learn to fight


Short-term Goals – STGs:

1) train to not get beat by kids; be able to go five full minutes of training without a walloping from Risto or Gabor

2) language learning to be close to conversational in under a month

3) figure out this Cornelius BS

4) begin training to be able to reach at least Tier 2 in the next year

5) discover Innate Capability

6) decide on Tier 1 essence splits

7) do NOT hurt long-term cultivation; play it safe rather than do irreversible damage

8) healing potion?


Long-term Goals – LTGs:

0) get to a safe level of power to not be squishable at all times

1) get contact info for Axe, Liene, Esmeralda, Ivan, Stannis, Miklos, and Miklos' brother (Gabor)

2) understand spells and why everyone seems to say they are dangerous

3) begin finding market inefficiencies, start Galactic Trade Federation Empire 2.0?

4) decide on long-term fighting style or find ways to cultivate that exclude fighting

5) find a girlfriend/partner. Whatever they call them here.

6) start to design a new sigil or house insignia

7) Start to investigate this Barry business – why did he summon me? Where did he go?


Previous needs and goals progress or accomplished:

INs:

1) leave Zalano before welcome is worn out – accomplished

2) safe travel to Velez to the east and a safe place to sleep – accomplished


STGs:

1) contact info for Gabor – accomplished

2) start training program – accomplished


LTGs:

None




            

    
        Chapter 7, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Gabor’s eyes flicked to me and his shoulders fell slightly.

Was that relief? This wasn’t a very dangerous rift…

Dahlia’s hand was close to her weapon but she pulled it away when Aras emerged. She gave an extremely dirty look at a disheveled man standing next to Gabor and then hiked her haughtiness back into her bearing.

In a colder voice than I expected, “And what does a mere guardsman have to say? What did I do where you would deign to even impede my path? Do you even know who my father is? I know they brought you from some Podunk little village.”

Gabor didn’t take the bait. Looking to me, he asked with a pleading tone, “Terry, are you all right? I’ll need a full report later after I’ve dealt with this but is your core… intact?”

Trying to remove the tension, I kept my voice steady and confident. “Uh yeah, the cat lizards were no biggie. The green essence wasn’t fun but I think it was way easier on me than the kids having to deal with null. And we got a qi stone so I should actually be able to figure out my Cap. Pretty cool. Dahlia and Aras both did a good job of keeping us safe while ramping up the challenge post Igniting the kids.”

Is that the phrasing? Kinda funny in a terrible way.

Consultant survival tip #17: When you have two sides that are at odds and you have no idea why, stay out of it. Try to be the neutral party. Looking like you are siding with one person over the other can cause you to get lumped in with ‘the enemy’. When tensions are high, be Switzerland. But without the awful politics.

Isekonsultant survival tip #9: When people are threatening each other with weapons and you aren’t sure why, stay physically and metaphorically to the side. Don’t make yourself a target unnecessarily. Be prepared to leverage the situation as information emerges.

I’d absolutely bet on Gabor. Probably give pretty good odds too. Maybe not against both her and Aras?

…Focus!

“So she didn’t do any experiments? Anything strange with your essence allocation bracelet?”

“Well, she said there was a problem because I already had my core ignited and these were special ones?” I replied, considering. It felt too petty to say she was a jerk when he was threatening death.

“Yes, yes, these are the bracelets for our sacred ceremony. We’ve used them for decades. They are finicky things but tradition is actually important here. I don’t know how you deal with something sacred where you are from but we honor the work of our forebearers. Now, I’ll be on my way.” Dahlia went to stalk off but Gabor shot in front of her before she could complete a step and I finally felt his true dominance on display.

The kids wilted under the roiling power flowing off him and Aras and I, to my own surprise, stepped in front of them unconsciously in a show of protection.

“We’ll take this to the Council, they have to hear about this. Dahlia, do not move again until I say so. Terry, please tell me you had your AAI recording the entire event? I was meant to get you up and give you instructions this morning but I was otherwise waylaid.” He glanced at the disheveled man who kept shuffling towards Dahlia only to shuffle back again. Dahlia stared daggers though said eye blades shifted between the two men.

Aras, in a bored tone, said, “I am not sure what this is about. You are scaring the children. Guard Gabor, if you must take Lady Dahlia in for questioning, do it. I will take the children to the town hall to use the Scanner. The qi stone they received as reward should be enough to cover them all. Does that work for everyone?”

Dahlia looked like she wanted to rebuke Aras but thought better of it and nodded. Throwing her nose so far into the air I was shocked she could see where she was going, she stalked off.

And immediately tripped on a rock, barely maintaining her balance.

We began the long trek back to the city, but this time at a faster pace due to the kids’ Tier 1 bodies.

“So, what was that about? I know there was an issue with my bracelet but that seems to be way overblown. She was a bit rude but that’s not something to threaten death over. At least I don’t think it is.”

Aras actually gave more than three seconds of facial expression while thinking and initially responding before falling back to placid. “I am not sure. Her actions were slightly strange. I have seen bracelets malfunction but we never addressed it mid delve. I didn’t think she had the expertise. Either way, out of sight, out of mind.” He turned to the kids and clapped his hands but kept his face entirely still, returning to using their language. “Let’s go figure out those Innate Capabilities, what do you say?”

Without waiting for a reply, he turned and headed off at a brisk pace, the children and I rushing to keep up.

***

The town hall was not what I was expecting. Instead of another guildhall or something similar, it was much more like an indoor bazaar with colorful tapestries hanging above stalls selling all kinds of wares. The smells were amazing and I offered to get everyone a snack from one of the stands. To my surprise and immense disappointment, every single one of the kids voted no, making it a 2-7 loss.

I absolutely would have lost that bet.

I thought maybe it lost a bit in the translation through Aras but the general consensus was figuring out your Initial Capability was way more important than mere morsels and every second mattered.

We weaved our way through the stalls and Aras tried to give me a rundown of everything going on but his monotone voice was lost to the noise of the crowd.

I know where I am coming to when I get some time. That ramen-looking dish will be mine.

The Scanner was located in a non-descript room off a seemingly random back corridor. At a questioning look, Aras explained. “It’s not used very often. Almost everyone is an Even. It’s really only useful for recently ignited. We couldn’t afford to power it anyway. Unless we used mana but that is… not fun.” He shrugged but kept his face entirely still.

“Aras, what is your Capability?” At the look, I knew I’d overstepped.

“That is private. I do not recommend asking others. You just lost your ability to draw. You will go last.” The last sentence he said in the Verdant language. Turning to the kids, who each sported a sodus-eating grin at his pronouncement, he held out the small lot tokens we’d used earlier.

Aras placed the qi stone into a receptacle on the side and the Scanner lit up. It projected information into my mind and while I knew instinctively I could resist, similar to the language translation spell cast by Myriam, I let it flow into me.

Words blossomed in my vision, close to when I interacted with my AAI.

[The Scanner of Velez welcomes you. To better assist you, please place your hand on my orb. Direct contact to your body and spirit is necessary.]

As the first kid – a girl who used a bow to devastating effect in the rift – stepped forward, a young woman poked her head in looking decidedly pissed. “Hey, don’t mess with the Scanner, how many times do I have to… oh.” She seemed taken aback that Aras was there.

“Um, did you register your usage with the Magister of Scans? You should know you need to be certified to push mana into it. Any damage will come out of your wallet. Or your hide if your wallet is insufficient.” With every word, she inched more and more into the room and added more scorn to her voice, regaining her composure. By the time her hands were in the room, she was waggling her finger at Aras.

She was about 4’10 (147 cm) and was wearing a bright pink and green outfit that looked like someone tried to combine a tunic, an apron, and a dress.

It somehow worked.

Mostly.

She exuded a ‘friend’s little sister’ vibe. Her high-pitched voice that matched her short stature made her threats all the less intimidating.

“We used a qi stone.” Aras turned back to see the first girl jumping up and down while her friends pulled her away for the next boy to use.

I gave the young irate woman a shrug and listened to the girl shout excitedly, “Green, 30, 20, 15!” Then she struck a pose, thrusting her hip out to the side. It was endearing if over the top.

The next boy stepped away from the Scanner looking dejected. “Green but five, five, 40…”

Aras stepped forward, laying a hand on the boy’s shoulder and leaning in to look eye-to-eye. “We need growth right now, that will be extremely useful. And 50 combined is still considered well above average. You might be the savior of the city.”

“But—”

“But nothing. I don’t care if she got 65. 50 is great. You will help the city. You can still delve.”

The other kids had various reactions, all but two getting green and then spouting off numbers. The boy and girl continued to look like polar opposites with the boy acting like someone shat in his cereal and the girl jumping up and down continuously for the ten minutes it took everyone else to get scanned.

Rather than interrupting their celebration with questions, I just let them enjoy it and tried my best to look happy for the ones jumping with joy and commiserating with those not so thrilled.

Consultant survival tip #36: When others are celebrating something you don’t understand, consider if your understanding will increase or decrease their excitement. Sometimes you can wait to learn something and just let people be happy. You will be remembered as being part of the celebration, not the reason it had to stop to educate you.

At some point the short woman left without making any additional noise.

At the seventh and final teen to step forward, the message in my vision that I turned mostly translucent suddenly changed.

[Insufficient power, unable to scan. Please provide additional power.]

Aras gave the final boy a crestfallen look. “Sorry, I will go fetch that woman. I will see what we can do.”

I had left my spatial storage ring hidden beneath my clothes and armor but was glad I kept a small pouch at my side with a few silvers. I reached into it and tried summoning the qi stones Zora, Miklos’ daughter, handed over what seemed like a week ago but was only two days.

It wasn’t perfect and they appeared a foot above the pouch but no one seemed to notice as I snatched them out of the air.

“Actually, I have two stones we can use. The Guard in Zalano gave them to me.” As I showed Aras the two stones, I kept the third for myself in the ring; I was told each stone would power a single scan and I didn’t want to waste one if I could help it. Plus I could get scanned again later if I needed.

He looked questioningly for a second but then announced to the nearly crying boy what I gifted them. They were gob smacked but the boy kept bowing and thanking me. I handed over the first stone and he rushed to slam his palm down, forgetting to put the stone in first. Once rectified, he could barely keep his hand to the Scanner with all his wiggling.

The young woman barged into the door. “I KNOW you don’t have more qi stones and I saw the message. You are going to pay for this mister!” Then she looked at the remaining stone in my palm and just turned back and forth looking at every face in the room in turn as if they would have an answer. Her now-scarlet face scrunched up and she fled the room, literally stomping away.

In all the hubbub, I missed what the boy said but I knew I didn’t really care.

Surprisingly, the message from the Scanner didn’t say it needed more power so I was able to keep two of my three stones after all. I stepped forward and laid my hand on the orb.

[Welcome to the Scanner of Velez; AAI connection detected. Begin Tier 1 Innate Capability scan: yes/no; output results to AAI: yes/no.]

Immediately upon selecting yes twice, I felt it. The scan was somewhat familiar but felt much lighter and more benign than it had as part of the Core Ignition in Zalano.

Maybe Iveta is just a sadist.

The message slowly unfurled in both my vision and my mind, presumably connecting to my AAI.

[Tier 1 Innate Capability: You may absorb spells with lower cost. You may absorb up to #error# spells per Tier at a lower #error# #error# #error#. Error, Scanner of Velez is not powerful enough to fully assess Tier 1 Innate Capability.]

SERIOUSLY? What the jebbie-ing jebbie is this horse sodus?

I tried to take a mindful breath. It sort of worked.

At least I know spells have a cost now? Why would no one tell me more?

The look on my face caused Aras to start briefly and then laugh. From the stoic man, even the chuckle seemed like a deep belly laugh. “I know that face. Did you get a negative number in your set?” He shuddered suddenly. “Or did you get something null related? It is okay, many of us do not use our Innate Capabilities to fight. It is a setback but not a fatal blow.”

I thought about my original survival tip #2 about finding people to trust. But do I trust Aras? I don’t distrust him but I also don’t know him.

Consultant survival tip #5: Knowledge is power. Hoarding power can be seen as bad when you are in an organization at their whim. Your job is to be a flow of information to find where there is unnecessary friction. That said, knowledge can provide a significant advantage. Always look to balance knowledge so you remain essential enough to keep around with providing enough value so they keep you around.

Isekonsultant survival tip #10: If there is no significant reason to give up information on your power and capabilities, Innate or otherwise, do not do so. Information leverage here means gaining a better insight to kill you should someone want to.

I don’t want to bet on Aras, at least right now.

Something that is too ‘powerful’ for the Scanner seems like a secret I should keep from all but my most trusted people. Always hated the protagonists that did that in everything I read but… okay, totally get the point. I profusely apologize to all the characters I’ve made fun of before.

Still need to consider who I can trust and how to get more information. But at least I do understand something about spell absorption cost and can finally pin Gabor down on that.

Giving Aras a wan smile, I motioned to the door with my head. He nodded but before he could reach the knob, it opened again. A rotund man with curly blonde ringlets framing his red, sweaty face opened the door looking very angry.

While the fashion of both clothes and architecture in Zalano was all funky angles and vivid colors, it was mostly what I called ‘boring business casual’ style in Velez. The cuts were different from Earth but it was still mostly straight up and down lines with maybe buttons slightly off center at the most daring. Even the wealthy barely had any flare.

But this man’s flowing robes looked like a deranged six year old had eaten two whole bags of sugar and then just slashed into a full stack of colored paper with abandon while wielding a gluestick like it was a sword and good fashion and color sense was their enemy. It was luckily only five main colors, though extreme variation across them. Greens, browns, yellows, reds, and blues were splayed across the robe in what a computer program could only hope to emulate when it came to generating randomness.

And ugliness.

I thought my eyes might start bleeding.

His hat reached nearly three feet (1m) off the top of his head and was dominated by five colored spires that jutted out and formed a small halo at the top of glowing metal, again in brown, green, red, yellow, and blue. It sported a wide brim and looked relatively close to the most comical depiction of a cowboy hat I had ever seen.

Possibly even the famed and mythical 50 gallon hat.

And it all sparkled.

Consultant survival tip #47: People dress strangely. Never comment on it. Try to never react to it. Nothing good can come from it. At best, you get into a discussion about fashion, something you are woefully inept at. There is no winning.

My willpower was tested almost more than at any other time in recent memory. This was potentially the funniest thing I’d witnessed in quite a while. It was like someone just rolled around in the glitter factory and called it fashion.

“You there! What do you think you are doing?! You do not have permission to use the Scanner!” He pointed at Aras but also seemed to be putting on a show.

“If we have qi stones, we don’t need permission. As you well know. It’s part of the oversight agreement. The one ratified last month. Now, if you’ll excuse us.” He tried to walk past but the loudly-dressed man spread out his arms to stop his way.

“There is no way you had enough qi in a stone to Scan this many people that you would waste on children! I know you used your mana! The low power message appeared over five minutes ago! I’ll have you up on charges!”

“No Magister, you won’t. If I need to, I’ll provide an AAI-backed guarantee we didn’t use mana. And here is the recording. I scrubbed the information about Capabilities. Just sent to your… daughter?... as well. Now again, you will excuse us.” Aras literally just lifted the man like he weighed nothing and placed him inside the room in the corner.

He didn’t face him into the corner to my dismay.

Aras went to follow suit with the woman who had been behind him but she yelled ‘eep’ and scrambled in to again hide behind his voluminous robes.

“Children, out. Head back to the western training hall. On the double.”

The kids ran out of the room and I went to follow. Aras’ hand landed on my shoulder. “Not you. Let’s talk.”

As the Magister went to protest, a single look from Aras, still seemingly completely blank yet thrumming with venom, shut him up and we walked out.

“I’ll take that meal now. And then I’ll book us a private room to chat.”

            

    
        Chapter 7, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Aras being a bit of a foodie surprised me but he explained a lot about local cuisine and how they achieved certain flavors without a lot of spices.

In very short sentences.

It had also been a bit of an adjustment period recently because Pitola actually had a thriving spice trade with the neighboring kingdom – a place ruled by a group of Merchant Kings called The Monetary Might – until whatever happened to create the null zone. But Velez wasn’t wealthy so they adjusted quickly instead of paying significantly higher prices. Even a few local rifts changed and were found to be useful for a slightly earthy salt and something that mimicked spicy but didn’t leave any lingering burn.

Five silvers lighter— loaned from Aras as no one could break a gold— and nearly stressing a groaning table with the amount of food and drink we had delivered, Aras sat across from me.

How do you get information from a laconic man?

Consultant survival tip #288: Sometimes those who say the least know the most. Figuring out how to extract it from them is crucial. They are the ones who watch and learn. Or sometimes they are just boring AF or dull. Often, they can be your greatest source of information if you can unlock it.

“So, how much do you know?” Aras took a sip of a bright orange drink in a tankard and then a big slurp out of a supposedly shared soup pot.

I think he can just have that one.

Having learned my lesson, I didn’t respond with a joke. “On what topic? I assume this is about Dahlia?”

At a nod, I continued. “I know she tinkered with my bracelet. I know she had a device she pulled from a spatial storage device. I can guess at a few things too. The first is that some of what she did was non-standard. The look you gave her when she collected the bracelets before we left said that was odd. Same for the amount of time she spent on changing the bracelets. I think you looked oddly at the device she pulled from storage too. Let’s go over those one by one?”

Don’t question avalanche but also don’t fact avalanche.

“Everything you said was correct. But what do you know about the man waiting for us when we exited?”

“Gabor? I—”

“No. Ratmir.”

“The disheveled guy? Nothing. I have never seen him nor heard his name. You know about my situation, right?”

“You are new in town. And you have caused a minor political disturbance. Or three. Beyond that, no.”

I figured since people like Tilda knew, it was going to get out anyway so I wagered that the risk of talking about it was low. “So, I am not just new in town, I am new to Putijama. Prior to two days ago, I was on my home planet and was summoned here. This body is essentially the same – a copy as far as I can tell – as someone who made a rather large and presumably political disturbance in Zalano at least. Essentially my existence is the disturbance, not anything I’ve done.”

“Ah, so that explains some strange actions. And lack of knowledge. But that is not what I was asking about. I was asking about Ratmir and his research. His recent null essence research.”

What strange actions? I am completely normal thank you very much.

“Again, I know nothing about it. I think someone – maybe Gabor or Risto – mentioned something about null essence purification or something? But it was about the same time they beat me senseless for a few hours so it’s all a bit hazy. What can you tell me?”

“Not much.” I literally laughed out loud and he smiled back, showing genuine mirth before the mask of indifference returned. “I don’t know much beyond research is happening. And most of what I do know, I am not allowed to share. Nor would I. My understanding of it is currently low. I do not like speaking out of turn.”

“Or at all.” Whoops, that one was out loud.

He gave a small chuckle. “Yes, I know. In my youth, running my mouth landed me in trouble. Often. I have rectified that shortcoming. At least to the best of my ability. There are often repercussions to my words.

“Back to the research. Ratmir has been researching ways to remove null essence from the rifts. Probably not from the rift itself but the essence gained from the monsters. To sort out the null from the good. Sorry, I know null is good for you.” I waved a hand to show I didn’t care and started sampling a few dishes. They were pretty good, especially a sweet one with a spicy kick.

“He informed the Council last week he was close to human testing. But his solution was deemed very unsafe for some reason. They rejected human trials. That’s all I know. But I suspect Dahlia may have tested it for him. Without your consent.”

I nodded as it all made sense. Everything felt fine in the rift but if she screwed up my cultivation, I am going to be pissed. More pissed.

I was already very upset that I might have been an unwilling participant but she would pay for any damage. I wasn’t going to take this lying down.

“So, how do I fight back? What do you recommend?” Wait, why is he helping me… “Before we get into that, don’t you two work together?”

“Not if I can help it. I think the same goes for her. Dahlia is awful and is probably the nicest of her family. But most of all, I lost my son to unethical tests. My uncle assented without our knowledge. Slaying him did little to salve the pain. If it wasn’t ready, it was a monstrous thing she did. Even if it was, not informing you… If my hunch is right, I would slay her today if I could.” His anguished face slowly receded to his stoic, blank one.

“I’m so sorry that happened to you. I’m extremely grateful for your help though, so let’s get to scheming. And eating.”

***

Over one bell later, I left and said my goodbye to Aras. After we talked about Dahlia I asked about the kids and their numbers when it came to Innate Capabilities. In Velez, each number was specific to green essence affinity falling into three brackets for sub-affinity: control of/using plants as weapons, life and revitalization, and growth of plants. The kid who was so upset was going to be an excellent farmer but that just wasn’t very exciting.

In addition to the extremely useful information on Dahlia and Cap, he taught me how to change my AAI to automatically broadcast out my translation requests to anyone with an AAI in range. It was not exactly illegal, at least in Velez, but it was generally considered poor form. I needed to download a few hacks to get it to work correctly but now, anyone with an AAI would get a request for temporary connection when they came into range.

Six random people connected as I walked through the halls.

Aras sent me his contact details via AAI and told me how to get in touch with him, including logging on to the Planet Web to send a message. I was so used to Earth technology passively sending me information, I hadn’t thought to actually connect and wasn’t logged in at all times. Each minute cost me some of my prepaid access after all.

Upon connecting, I had four messages, three very recent and increasingly worried and/or angry ones from Gabor and what looked like a drunk email from Ivan.

The last one from Gabor read: [Terry, I need to speak with you urgently! Meet me at the Hall of the Council. We need your testimony. If Aras is in on it and holding you captive, I need to know. Reply immediately!]

I swerved back to the town hall and sat on a bench, figuring out how to send a message.

Universal survival tip #17: Don’t walk and text. London literally needed to put pads on poles because people kept walking into them and breaking their noses.

[Sorry, didn’t think to check for messages. Was speaking with Aras, he’s not in on it. At least I would wager on that. Will make my way to Hall of the Council immediately. See you soon.]

I pulled up a map of the city and began navigating, staying connected in case of Gabor’s reply. Helpfully, that meant I could use the AAI real-time navigation feature which gave me arrows of where to go as I walked. Even if it was only seven blocks away.

Still, pretty useful. And cool.

Gabor was standing outside, looking anxious and talking to Ratmir who looked as pleased as punch.

“Terry, what the hell? I sent for you over a bell ago! The tribunal is already over and Dahlia was acquitted!” His anger slowly drained and was replaced with concern. I was touched. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I have my theories… Ratmir, are you available to speak further? Maybe in a more secure location?” I didn’t want to reveal too much about Aras and what he’d said, certainly not in the open and probably not to Ratmir.

His beady, slightly wild red eyes swung to me, taking me in. It was a full minute before he spoke. “What’d you say?” he asked, digging a disgusting pinky into his ear.

I sent him a specific AAI translation request and asked the same question.

“Sure,” he said in a chipper and far higher-pitched voice than I’d expected. “My tower?”

Great, another laconic one. I guess better than draconic? Eh, 3/10 on that joke Terry.

I looked to Gabor. “Uh Ratmir, can Gabor and I speak alone for a little bit and then either follow you there or meet you, assuming Gabor knows where you mean?”

“Heh, should have done that before the translation request.” He gave a little wink. “I’ll see you there. Be there <four minutes> or less after I arrive or I shall start work on something else.” He walked off at a leisurely pace.

“Ratmir, it’s that direction,” Gabor said, quickly putting a hand on his shoulder and pointing 90 degrees from where he was going. Without a word, Ratmir pivoted and started walking.

Whispering, I said, “Okay, Aras thinks Dahlia did some kind of experiment on me relative to essence purification. What is our play here? Ratmir is the lead researcher, is he in bed with Dahlia?”

At a horrified look, I clarified. “It just means working together, not literally sleeping together.”

“I still need a rundown of what actually happened and what we know. Because I didn’t have a witness.” His anger flared again. “Sorry… without a witness, I was unable to even get Dahlia to produce the contents of her spatial storage necklace. She did flop out a dead reptilian fast stalker for emphasis which the Council blamed me for. They even charged me a cleaning fee!”

They really are awful at naming things here.

“Focus,” I said calmly. “Is time of the essence? How do we deal with Ratmir? What should and shouldn’t we say?”

“He doesn’t care about much other than his research. His ethics are terrible which is why the Council keeps him on a generally tight leash. Let him examine you – yes even the invasive scan – with no resistance and he’ll essentially tell you anything you want to know. But that means don’t tell him anything you don’t want others to know as it’s exactly the same for them.”

“Okay but what is this intensive scan? And what shouldn’t I tell him?” I asked.

Gabor shrugged then smirked. “He always has some scan he wants to run and it’s different every time. You have to make the call on what’s good to keep to yourself. I didn’t have any juicy knowledge for him so I kept him talking about his research, trying to figure out how close they were to some solution to the null issues. If they hurt your cultivation…” He ground his teeth so hard it was audible.

“Thanks Gabor, I appreciate your concern.”

“Look kid, you really do represent a potential boon – or at least a reprieve from awful – for this city. Just look at Risto’s reaction. I personally want you to be able to thrive – that freedom is important to me. But it was also incredibly stupid and arrogant, not just awful, for them to experiment on you without better safeguards in place. And permission. I don’t think Ratmir was truly involved but we’ll need to get that from him.”

Five minutes later, we caught up to Ratmir just as he was entering his ‘tower’. It was pretty much what someone from Earth would draw if the prompt was ‘terrible and physics-defying tower on top of a large, squat shack’.

The S-curve in the tower portion must make it hard to use.

“Wait, why are you here?” Ratmir asked as I kept the door from closing behind him. Then he burst out into a laugh and gestured us in.

The interior was a junk collector’s dream with devices strewn about on shelves and in barrels and baskets throughout the space. Some looked rather normal like a propellor or a shield but a lot looked either esoteric or like just plain scraps of destroyed devices.

It was surprisingly nice smelling, the scent of baking bread and a nice tea wafting through the air to contrast with the visual.

“So, did it work?” he said as we sat on his floral-print loveseat.

“Can you be more specific?” I asked.

“Well, I assume that girl did… huh, how do I talk about this with my AAI-backed guarantee to not…? How about you say what you think happened and we’ll go from there?” He gave a smile and bit down on his teacup instead of the dry biscuit in his other hand.

After seven different misstarts to the conversation, we found our track.

“So, the research you are doing, it isn’t about purifying at all, is it?” I asked. “It’s about concentrating which essence goes to which bracelet. So instead of a filter, it’s separating based on the affinity. So you alter the bracelet to increase the attraction to a certain kind of affinity?”

“Yes, yes, horrible but interesting work. Was a real awful business getting enough null essence into someone to extract it for this.” Holding up a hand at Gabor, he continued, “They were informed and consented. And were well compensated. Some man crippled in a dungeon near the peak of Tier 2 so it didn’t cost him much. Was a pity, he concentrated his essence better than I’ve seen in years. He really could have been something. Maybe now he can afford the healing… Sorry, where was I? Oh yes, you were going to let me run a few scans on you to understand your affinity better. That was the trade, no take backs!”

He moved surprisingly fast, jumping from seated to behind his chair, picking up multiple objects that looked like medieval torture devices before finding a simple looking amulet. He sniffed it then licked it. “Yup, this should be the one.”

“Should be?” I asked.

“Oh don’t be a baby, at most it would cost you a pinky if it was the deatomizer. So, this goes over your neck and this,” he pulled a needle as long as my arm, “goes into your stomach where your metaphysical core is.”

I went to shout as he looked to be turning something on.

“Wait, no, I changed it, you just need to wear the amulet. Yes, yes.”

Looking to Gabor who only gave me a shrug, I took the device. “You have run this by the Council and they approved?”

He took a minute to think then snatched it from my hand and threw it around his own neck. Pressing the glowing blue gem on the center, a white light emerged and layer by layer, we could see his internals.

It’s like some kind of medical imaging from Earth. I wonder if it is more like an MRI, a CT scan, or something entirely different. I’d bet on CT. X-rays seem easier to pull off and nothing is flying towards him. Then again, magic.

He let out a giggle as the light reached his groin and Gabor and I both looked away, though probably a second too late for both of us from Gabor’s horrified visage.

“See, perfectly safe. Your turn. Or no more information. I don’t deal with people who go back on information trade agreements. Or with people wearing hats.”

Once I used the device, Ratmir took it from me and started examining it and muttering to himself. He shuffled over to another device and smushed the amulet into it, rather haphazardly.

“Interesting!” he called excitedly, coming back to sit in his rocking chair. “Your null affinity was done on purpose somehow. Almost like your body was built to work with null essence. Ha, you weren’t built in a lab were you?” He held his stomach laughing with mirth.

Gabor gave me a shrug and I considered. My origin isn’t really a secret so I’ll just tell him not to give the information away without a trade that will also help me.

“Okay, proposal. I will tell you about my origin and you will not tell anyone else about it unless the information they trade will help me. And that you will promptly send me that information. You will not take an AAI-backed guarantee to not share that information from this agreement. Deal?”

“Deal!”

After the brief explanation that I was a consciousness from another world and put into this body, Ratmir exploded in anger, pointing at Gabor and then the door. “You kurac-wads let this Barry character do really cool human experiments but I have to get permission every time! This is utter <redacted>! I swear, this town doesn’t deserve my genius! I should just go wherever he is!”

“Ratmir, please calm down. He wasn’t allowed to do this, he simply did it. And then he had to move to a different kingdom lest he face the consequences,” Gabor said placatingly.

Pretty sure that’s a lie but it has elements of truth. And that sarange is close in meaning to bullshit.

He crossed his arms and huffed. Then made a gesture for me to go on.

I tried to put us back on track. “It seems like you had the concentration filter or attraction working to a degree. Why were they not willing to go to human trials?”

“Null essence hurts. I had to absorb some to show the test subjects I understand but mostly purified null essence feels like someone is scraping the life out of every single one of your physical veins while also doing it to your metaphysical veins. It was one of the most profoundly uncomfortable experiences of my life and I’m Tier 5 and this was Tier 1 essence. We theorized that pure null essence, in significant enough quantities, might just kill a Tier 1 cultivator. At the very least, those without a null essence affinity – or maybe a year or more of tolerance build-up from living close to the heart of the null essence zone – would probably sustain damage to their cultivation.”

“THAT <redacted>! I am going to kill her! She easily could have killed him. And for what, a few weeks advancement in research? You knew she was going to do this?!” Gabor was literally hopping mad, pacing back and forth and jumping around.

“Well, I’m not sure how much time she might – nope, can’t get too much into that. I have no explicit understanding of what she did and I can’t talk about much. She did take… something… from my lab this morning but that’s about all the detail I can get into. I had no idea she might consider using it as that would potentially put my research at risk and that would be extremely stupid on my end.

“I don’t want the Council taking away my toys and also. I WASN’T THERE! I didn’t get to see, to live test, to interview, to know. What kind of monster does that to someone? To take away their ability to learn something so fascinating…”

Ratmir took a second to compose himself. “Now, boy, tell me everything about what happened and what you felt. It looked like it was actually good for you and that you got far more essence than most come back with from the ceremony.”

I spent a few minutes describing how the small amount of taint – presumably the green essence for me – felt but that overwhelmingly, absorbing the essence felt great. Even better in some ways, just far less impactful, than my own Core Ignition in Zalano. Like the essence was just right. Soon Ratmir was flitting around with his giant needle like it was his dance partner in his arhythmic shuffling.

“But that means it worked! We’ll have to try it further but it might be what we’re waiting for! You are going to have your dance card full. Just don’t get any idea, I’m taken by Brunhilda here,” he said letting out a cackle and picking up his dancing pace.

I could have done without the hip gyrations.

Looking to Gabor, my friend explained, “If you can handle the essence, we might be able to prevent the overflows. An unattended Tier 1 rift will usually break after six to nine months. Some that weren’t that well delved before the null essence zone formed already have broken. But if they all start breaking, constant attacks on the walls will drain our resources and any traveling merchants won’t want to come this way. The rampaging beasts will probably decimate the farms too and/or people will be too afraid to work. And that’s just the Tier 1 rifts…

“Basically, if we can’t get an effective strategy to combat this, things are going to get FAR worse soon.” He looked more sad and resigned than scared and I guessed that was because he’d probably be relatively safe with being at least a Tier 4.

This is what I’ve been waiting for. It’s a strong potential point of leverage. I need to plan out a strategy around this but we need far more information. It would be really bad to proclaim I am the solution to the problem when it was a single test. Still, I think we roll the dice.

It’s also easy to see this putting me in chains, whether golden or not. Just sticking me in every delve and advancing me too fast, ruining my foundations? If I am simply higher Tier but without the ability to do anything, to fight, how does that help me? 

Not trying to challenge the heavens but building something I can actually protect is crucial here. And something I want to protect.

“Let’s talk more about the Dahlia situation later?” I said quietly to him and at a nod, I turned back to Ratmir. “I have another trade to propose: I will participate further in your research if you give me information. Everyone keeps telling me to not worry about spells and skills until I am at least Tier 1.5. Tell me why and how I can reduce the cost of spells and we are onto deal number two.”

Gabor gave me a disapproving look but I just gave him my best ‘butter won’t melt in my mouth’ smile I could. I was finally going to figure out what was preventing me from shooting fireballs and flying dammit!


No update to Notes App
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                “Well sodus, so I really shouldn’t absorb spells yet? Why don’t they tell people about this until they are high Tier 1?” I asked.

Gabor looked at me pleadingly, like he was trying to convince a five year old to stop eating bugs.

I’m not that bad!

He took a calming breath. “Because there are ways to try – almost always extremely unsuccessfully, usually leading to crippling at best and death about 30% of the time – to absorb spells without blocking up your essence channels. And there are rumors about those who have ripped out lower-Tier spells. It’s not good to even think about and every kid believes they are special.

“If they get an outsized reward in a rift, they might be able to buy a spell early and cripple their growth potential. And we know teams have turned on each other for rewards like that. It just leads to bad with little good. So we say ‘save up’ and that’s it.” He shrugged.

“Wait, so every spell ‘gunks up’ part of my essence channels. But how much depends on when I get the skill in the Tier? And said ‘gunking’ impacts future Tiers too? Can you give me a deeper rundown, I’m lost.” I was rubbing my awful hair in consternation.

Gabor explained more deeply that everyone’s essence channels were like an upside-down pyramid. Whatever someone put into their essence channels – essence or a skill – settled into the lowest available space like water flowing to find the lowest point.

If someone put essence in their channels, it didn’t have a negative impact. Spells and skills however blocked off that part of their essence channels for not just that Tier but all future ones. They basically gunked up the essence channels for wherever someone was in the Tier.

Because every sub-Tier represented 10% of the total power of a Tier but the upside-down pyramid meant lower sub-Tiers required far less essence, absorbing a spell early in a Tier, especially Tier 1, would mean a significant reduction in future power. That section of their essence channels was forever blocked off.

A skill typically only took up 2% of someone's essence channels but which 2% REALLY mattered.

Gabor sent me the general essence allocation per sub-Tier figure apparently everyone used. Each sub-Tier needed 33% more essence than the one before. That didn’t sound like that much but 33% compounded nine times was a lot when talking about the highest sub-Tier.
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“So any time I absorb a skill or spell, it will take away a huge chunk of my power and future potential?” I asked.

“Yes and no. Here, look at these,” Gabor said and sent me two more figures.
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“This first one shows how much of your essence capacity you lose if you absorb a skill at the bottom of Tier 1, which is where you are now. From the general pyramid, you would block off the entire bottom sub-Tier. So 2% of your essence channels but 10% of your power.

“And that stays in your essence channels when you Tier up too! So sub-Tier 0 for Tier 2, 3, etc. is just gone, you can’t allocate essence there ever – well, I shouldn’t even say it but there are some really nasty ways to try to rip out skills and recover your channels.”

Even Ratmir, the mad scientist who didn’t seem to mind sticking giant needles into people based on his décor, shuddered.

Okay, don’t want to go that route.

Gabor continued. “But since sub-Tier 9 requires over 13x the amount of essence, you could get 13 spells for the same amount of damage to your essence channels. Just look at this figure. Three spells and you still have a ton of sub-Tier 9 left!”
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“Okay, now I get it,” I said after a bit of thinking. “Essentially, everyone – especially kids – thinks they are special and can not have the drawbacks. So you don’t teach them about skills until the potential damage is way lower. But… I am older than you Gabor – at least I think. Why would you think I couldn’t take this info and make good choices?”

“Easy,” Gabor said with a shrug. “Stannis told me the look you gave him when talking about skills. He knew you’d want to go for it too soon. I see it too. You like to pretend you are perfectly rational or something but, my friend, you aren’t.” The usual jovial man looked tired at just the thought of me destroying my cultivation potential for the ability to launch a fireball.

And it was tempting.

“Great, so if I absorb a skill now, it will knock off 10% of my power potential in every Tier. I can wait… but I do want a list of what spells and skills I should get,” I said with a smile.

Gabor laughed but got serious again. “You also have to understand that any essence you allocate into the spells and skills to strengthen them comes mostly from your own essence, damaging your essence channels further.”

“Yikes,” I replied, starting to see why it was a Pandora’s box people didn’t want to open with some thirteen year old that had just been ignited.

“Yup. Some can allocate collected ambient essence before they put it into their cores but then it’s only about 10% efficient – meaning that it’s almost the same amount of essence for a person to go from the bottom of 1.9 to the peak as it is to take a skill from 1.0 to 1.1 using that method. And most fail at it, so the essence is wasted and they damage their essence channels.” He looked like he was still resigned to me doing something stupid.

I bet I could allocate to a skill without it hurting my channels. I can feel the essence extremely well. Still, best not to tell Gabor that, probably ever, and taking out a huge chunk of my power potential seems… bad…

“Then why does anyone even have skills in the first place? This seems like a really bad way to cripple your progress. What am I missing?”

Ratmir looked up. “Easy. A good skill is incredibly useful, whether in battle or out. I have seven myself.” He started counting on his fingers and I thought he’d tell us which ones but just gave a far-off look before continuing. “If you are going to be advancing in Tiers, or especially if you are in the military, you need an edge.”

The old man got up, spun around three times, and sat back down without addressing his little sojourn.

Gabor took his silence as a cue to pick up. “Simply having more power from additional essence rarely gives you that edge unless you are an amazing fighter with no skills at all. You need something to surprise your opponent. And then the higher you get in Tiers, the harder it is to advance. Fewer rifts and fierce competition for delve slots. It’s why we only get our extremely few Tier 8s and above – and most Tier 7s honestly – from other Kingdoms; no Tier 7 rifts here.”

Ratmir laughed. “There are ideas of other planets that are higher Tier but I’m not sure I believe that kind of fanciful talk.”

Based on what Myriam let slip, that the null zone was possibly from something someone did rather than a natural phenomenon, I think there might be something bigger going on but best to keep that quiet for now until I can get in contact with her again. Becoming the ‘aliens are real and probing us’ conspiracy guy isn’t a great look.

Gabor took back over. “So, you aren’t advancing much, you can still delve a lower-Tier rift and, very carefully, improve your spells. Skills are multipliers to power. You’ve probably seen people using them and what they can do! Or, you have people in town that aren’t going to advance or delve – or only do so while being carried through the rifts – and why wouldn’t they take spells? It’s not like that 10% reduction in power is actually going to hurt their day-to-day lives.”

It still felt off to me. Thinking for a minute why, I realized my assumptions really were it was best to maximize my personal power and everyone else should optimize along that path too. Different strokes for different folks.

“One thing has been bugging me about cultivation. I heard stories on my planet. I guess I thought they were all just made up but who knows… Anyway, by advancing, people were able to get healthier, live longer lives, etc. Why wouldn’t people want to do that?”

Ratmir just waved his hand. “We estimate that people live about 10% longer per Tier advancement. I pored over the data available in Pitola on it. Had a lovely noble lady that was my, shall we say, benefactor in this research.” He gave what I thought was trying to be a saucy wink but he ended up closing one eye all the way and the other about 90%. “And yes, people are healthier and heartier when they have their cores ignited.”

He paused for 30 seconds before continuing. “But once you are Tier 1, the difference is negligible for other Tiers. And we’ve seen those who advance to the peak of a Tier and not break through might actually live shorter lives. That conclusion almost got me killed.” He looked like that was a fond memory instead of a frightening one.

After throwing a quizzical look at the strange researcher, Gabor forged ahead. “As you can see, skills and spells can be a huge boon. But they are a double-edged sword. Delvers who invest in skills too early almost always end up dead. They just never learn to compete on actual physical capabilities and when you jump to Tier 2 rifts, it’s far more dangerous. Just in Tier 1, the monsters start to use pack tactics when you get to about 1.5 or higher. Relying on something that may be easily countered by a monster isn’t smart.”

Gabor looked like he swallowed a lemon whole as he forged on. “But, if you get a skill as a reward in a rift – or more typically, a dungeon – those you can absorb and it won’t take up space in your essence channels. They are perfect and don’t hurt your channels, at least to absorb.”

Ratmir went on a ten minute diatribe about how ‘we just can’t replicate the beauty that is crafted from the rifts’ and ‘we are but pale comparisons to the majesty of the tears into another plane’.

With most of my questions answered, at least as to information gathering, we asked Ratmir to follow-up and figure out what he could about Dahlia; Gabor and I excused ourselves and headed to what I expected was Vana’s inn. We took a detour to Gabor’s house instead.

At my questioning look, he simply said, “Far harder for anyone to spy on us here. They know where you are staying. And my wife overallocated to perception so she’d notice someone sneaking around!”

At his kitchen table, we enjoyed some mugs of a hot liquid that wasn’t too far from tea – I missed coffee but found out it was actually pretty common, just expensive. I was surprised as it seemed to soothe me more than just a normal warm beverage could.

“Oh yeah, there are some good hallucinogens and a drowsing agent in there,” his wife calmly stated, sitting down next to us with her own cup.

I did an actual spit take. I always thought that was just a movie thing but the surprise hit me.

Gabor stared. “What? Don’t like it? This is a lovely blend.” He looked genuinely offended.

“No, you said it’s going to make me hallucinate!”

“It’s very common, especially post midday, for relaxing. Really enjoyable with alcohol but unfortunately, my darling neighbor nearly drowned herself in the last barrel of mead I brought home so we are currently without any booze here until we come up with a better way to prevent the little skulldugger. You’ll start to see some little floating elements, like pink birds, soon,” Tiesa said with a placid look.

I guess, when in Velez?

It was tasty and I figured we were probably done with the drama for the day. Hopefully…

“You can talk in front of my wife. I trust her with my life regularly. She is an ex member of the military and a recently retired delver. Plus, I’ll just tell her everything anyway!” He let out a booming laugh and she preened slightly.

“Mostly correct. But not retired, only on a pause as we wait to get enough funds and connections to actually get access to Tier 6 rifts,” Tiesa said, patting Gabor’s hand.

Giving her a second look, I realized dismissing her merely as ‘the wife’ was an incredibly dumb move.

Isekonsultant survival tip #11: Assess everyone’s threat potential based on their power and skills, not their current occupation. Assume everyone is hiding power to some degree. Underestimating someone could as easily lead to missing a key strategic asset as death.

Tiesa was wearing a simple dress with an apron over it and her hands were covered in flour when we entered. Said hands were also covered in scars and calluses, indicating she fought mostly with her bare hands. There was a fierce underlying look in her deep green eyes that promised violence on those who hurt hers and her biceps showed clearly even through thick sleeves that she could back said implied threat up. If she weren’t essentially my savior’s wife, I might have thought she was pretty. Instead, I considered her like a glowing coal: nice to look at but getting close was an exceptionally bad idea. Plus, they just made a damn good pair.

“Okay, before we get to what I – or I guess we, thank you again for all your help – should do here, have you ever heard of the Scanner not being able to assess a Cap? Because I got some garbled nonsense.”

Gabor looked confused but Tiesa nodded sagely. “Gabs here told me that you are null affinity? And I presume you were awakened in Zalano like the last fool we met with that body? Yeah, this Scanner is just not powerful enough to do much beyond green and brown-focused affinity users. And they use that fancy affinity-neutral essence in Zalano in their Ignitions. Pitola too. I don’t really understand why but we had someone from our unit that came from The MM – sorry, The Monetary Might kingdom – and they were white affinity and she couldn’t use the Scanner in the town we were stationed in. It usually means a powerful Cap but with a rare affinity for the area.”

“Gabs?” I couldn’t help myself.

“Yup. When you’ve got a badass woman who both cooks and looks this good, you let her call you whatever the jebbie she chooses.” He gave an adoring look at his wife who ruined it by snorting.

“I beat him in a duel and started calling him that as a joke.”

Smartly ignoring the jab, Gabor continued. “Back to your question and the implied question with it: the only Scanners I know that are powerful enough in the area are Pitola and Zalano and you really aren’t welcome in Zalano. Miklos said some additional sodus went down after you left.”

“Well, sodus. Okay, that sucks but it’s not the worst thing in the world I guess. The one here gave me some information, saying that skills cost less to absorb but the information was completely garbled beyond that. I’m not sure what to do with that.”

Tiesa whistled at my Cap but Gabor gave her a dirty look.

After an unspoken word – maybe they are speaking through AAI? – Tiesa said, “Simple, don’t do anything with it yet. There are a lot of ways to hurt your cultivation but nothing greater than with skills. Unless you get rift or dungeon-dropped ones of course.” She got up and started back at whatever she was making on the cutting board.

“I’ll put out some feelers and we can see if Pitola is an option. I, unlike my dear dingus of a husband, keep in good contact with our former squad and current loose association of high-Tier delvers. We’re still in the reserve should the military need us but we’re mostly retired. Haven’t had more than a border skirmish in years.”

“I’d greatly appreciate that, thanks. So, back to the general question of today…?” I asked.

We quickly caught Tiesa up and decided on our general go forward plan.

***

“No, of course I don’t have change for a gold! Unless you want to buy 90 silver worth of items and even then, I’d have to close for the day since I couldn’t give anyone else change! Go to the bank and get it switched to silver. I told you to make this worth my while!” Tilda hit me with the broom I thought she’d been waving as an empty threat.

Holding up my tablet, I said, “Okay, but I think this conversation is in your best interests too. Where is the bank?”

“Well, the good one got taken over – even somewhat legally too – when the Purveyors of Platinum decided to focus on Velez after Pitola essentially imploded. Even my least favorite banker followed me here! And they convinced the Council to shut the other two local banks down for ‘improper business practices’. Mainly competing with them… So you have two branches, one that’s a few blocks from here and one across the city. Good luck!”

Ten blocks and five minutes later, I was held up at the door by a man in a long waistcoat of bright purple trimmed with platinum-colored thread. “The Purveyors are currently dealing with an actually important client so you will need to wait.” His sniveling tone almost seemed too comical to believe.

“All I need to do is trade some coin for silver. They really don’t have a meeting room for the important person so the bank can function normally?” I asked.

“Congratulations, you collected 110 coppers, a celebration is in order. Your whole family must be extremely proud. Now, either wait quietly with the others or be on your way, we don’t care much which it is.”

“110? I thought it was 100 coppers to a silver. And I am actually here to chop up a gold to silvers. Are you trying to tell me I get 110 silvers for a gold?” I asked, already sensing the answer.

He snorted. “There are expenses to be covered so of course exchanges aren’t free. Anyone with an ounce of understanding would know that. I guess a bumpkin can get lucky and receive a gold from a rift after all. I will deign to allow you at the head of the line given the size of your transaction.”

This is highway robbery. I know it can cost to ‘carry inventory’ of money for exchange but 10% is a bit much. Is this really my only game in town?

“Uh, I’m actually here to deposit silver. I’ll buy your gold at 95 silver,” said a man from the line with a death grip on a small lock box who was nervously checking everyone out.

“That’s less highway robbery but still pretty steep. 99 still gets you a tidy profit for a minute of counting coin. I’m Terry by the way, what’s your name?” This obviously was one of the people who accepted my AAI broadcast when I neared the bank, just like the doorman.

“Nikolaj. And that’s not worth the risk of getting out the coin in the slightest. 96.”

After a bit of back and forth, we settled on 97.5 and that I owed his shop a visit to collect the coppers. “Pleasure doing business with you Nikolaj!” I called as I gave a dirty look to the doorman and continued back to Tilda’s.

Consultant survival tip #74: The first offer is always the beginning place. But it’s often better to not be too much of a stickler and give a bit more ground than is necessary if you think the relationship is more valuable than the small amount of money left on the table.

Exchange fees were valid but at most, 1-2% were common on Earth. And that was transactions between different currencies! What was this, Coinstar?

The best way to build out a sustainable business empire is through financial services…

Now that I might have some sway, I just need to build up capital and backing. Ugh, politics. The capital might be fun given the delves though. Add it to the list!

Back at Tilda’s we continued to ‘negotiate’ – I might have called it her haranguing me – and I ended up buying a nice new pair of boots. It was a nice upgrade: the ones the Zalano guard had provided didn’t really fit.

She closed her shop and looked at me sharply. “This would be much easier if we spoke the same language. You must learn.”

“I’ve been on the planet for less than three days. Give me a break. And this whole Cornelius business seems like it could get me killed sooner rather than later.”

“Okay, I will help you learn the language. After shop hours. You will take me to dinner for the next seven days.” She gave a nod like that settled things.

Putting a pin in that.

“I guess, let’s start with how you know Cornelius and what you know about him. I was apparently brought here by the same person. That’s why we look similar. But that’s about all I know beyond trouble seems to follow him like stink on a pig.”

“Yes, I don’t know the whole story or possibly all that much honestly. He was found in the region outside Zalano. He was the second of Barry’s experiments found. He awakened an Innate Capability that makes him apparently quite the bedroom partner and started plying his trade in Zalano.”

At my look, she paused. “What, that’s totally normal here. Are you really such a prude?”

As I started to reply she waved a hand and continued. “Anyway, his business made him a lot of enemies as apparently a large number of the nobility were taking advantage of the services – and servicing – he offered. So much so that when he escaped town to lie low for a period, the authorities found no less than 15 secret tunnels to the brothel he worked from connecting to the residences of many powerful families. They even needed to hire earth-focused mages to repair the potential structural damage to the city.

“In his bid to ‘lie low’, the moron made his way to the second largest city in the Kingdom. Many of his clients and would-be official suitors for his hand showered him with gifts that he brought along in a surprising array of spatial items. Really, who enchants a silver thong? So, in need of capital to feed his out-of-control lifestyle, he found his way to many of Pitola’s purveyors of pawn services. Well, I ended up being the best at matching him and buyers quickly and discreetly so he directed more and more of his goods to me.

“We agreed on a service fee but he stiffed me. And he was supposed to also stiff… well, you get the gist. I thought we had a respectful business partnership at least if not a mutual friendship and he went and sank my reputation, created a huge swath of enemies, and left me high-and-dry without the fistful of gold I was promised. Prior to this, I was already having financial issues when the null zone started to impact people in Pitola. Bunch of whiny babies. It only makes you mildly uncomfortable. I’m always mildly uncomfortable!

“Last I heard, he was back in Zalano but being essentially babysat to prevent too much fallout from his workings. The crown princess declaring her intention to abdicate to marry him was just one step too far so there are anti-charm wards and everything. I shouldn’t have attacked him like that and am truly sorry it was you instead of him. You don’t seem half bad and definitely aren’t half bad on the eyes either.” She finished with a truly epic sigh.

Well, that was simultaneously not nearly as bad and way worse than I was expecting. Wait, is she expecting me to comfort her? Even a hand on a hand might spark something but she really seems like she needs a friend.

Placing both of my hands on hers, I said, “I am sincerely sorry you had to go through that. It’s terrible to be betrayed in any sense but to have someone destroy everything you built, I get your anger and frustration. I understand why you behaved the way you did and even if I don’t exactly condone it, I am not condemning you.”

Hit her with the ol’ Dr. Manhattan. Though not the naked all the time part.

“What? You put down the tablet.”

***

I expected Tilda to be upset at eating at the inn and for her to demand to be taken elsewhere. Instead, she jumped for joy and did a little happy dance. Vana, wearing an elaborate navy evening gown with a slit up the side that nearly reached her armpit, gave me a side-eye and I sent a quick AAI message to her. Apparently they are instantaneous when in short range?

[Is everything okay? She is helping me out with a few things. I will of course pay for her meals.]

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: Meals? As in more than one? Ugh. And nothing too bad but that girl brings trouble. But also customers, so it usually balances out. I will have to get more food prepped if word gets out she’ll be here again. How long?]

[Next seven dinners I think.]

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: Jebbie boy, don’t make me regret this. I’ll only charge you 4 silvers for it but again, don’t make me regret it. And she is to stay on this floor only! I once had reports of a wailing banshee haunting the second floor but it was just her and a traveling adventurer. She’s fun but trouble.]

She turned and gave me five seconds of intense eye contact.

“Hey, you weren’t paying attention to my wonderful story. That’s rude. I am entertaining and exciting. Don’t do it again.” Tilda’s hands were hovering just to the sides of her hips. Both were clutching a spare rib covered in sauce. Miraculously, despite not having an enchantment to prevent food staining her clothes like Liene, she hadn’t gotten a spot of anything of the three messy dishes on her.

“Wait, wasn’t I supposed to get a language lesson from this?”

“Sure, turn off your AAI and I will get started.”

Upon doing so, she gestured like she wanted me to repeat after her. As I did so, I asked her what that meant and she gave me a funny look. Looking to the tablet, it had also stopped translating. Jebbie-ing settings.

After a frustrating few minutes poking at my translation settings – it is pretty amazing that my menus are easy for me to read – we figured it out. I focused on Tilda’s pronunciation as I repeated after her and snuck surreptitious glances at the tablet. I had apparently claimed my love for kissing sheep, cows, and something that didn’t translate all that well as a bearhino, just as she intended. I also gave a pledge to be her loyal servant for all time. I said I was forever stinky and stupid. Her childish sense of humor and the looks from other tables made it somewhat fun.

My AAI helped me when I made pronunciation errors and I slowly learned how to form the sounds better. At least I learned to trill my r’s from Spanish class in high school and learned a tiny bit of Mandarin for my travel so retroflexes weren’t entirely new to me either. The language itself was actually relatively beautiful if a bit heavy on the harsh consonants. I would use Darko Defeats his Drills for more basic vocab learning but Tilda was actually helpful in her weird way.

Tiesa and Gabor swung by for drinks just as we were finishing up.

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: Another silver to your tab.] I saw in the corner of my vision as Vana dropped off the overflowing mugs. It was fun just conversing, even if Tilda eventually got a little too drunk to read and just started guessing – poorly – what I said.

I learned a few bawdy drinking songs and taught them one of my own about an old spry whore.

***

After a long meal and probably two too many drinks, I headed to my room. I realized I didn’t know what I was doing tomorrow and messaged Gabor.

[I’ll come collect you at one bell past first light. Be ready and fed. And dress nicely. If you haven’t yet, bathe. Twice.]

Rude. Then I sniffed myself and admitted he was entirely right. Despite the lack of significant effort in the rift, my clothes were ripe.

A few minutes later, I settled into the bath and continued my previous reflections on the life and a lot of specific things I had lost.

Everyone I knew? I’ll probably never see them again.

A general feeling of stability and safety? Will I always feel at risk here? Can you feel safe when death is so close?

Video games? Is that the most important? Maybe? It was my mental release and safety blanket…

Books? I’ve seen a few here but do they do mass printing? Will I just have a serial feed of written content in my head? That actually might be kind of cool…

Climbing back into bed and considering, I tried to sleep but was overcome once again by the sadness of what I’d lost. It passed surprisingly quickly and I was able to focus on some of the potential new positives – I can actually build the life I want. I just have to figure out what the hell that means for me… I fell asleep shortly after.

***

NOTES APP

End of Day 3 Needs and Goals


Current wealth:

[~2 gold to spend, 2.7 gold reserved]


Immediate Needs – INs:

0) prevent shackles, whether golden or not

1) deal with aftermath of Ignition ceremony

2) investigate experimentation regarding null essence

3) learn to fight better

4) prevent retaliation from Dahlia


Short-term Goals – STGs:

0) start to cultivate contacts in the city to prevent further machinations

1) train to not get beat by kids; be able to go five full minutes of training without a full strike from Risto or Gabor

2) language learning to be close to conversational in under a month

3) begin training to be able to reach at least Tier 2 in the next year

4) decide on Tier 1 essence splits

5) do NOT hurt long-term cultivation; play it safe rather than do irreversible damage

6) healing potion?


Long-term Goals – LTGs:

0) get to a safe level of power to not be squishable at all times

1) get contact info for Axe, Liene, Stannis, Miklos

2) begin finding market inefficiencies, start Galactic Trade Federation Empire 2.0?

3) decide on long-term fighting style or find ways to cultivate that exclude fighting

4) find a girlfriend/partner. Whatever they call them here.

5) start to design a new sigil or house insignia


Previous needs and goals progress or accomplished:

INs:

No changes


STGs:

No changes


LTGs:

1) understand spells and why everyone seems to say they are dangerous – mostly accomplished




            

    
        Chapter 9 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                A loud knock on my door shook me out of the same nightmare I had every time I’d dozed off. It started with me falling asleep and then a loud noise that was weirdly chaotic each time. One time I’d hear metal scraping metal. Another focused on the sound of glass breaking. And it sent a wave of panic and phantom pain through my entire body each time.

“Ugh, who is it?” I groggily said. I looked outside and it was still pre-dawn, the sky mostly dark with a muted pink and orange fringing the horizon. I realized I hadn’t even looked at the stars yet to see if I could figure out where I was.

And stars are just cool to look at. Gotta remember to smell the roses.

“Vana,” came a bright and way-too-cheerful reply for this time of day. “Gabor said he was picking you up for another big day today so I got you up extra early to make sure you were fed. I imagine Ignition on an empty stomach was probably not a fun experience.”

Choosing not to correct her, I swayed to the door and opened it, expecting room service. She looked me up and down in just some sheer pajama pants, having upgraded from boxer shorts yesterday, and gave a small sigh. “Kid, I know you got the goods but maybe start putting some damn clothes on when you answer the door. I was already in the hot kitchen baking, I don’t need anymore heat.” Before I could reply, she simply turned and headed to a door three down from me.

I quickly dressed in my simple clothes and made my way downstairs to eat. It was a hearty meal of bacon, eggs, potatoes, bread, and some very watered-down ale. I’ll have to check in on the local well issue before I start asking for water but it feels weird to drink beer for breakfast. Then again, when in Velez. I tipped the mug back and overestimated my chugging ability, spilling a fair bit on my shirt.

Trying to cover my embarrassment, I scarfed down the meal and headed back upstairs before Vana could see, dressed in the best clothes Vana procured for me, and did a review lesson from Darko. I was pretty sure I had some of the sentence structure down and at least some basic vocabulary.

A much sharper knock came on my door. “One second Gabor, I’ll be right there.” I stowed my tablet, took a quick peek in the small looking glass to assess my presentability, and opened the door, using my winning smile I practiced the previous night before having another small panic attack.

[New communication connection established]

“Yes, hello there. I am here to take you to see the Council. But before you are allowed in chambers, I need to prepare you.” A rail-thin and greasy-haired man that was almost a full foot taller than me gave me a sniveling smile.

“Nope, sorry. Waiting for my friend. I don’t know you.” And I quickly shut the door, keeping my eyes on him the entire time. His shocked face was surprisingly expressive but didn’t show any malice.

Consultant survival tip #52: Rarely outright reject someone if you aren’t sure who they are and if their request – or often demand… – is legitimate. This can lead to unnecessary tension where a few more questions would have given you the context to make an informed decision. Saying no is fine, saying no without proper information can lead to trouble.

Whoops?

Isekonsultant survival tip #12: Never go to a new location with someone you don’t know for reasons you can’t assess. That’s the best way to get locked in chains, whether mundane or magical, literal or metaphorical, golden or iron.

About two minutes later, I heard a brief conversation happening near my door. Gabor’s voice started to rise so I popped my head out.

“I know you have a big day planned for us Gabs so I am ready to go. Let’s be on our way.” I walked to a respectable distance, still outside the reach of Lurch – I decided to go Addam’s Family for his nickname – and waited. I was ready to pull out my morningstar at a moment’s notice but it didn’t seem actually tense.

“Ah yes, Mr.… Terry… As I was just informing Guard Gabor here, I need to give you protocol tutoring before we can see the Council.” Turning to Gabor, Lurch said, “It is a requirement, whether people like it or not.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know but you don’t take someone from their room without an introduction. He has enemies and those who would wish him harm. Did you really not think about that?” Gabor was already worked up and was wearing a very crisp and well-kept uniform.

Seeing my look, he said, “Yeah, yesterday was time sensitive but yes, we have to dress up to see the Council. We will take Lurka with us to meet up with Risto – no, not for training, at least until later – and then use a meeting room at the Hall of the Council to go over protocol. We are asked to be there at first light.”

I barely staunched my laugh at Lurch’s name but had enough control to nod and move to fall into step beside Gabor. Lurka had to use a halting gait with his frighteningly long legs behind us to not run us over. Once we got downstairs, Gabor asked him to just meet us at the Hall and Lurka gave a genuine smile and a bow that looked aborted as he would have headbutted the guard’s stomach had he gone much deeper.

“Strange guy,” I commented on our way to Risto’s house, which was only a block from the school.

“Eh, he was actually one of the most welcoming when I moved here. I put my foot in my mouth in front of the Council a few times and he smoothed things over for me. So, yes, a bit strange in his demeanor but generally a good guy. And he’s surprisingly good at cards. I thought he might just see them from how damn high up he is but nope, just gets people well.”

“I think I was a bit rude when he showed up at my door but as you said, I’m not going anywhere with people I don’t know. I am still not sure how big the implications of everything are from yesterday but I do not want to be chained, no matter how gilded said chains may be.”

“That’s what we’re going to head off today. And then you can hopefully have a normal day after. And many more of them after that. Well, normal for you. I don’t call getting beat up by kids and barely understanding class for five year olds normal but you do you. And choosing to eat with Tilda, that’s not normal. She may be a looker but she’s trouble! Definitely the fun kind sure, but still. TROUBLE!” Gabor cracked himself up more and more and we actually had to stop as he wiped a tear away from his eye.

I was less impressed.

“So, what am I missing for this meeting? How bad am I jebbie-d here?”

“Let’s wait for the meeting room. It’s warded at least and I don’t know who could be listening. Yes, I saw you Ranka, you are not nearly as good at hiding as you think!” A small girl let out a shrill noise between a shriek and a giggle and ran off.

***

Sitting at the large, dark wood table with Risto, Tiesa, Gabor, Lurka, and Jasna – a friend of Tiesa – I was getting the rundown of how to properly address each of the Council Members and what each person would respond positively and negatively to.

Consultant survival tip #26: As much as protocol, decorum, and pomp and circumstance are often obnoxious, they are very important to some people in order to get them to even listen to you. Very few people want to wear the monkey suit but the ones at the top feel they have to, thus they force everyone else to. It is bowing down to power and showing obedience in a way that is relatively benign. Deal with it and charge the dry cleaning to the client.

Isekonsultant survival tip #13: Don’t be obstinate for the sake of it. There are things that are worth the trade of a small part of your general freedoms. Don’t obey in advance. Don’t be their lap dog. But dressing and acting the part can gain you far more than the small hit to your pride of participating in the dog and pony show. Just don’t become the pony.

Lurka actually worked for the Council, which shocked me when I learned it. “No offense to Lurka but why are we having him in this strategy meeting?”

Tiesa went to respond but Lurka held up a hand. “They send me for a few reasons. One is simply when they want people to behave properly. Decorum is important to a few of the Council, especially a few… recent additions.” There were a few amused chuckles and a dark look from Jasna.

“Sometimes, they want to ensure meetings come to a successful outcome. I am here to train you how to act to get what you want and to act as the negotiator so the decisions are, for the most part, made before the doors open to meet with the Council. They called an emergency meeting to meet with you today.” Lurka gave a weak smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

Gabor cut in while I processed. “Lurka is actually very helpful. Yes, some of the members of the Council are duplicitous, sanctimonious, or any other number of long adjectives, but this whole,” he gestured wildly around, “thing is important for them to address some of the biggest issues for Velez. And Lurka has been very honest in his dealings with the guard. He is incredibly skilled.”

“Thank you. I enjoy working with you Gabor. And Tiesa, I enjoy working with you more. I tried that gingerbread recipe—”

He cut off at a cough from Risto. “Okay, yes, we all love Lurka. He prevented my school’s funding from getting cut for a rich kids only academy. But we are here for Terry and we only have two bells to prepare.”

That’s about two and a half hours! This is going to suck major donkey kurac, isn’t it.

***

For the first hour, our meeting was actually very productive and informative. Laying out my list of requirements and desires, separating them into non-negotiables, important, and this would be nice buckets, we opened it all up for comments and criticism. Tiesa was by far the most helpful and Risto was anything but.

We started to form a framework for how the city could deliver what I was asking for in a reasonable manner without upending everything as well as what I was willing to give back based on Gabor’s ideas and Lurka’s direct feedback – sometimes essentially live via AAI chat – from the Councilors.

I wasn’t going to be at anyone’s beck and call. Becoming the singular essence sponge had good and bad sides to it but the city was going to need to fund my training further and allow me to delve safely and progress. There weren’t any flight spells that someone below Tier 5 could absorb without essentially collapsing their essence channels – and even the most powerful people in the Kingdom were rarely too far above Tier 5 – but I required better gear so I was prepared for higher-Tier delves as well as higher-Tier guards when necessary.

Surprisingly, a lot aligned with what the Councilors wanted – they didn’t want me to be so fragile that an errant arrow or monster attack would kill me. And what I was asking for – high Tier 1 equipment and a few guards – was very inexpensive.

It felt like we could actually build a partnership.

“So can you please put into plain language what you are requiring of the city and the Council? I do not want you to fail to agree based on a simple oversight.” Lurka was actually taking physical notes and said he was sending pictures to specific Councilors.

“Let’s frame it in what I want to achieve. What does good look like, you know? At the core, I want,” I began ticking off on my fingers, “first, to be able to progress at a reasonable speed.”

At a nod, I forged forward. “Second, to retain my autonomy. Third, a reasonable share of the rewards of the delves; that should be defined pretty tightly so someone doesn’t stiff me. Fourth, further training to integrate and then thrive in the Kingdom. Fifth, more protocol lessons – I don’t know what I don’t know.”

Lurka laughed and I thought it was at me. “Sorry, I firmly believe all people would be more equipped with similar enlightenment and training as the last two.”

Getting back on track, I continued, “Sixth, help in starting my undisclosed business – a location, an interest-free loan, and no taxes. And finally seventh, magical training.”

“I apologize but I believe never collecting taxes on your businesses will not be possible, though a few years should not be unreachable. However, most of what you have requested is surprisingly reasonable.”

Consultant survival tip #11: Know when to make the big ask and know when to show you are a team player. Yes, you want all the things but it’s often far more important to get your fair share and show that you are reasonable so people come to you with further work. Put a fence around the work so people can’t drag you into other things without paying but being unreasonable from the start limits your long-term relationships.

“What I’m not willing to compromise on – my non-negotiables – are keep me safe from assassination and the like, don’t throw me into danger there’s no way I can handle, don’t try to stuff me with essence in a way that harms my cultivation, and don’t do experiments on me without my consent.”

From what I had learned, we had some time before things got potentially dire with mass rift breaks spewing monsters out and causing people to be unwilling to work farms, leading to mass food shortages, so rushing would potentially get me killed.

My pie-in-the-sky included a nice house with a cleaning service – I was always bad about cleaning my place –, a monthly stipend, improved gear as I tiered up, first access to rifts, discounted skills, robes like the Magister I’d met in the town hall – they were just too funny to not want –, and access to the Scanner in Pitola. I had also asked for a blanket pardon and clearing of my name in Zalano but got an immediate rejection.

As good as the first hour was – and as much as it felt like home, just a collaboration session with people I enjoyed – the next hour and a half were nearly torture.

Such and such person required formal address and direct eye contact but not greater than three consecutive seconds. Ms. What’s Her Name wants you to slip in at least three dirty double entendre jokes, especially if they get by her rival. Etc.

While I thought it would all be thee and thou type speech, it was far more nuanced and therefore more difficult. But I thought I had it down in general. Finally, a very low-pitched but powerful gong struck, reverberating the entire room.

With a deep breath, I stood and prepared to face my judgment.

***

“Huh, that was easier than expected.” I was walking with Gabor towards the school to begin classes for the day. First up a gaggle of giggling goo-covered guys, girls, and go-betweens. Nope, awful attempt for NBs. Chuckling to myself, Gabor stopped.

“Yeah, that went pretty well but it was only a preliminary decision. They will vote on it later. And your dirty jokes were definitely too clean for Councilor Illeva and probably too obvious for Councilor Nikolov, so that will mean you lose out on a few of the finer points.”

Jasna approached from a spot she’d been leaning on the building. At my eyebrow raise, she said, “They wouldn’t let me in. My family name is tarnished here so it likely only would have hurt. Did you get what you need?”

“I think so. They seemed pretty amenable. Despite the crazy decorum rules, I’ve spent the last few years doing high-stakes presentations to grumpy stakeholders. This was advocating for myself, and that is rare, but still, this isn’t new to me.”

She looked happy for a second but then turned her head slightly. “And here comes Lurka to deliver some news. I will want to discuss this later. You have my AAI. Tonight over dinner would be preferred.” Before I could answer, she had disappeared.

“Invisibility,” Gabor chuckled. At my look he shrugged, “Or close enough to it from your point of view.”

The gentle giant came to a stop and bowed. “Mr. Carver, thank you for your frankly slightly above adequate performance.”

At my wince, he held up a hand. “I was expecting abysmal, not because of your lack of skill but such is the way of first meetings in front of the Council. There are Councilors who may want to meet with you later but I have your AAI connection and will send you more information should such requests occur.” He bowed again and walked back into the building at a quick pace.

“Nice guy. Okay, take me to school papa!” I cried using my best kid voice. Which frankly with this new body was terrible. At least I managed to stop a few passersby to stare.

“You know I am married to a woman whose most cherished role in life is to embarrass me, right? Just don’t call me daddy and we’re good. Now let’s go son.” He grabbed my hand and started pulling me along. We dropped the theatrics a few blocks later but just walked the streets in an amiable silence.

Risto was already outside, directing fights between a number of small children but waved as we approached. “Same sod— stuff, same stuff, different day. Grab that buckler and hand axe and we’ll get a few volunteers to come at you in waves.” Ten hands shot up immediately. “Well, there you go. On your knees and call out your ready.” I shot off into the school to change.

After over an hour of battling off children – which included going without a weapon, using a large balloon-like piece of equipment on my hand, training two handed, with a shield, with two one-handed weapons, and with my legs tied together – it was off to language training and what should be my normal daily routine.

***

Jasna surprised me while I was sitting alone and listening to some music, preparing to take my simple lunch of a pulled pork sandwich from my ring. Vana was a very good if not overly inventive cook.

They had music here that sounded like pop punk but played on more orchestral instruments. It was interesting and I learned a lot of new words, some of which were redacted and I vowed to ask Tilda about them.

“You have half a bell now, correct? Walk with me.” Without waiting for an answer, she pulled me to my feet and started dragging me away from school grounds. Risto apparently only saw me getting manhandled and started to rush over but I waved him off. He spotted it was Jasna and started laughing.

“So, where are we going? I know you said dinner but I already have dinner plans, at least for the next few days. After that, I’d love to take you out.”

She gave me an odd look like I was a child asking a grownup out on a date. Then I realized, at about 18, my body would probably give that impression somewhat. Age of adulthood was a weird question given the shorter years here but it seemed to fall in the 16-18 years old range on Putijama but Jasna was clearly older, probably later 20s.

“You know, I am actually probably older than you, I just got put into this younger body. How old are you, about 24 or 25?”

Always guess low.

At an even more odd look, I remembered the guide.

Consultant survival tip #212: Don’t assume you know what is causing a negative reaction. Moving on an assumption without any clear evidence may result in further confusion or cause you more challenges. See tip number 139; it is already weird, don’t make it weirder.

“Strange question. I do not see what your age has to do with our meeting or dinner. I am 28. You look 18 but Tiesa told me of your age. No, I wanted to talk to you about your dealings with the Council. Uros Barno, he is a bad man who cannot be trusted. He was responsible for the death of my uncle and if you aren’t careful, will be the same for you.”

By the end of her short monologue, she was holding both my hands in hers. They were callused yet soft. The earnest look in her eyes was hard to ignore. I hadn’t really looked at her much in the meeting earlier but she was comely in a very plain way.

Then again, everyone here seems to be attractive. And flirty. Not sure how I feel about that.

She had clearly been through some rough times but had luminous brown eyes that showed a fierce determination and what I guessed was just as much intelligence. She was athletic, as expected of a delver, and she felt powerful but that power was radiating protection, not danger. She gave me an odd tilt to her head. “Come, we will get lunch and discuss further. You are in danger, even if the Council rules in your favor.”

Expecting a restaurant, I found myself back in the same room I had eaten with Aras, with one of the food court attendants at the town hall bringing in a large plate of ribs and some roasted vegetables on skewers.

Man, I wish I had some hand sanitizer. Their hand washing is not up to my standards.

Without a word, Jasna reached forward and ripped off four short ribs and began eating hungrily, taking a swig of ale to wash it down.

“You said this Uros killed your uncle? But he’s on the Council. I remember him from today but he didn’t say much and I didn’t have to do any silly games for him.”

“No, Uros is not overt in his dealings except when he knows he has the support. And he did not kill my uncle but he is still dead because of that awful man’s underhanded dealings. My uncle was accused of horse thievery, a death penalty-eligible offense in Chazin Mark.”

She looked up from the spot she was staring at on the table. “That’s where I moved after what happened with our village. Uros campaigned specifically to enforce the penalty because they were the horses of a key business partner.”

She had looked haunted when she said ‘our village’ and I wanted to comfort her.

Because that went so well with Tilda.

Instead, I focused on the task at hand: keeping myself safe.

“So your uncle was innocent and he knew that and still had him killed?”

Is that really all I want? To keep myself safe?

“Oh, he was guilty. My uncle was not a perfect man, that is for sure. But he merely needed them for a job delivering some <redacted> <redacted> so he returned them shortly later. They were only away for a few hours and came back little worse for wear. But he could have gotten off with a slap on the wrist or even a chop to the wrist. Instead, he was executed in the main square as a show of power and influence. And to serve as a warning to those who would cross him.”

“My AAI refused to translate what he was delivering. Was it an illegal substance?”

“It’s not illegal but it is only decriminalized and the AAI manufacturing company is rather boring. Having sex after imbibing <redacted> <redacted> is a transcendent experience. I highly recommend it.”

Note to self: look up whatever she was talking about.

“Okay, so he’s bad news. Do you have any other stories of his misdeeds? I understand why you hate him but why do you think I am in danger?”

“I know he has many different business interests. Chazin Mark started to fall apart with the collapse of the green essence area – it is very reliant on trade with the Monetary Might – so I believe he is struggling financially. If you really can delve the rifts and take the null essence, it will greatly help Velez and the entirety of the eastern Kingdom. But if you are at odds with his money, he will seek to eliminate you. He cares not for anyone else. Mark my words.”

“Is there a good way to deal with him? What more do you know?”

“Pray you don’t have to deal with him. And don’t borrow horses from his friends without permission.” She shrugged and then took another huge bite, through bone and all, then chugged her mug of full strength ale, giving out a satisfied sigh and a small burp.

How is that what I’m into? Having an 18 year old’s body again sucks.

***

At about 3pm – or 2.5 bells past midday – I was wrapping up my lesson-based learning to head back to the inn.

[Incoming Message from Lurka Horvat: Your presence is required tonight at the manor of Councilor Illeva. This is all I may say. A half bell past sunset. Dinner will be served. Wear a different outfit. I have sent word to our rush-job tailor. You can find their contact ID here. Do not be late, do not make a mistake. – Lurka]

Sodus. Okay, send a message to Tilda about dinner. Wait, she doesn’t have an AAI. I’ll send to Gabor to tell her and then off to the tailor apparently. Also, why did he sign it? Such old people texting vibes.

Tinkling a small bell above the door, I entered into a very small waiting area; there were bolts of cloth everywhere and not enough room to sit on the half-covered chez lounge. It was mildly dusty and smelled slightly of mothballs.

“I’ll be with you shortly,” an older, androgynous voice called out.

I started to review a lesson on Darko and update my notes app when a young woman was shooed out of the shop by a slender person of indeterminate gender with wrinkles that were almost a knuckle deep spread across their face and neck. Their hands however looked extremely nimble and dexterous.

“Carver? I’m Deva, pleased to meet you. I need to see what you wore today to make something different enough to actually appease that old codger Azarov. He can be so fussy.”

“I go by Terry if that’s okay. And can I simply describe it to you? I’d rather not go get it.” I was wearing my storage ring but didn’t see a need to tell them that.

“Oh, is it not in that storage ring? Thought you would have brought it. I need to chastise Lurka about not giving you better instructions.”

At my reaction, they said in a sarcastic tone, “My boy, I am older than you can count. I was a delver in my better days – or worse some may say – and you aren’t doing anything to shield its aura. So, come on, out with it. I – or rather you – haven’t got all day!”

They examined the high-collared velveteen outfit from that morning. “Ah yes, Vana came and grabbed this the other day. It was off the rack so I am surprised it fit that well. I guess my minor fitting enchantment worked. They can be fussy after all. Anyway, it’s simple as can be so let’s give you some flare!”

Three hours and 22 silvers later I was dressed in something that was closer to a pantsuit than the stately robes I had expected. The Magister of Scans didn’t know a color scheme from a puked-up piece of confetti cake but the cut of his robes themselves looked cool.

But apparently that would communicate something I didn’t want to – what it was, I couldn’t fully grok – so we just went with something that threaded the difference between Saturday Night Fever and boring business woman in a dull brown. At least it was comfy.

Lurka opened the door as we were finishing. “I was sent to escort you. Some of the Councilors were worried you might not be able to find it.”

At my raised eyebrow, he merely shrugged and gestured out the door. I thanked Deva and we were off.

A much less amiable silence was the theme of the trek across town. I tried to strike up a conversation a few times with Lurka and was met with a small headshake. When I went to say something about one of the Councilors, I got a very violent shake.

Ah, they might be monitoring him via AAI or other method. I guess this is sink or swim.

I checked my AAI and didn’t see a message from Gabor so I sent another one. As we approached the grounds of a towering manor that was near the center of town, the interface for my AAI suddenly winked out.

Alarmed, I looked to Lurka. “What just happened?” He said something but I didn’t understand so I turned around and walked back a few paces as did he.

“There is an AAI restriction for anyone not on the allowed list. Yes, I am on the allowed list. No, you are not and will not be added tonight.” At my sour look, he simply shrugged.

“You know I won’t be able to communicate, right? As in, this is a non-starter but not only because it is very suspicious that I won’t be able to call for help. No one can understand me without my AAI.”

That’s a grim realization. Gotta buckle down on the language learning…

“Your safety is guaranteed by the Council. This might be the safest place in town, especially after what happened today.”

“What happened today?”

“I am sure Gabor will fill you in later. Now please follow Igor here who will take you to be seated. I have sent a message to Councilor Illeva to give you information translation communication only.” Without waiting for a reply, Lurka bowed and walked away towards the gates, moving far more quickly than I had ever seen.

Well, sodus.

***

I was ushered into a sitting room with Councilor Illeva and a man I hadn’t see at the Council meeting that morning. Was it a meeting or was it a hearing? Did that matter?

“Ah, Mr. Carver, please come and sit down, sit down. We have a wide selection of drinks for you to enjoy. And that wand there will detect poison if you so wish to remain safe. I recommend keeping it with you for the remainder of the night.” She threw me a saucy wink and stood up to greet me.

She was dressed in a sparkling green dress that showed a lot of cleavage. Her wavy greenish hair fell around her shoulders and she had on a light dusting of blue-green makeup across her cheeks. The man was wearing a pantsuit that matched mine in style and her in color, also showing a fair amount of cleavage. It also had long slits up both pant legs but somehow his legs weren’t flapping in the breeze. Magic I guess? He also had on some makeup but it was eyeshadow of a brilliant yellow.

Seeing my eye fall to his suit and my slight eyebrow quirk – tip 47: don’t react to clothes! – she laughed, a tinkling noise that still managed to set me on edge.

“I’ve seen that look. I am guessing my husband’s outfit would be slightly strange to you in your land. Yes, we all know all about Cornelius. He only briefly was in town and we directed him to greener pastures. Ha, Pitola literally was greener with denser green essence. Anyway, that, my dear essential asset, is Maksim.” The man merely tipped his glass filled with amber liquid at me, and turned to peruse his own library.

“You can ignore him for the evening. He’s a wonderful man and partner but he hates politics and power play. Well, except…” At my eyeroll, she gave her tinkling laugh again. “My, my you are so easy to rile up. Let’s sit down and discuss what is about to happen. I know Lurka was unable to assist you as multiple Councilors instructed him not to. It wasn’t worth spending any of my political capital to overturn that decision. But we have <17 minutes> before we have to make our entrance. Let’s make it count.”

I grilled Councilor Illeva – or Katarina as she insisted I call her in private – about the purpose of the dinner and any major potential pitfalls. It was very non-standard to have a meeting outside of Council chambers, especially for anyone that was not a visiting Councilor or part of the Royal Retinue or Family. Being my fourth day in town and having no known associations prior, it was utterly unprecedented.

Only five of the nine Councilors would be in attendance, along with their main partners. One of the Councilors, Marko Azarov, had a husband and a wife but would be coming alone as he was only allowed a single plus one and didn’t want to upset either. Another, Teodor Bondar, was part of a large harem – and surprisingly he was considered one of the least important members. It sounded more like a polycule to me as he was only partnered with two women but I really hadn’t ever learned the terminology well enough to comment. One of his wives would be coming. The two remaining Councilors, Uros Barno and Aleksandra Podlipa, were also bringing their wives.

Huh. Pretty open, especially for people in power. Neat. Not my bag but good on them I think? Maybe it’s chill or maybe it’s all Eyes Wide Shut for the powerful?

“You are to address each Councilor only by their first name while at this dinner. This will show you believe you are on an equal footing. If you don’t, you will show weakness and fewer and fewer of your many asks – I found a few quite funny and have given support to all but the most outlandish – will be even entertained.”

“Every partner there is to be referred to as ‘Consort of the Councilor’ unless they give you public permission to say their name. I’m still not sure if Maksim over there will do it.” He didn’t even turn around and just raised his drink slightly.

“Your main mission is to be entertaining. If one of the Councilors tries to bring up any of your requirements and requests, you must successfully deflect. It is unbecoming of a gentleman to deal over dinner.

“Thus, tell a story of your homeland. Tell us of the differences in technology and culture. Tell us where we differ. Flatter like your life depends on it. Be charming, be entertaining. Though I do not recommend mentioning Cornelius yourself, it is likely to come up. Be prepared.”

Councilor Katarina Illeva either was my saving grace or was preparing me for a complete disaster, only time would tell. We heard a high-pitched gong that set the entire room vibrating – no, it only vibrates me, the liquid didn’t ripple. Interesting but not now – and Katarina stood up, giving one arm to her husband and the other to me. “Let’s make our entrance a good one!” Her husband gave a hearty chuckle.

We entered the entertaining hall – the room was far more spartan than I was expecting – to an opulent wooden table softly glowing with runes.

Those high-backed chairs look more aesthetically pleasing than ass-thetically pleasing. 7/10, pretty good one. I smiled at my own private joke.

There were two near thrones at the heads of the long rectangular table and eight places sat around them with seven people sipping on drinks and idly chatting.

A smarmy looking man in more casual clothes than the Councilor robes gave me a wave. “Come, come, my boy. I have saved you the second best seat in the house, only outshone by Lady Illeva’s of course. And I poured you a drink.” Uros Barno was wearing a sodus-eating grin and looked like he was about to win a wonderful prize.

At least I have a poison detecting wand. I think…

Well, sodus.

***

Quick Notes App

Add to ‘to do’ list –

Check out stars

Look up drug that makes sex better
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                “Mr. Carver, you have to tell us more of your backstory. Will you be as interesting as your body predecessor?” Teodor Bondar asked, giving me a small smile. His wife suddenly seemed to realize what he meant and leaned in, looking hungry.

Uh oh.

“Please Teodor, call me Terry. And I do not plan to cause any trouble. Moreover, my background is in spotting trouble and helping to alleviate it. Not simple quick fixes but actual lasting change.”

I will not use the phrase ‘three pump chump’. I will not use the phrase ‘three pump chump’. I will not use the phrase ‘three pump chump’.

“Teodor huh? Presumptuous to not use the Councilor title, no?” Uros’ unctuous voice was grating to my ears.

“We are all here for dinner and to enjoy each other’s company, are we not? Why would we need to be so formal Uros? That sounds like something best left to the Council chambers, no?” I really hope Katarina didn’t lie to me here.

Every partner of a Councilor raised their glasses to that immediately, eliciting a laugh from the entire table. “I see you were trained in further etiquette. A conversation with Lurka is in order.” Uros was still smiling but there was a cold look in his eyes.

Time to go interesting dinner guest mode. Not my favorite but I’ve had to use it often.

Consultant survival tip #153: As you start to interface with more and more important people regularly, you need to develop different ‘personas’ for different situations. Outside of work interactions take on far more meaning. Talking about work at a dinner with a client and their partner is a good way to get shuffled off to ‘useful but boring’ and not brought in on the most important projects.

“Why would one suspect foul play in knowing how to comport oneself? To return to the conversation at hand, Teodor, first off that is a lovely chain on your wrist. And did you have questions about my background or were you just looking for an entertaining story?”

After about 15 minutes of small talk – it sucks judging time without my AAI interface access – 10 waiters emerged each bearing a bowl of soup. I still hadn’t touched my drink and used the distraction to slip the wand up my sleeve. Then realized I had no idea how to use it.

No sooner than the idea of checking for poison occurred, it felt like a spiritual wave gently emitted from my mind and I felt it latch on to something. A soft green light emerged from my sleeve over the drink and I felt the idea of safety as feedback in my head.

“Oh my Katarina, did you really give him that? You devilish rascal! Like any of us would try poison here, we know this table is so enchanted it would be foolish. Didn’t you have them do something special when it detects poison? I know you love your little extra effects.” Marko Azarov was looking like she had told a particularly good joke while Uros looked offended but I couldn’t tell if it was real or feigned.

“Did you really think anyone would poison you here? What kind of fools do you take us for?” Uros held a hand to his chest.

How do I save this one? Do I throw Katarina under the bus? No, I think I make a statement here to say I am on guard, not an entertaining plaything.

“I am a cautious man. I am new in town and someone with a matching body caused a significant amount of trouble. Why risk it? It might offend some but if they are understanding of my situation, they will overlook it. If not, do I want to deal with them anyway?” I had gotten a little more forceful than I wanted at the end but a clap of approval from Aleksandra Podlipa and a small nod from Katarina made me think it was a reasonably good move.

“Well said. And yes Marko. If the table detects poison and if the table suspects someone is trying to use it nefariously, rather than say it was poisoned in the kitchen and brought to the table, it will shoot a concentrated light beam at their crotch. Not enough damage that a little specialized healing won’t fix but it’s still a rather nasty experience from what I’ve heard!”

She held a hand to her chest and laughed, shooting her husband a smile. “We had a visiting dignitary from The MM set it off when he added some extremely hot spices to his wife’s meal. Oh that was such a funny night, wasn’t it Maksim? I won’t reveal the whole way it works but it’s really ingenious.” Katarina looked in her element with the entire table focused on her.

Just to keep up with appearances – and magic was really fun to cast – I used the wand on the soup as well. It came back as safe and I began to enjoy the lovely five course meal. The company wasn’t too bad either for the most part.

***

“Yes, my daughter Dahlia, she can be quite strong-willed.” At the sudden rise in tension around the room, Marko looked to me.

I wasn’t sure what to say so I said nothing. The awkward silence stretched for over a minute. The waiters started to bring in the meat dish – a lovely chicken paired with garlic potatoes – and quickly aborted, entering the kitchen soundlessly.

He nodded to himself and continued. “I do not know the details. I would love to believe my darling daughter did nothing wrong. But she has picked up a philosophy of the ends justifying the means. Damn that Pitolan delving academy, giving her a ridiculous sense of arrogance.”

Katarina raised her glass to that, this time more solemnly.

“Yes, I forgot you lost your niece. It is great for teaching delving but it also inflates the ego far too much. But, as I was saying, I – and my family – apologize for any supposed mistreatment, that may or may not have occurred. If something did actually happen, it was unbecoming of our house and I will make amends. I only ask that you don’t look too harshly on her should you come in contact in the future. Just on the off chance she might have done something, I have chastised her and taken away her AAI privileges inside our estate.”

That is some first rate BS language but at least the sentiment is mildly appreciated.

At a raised eyebrow from Aleksandra, he coughed awkwardly. “Well, I took away her distance communication and entertainment options. All communication with anyone outside the estate has to be approved. She won’t be able to watch The Wandering Lotus on our large tablet for weeks and that seems to have hammered home the severity of her misstep. Err, supposed misstep allegedly. I’d like to think we would have done the same if you weren’t so important but I hope it is a consolation either way.”

I nodded appreciatively but continued to say nothing.

Consultant survival tip #65: When someone else makes it awkward, it is best to acknowledge what they said but not focus or comment on it. Unless you want to leverage the point further, make it easy for everyone to move on quickly.

And quickly it did as Katarina told a joke that didn’t quite translate but seemed to be extremely bawdy.

***

As we were heading into dessert and a final reprieve from thinly veiled barbed commentary from Uros – everyone else seemed to be having a genuinely nice meal and ignoring him, especially his wife – I was starting to get both weary and wary. The conversation hadn’t exactly turned towards my proposals but there seemed to be a jubilant mood as if their problems were already solved.

“Yes, I actually reached out to my friend on the Struva Council today. They would love if we could help in draining the essence down in their rifts. Even more so if we could actually get that foul null out of their rifts. Their initial economic proposal sounded far more generous than I expected and that was just her initial stalking horse bid.”

Teodor Bondar cannot hold his liquor.

After about three drinks, he started to get more and more loose lipped. This was the fourth thing he had said that was related to me but I still just smiled placidly. Shortly before, another few functions of my AAI had turned on.

[AAI Interface restored. AAI Translation is still active. AAI short-range communication available. Connection to Planet Web still unavailable. Recording functionality still unavailable.]

[Incoming Message from Velez Councilor Katarina Illeva: You are doing a wonderful job dear. I know you want to escape – yes, you aren’t that good at hiding it – but I will need to see you after dinner. I’ll make it worth your while.]

I appreciate her help but still. I just want to get out. And really talk to Gabor.

“Oh Teodor, again, let’s talk Council business tomorrow,” Aleksandra said, patting his arm. Another round of cheers from the partners. “But I do agree. If we are able to solve this problem for the region, that may lead to a true boom for Velez. I know my friends in Pitola and Ocrid are excited to chat further.”

She gestured wildly with her drink yet somehow not spilling a drop. “You all have welcomed us with such open arms after we left Pitola; expanding the Council by two seats was such a smart move. But we may need to prepare for significant upheaval if our small hamlet – yes Katarina, it is small in the grand scheme – is to not be overtaken by larger forces. Oh, look at me, I am as bad as Teodor!”

Dessert, a wonderfully fluffy cake with layers of different colored creamy frosting, was delicious. The smell was somewhat ruined by everyone taking out different smoking apparatuses and starting to light up. At least the colors are pretty? The looks on their faces said it was likely something pretty powerful.

A waiter arrived with a hookah on a tray and some powdered substance next to it for me. “Sir, your <redacted> <redacted>. Compliments of the house of course.”

That sounded like the fun sex drug Jasna mentioned. Wait… uh oh…

Glancing to me, Katarina burst into laughter. “Oh dear, I guess maybe you’ve heard of this one? Wow, you do get around in only four days! But no, it’s just a great way to relax the muscles and mind so you can better reflect after a meal. We aren’t that kind of a dinner party group.”

“We can of course invite you to one if you’re interested, right honey?” Teodor’s wife gave him her best puppy dog eyes.

“Maybe not the right time to discuss, my dear.” He looked nervously around but no one seemed to care one bit.

Consultant survival tip #55: You will probably be offered mind-altering substances – usually only alcohol – pretty frequently. Your job is to remain lucid. If you want to get fired, whether by a client or the consulting company itself, the easiest way is to get reported for drug usage. It’s also not a great idea in general to lose faculties around your clients.

Isekonsultant survival tip #14: Don’t do the wacky tabacky around the people who can squish you that you can’t trust farther than you can throw them. Whether that is a metaphorical squish – economic, social, political, etc. – or a literal one. Especially not the horny wacky tabacky.

Thankfully, I only had another 10 minutes to endure before people started leaving. Uros stayed far past that but after I only gave one to five word answers to ten straight questions, his wife cut in. “He’s clearly had a long day and we are keeping him from ending it. Know when you are no longer winning dear. Especially when the other person stopped playing. It’s time to go.”

I expected a flash of anger but instead he turned and bowed his head slightly. “Right you are Mina my love, as always. Right, Carver, I shall be seeing you.” Without another word, he swept from the room. Mina gave me an assessing look and followed after him.

I literally saw Katarina counting and once it hit 30, she turned to me. “I’d give you a B+, quite good for your first political meal. Anyway, Teodor is awaiting us in the study to debrief.” At my quickly stifled sigh, she laughed. “Yes, I promise it will be quick.”

We walked down the hall and she placed me in the same waiting room from before and then ran off quickly.

“Overall, I think Uros was against the proposals, but he always is unless there is a specific benefit to him. Aleksandra bringing up talking to other cities on her own? Almost scandalous but yes, if this works as we think, it could lead to some incredible opportunities.” Katarina had changed in a flash into something resembling sweat pants. Her husband was still in his sparkly suit and she kept turning to check him out, the lust evident on her face.

“Oh I know, that was such a turn for her. But she really is looking to get back at some people in Pitola and a few other cities that rejected them so we have to be careful with that. It could be an olive branch or it could be a cudgel. Let’s make sure it’s the former. A very expensive olive branch but still.” Teodor was swirling a misting drink of pure black that smelled a lot like boat fuel.

Apparently Teodor had been hamming it up and only his first two drinks were even alcoholic. It was a ruse to put some of the more contentious of Terry’s positions on the table to see reactions. His wife was relaxing in another room of the house, watching something on their large-screen tablet.

“Hey, remember, person here, not political asset.” I was tired and was pretty well through with the niceties.

“Oh yes, we know, don’t be so dramatic. I have to beg a few things of you. First, we have another proposed trial of the bracelet changes in two days – you have tomorrow off. You will be delving with an advanced group but Ratmir wants more data. Don’t push back on that. We want to show you playing ball. Even foregoing the rift reward might make a good show of things.”

She held up her hand to forestall me. “Let me get everything out and then we can discuss. Please. I really want to partner with you. One, you’re not bad on the eyes.” At a scoff from her husband, she laughed. “Yes, look but don’t touch. But on the actually important points, you can help save this city. My family have been here for over 200 years. We have bled and we have died to protect it. You are our best chance of getting through this awful situation.

“Second, you are set to make me very rich – yes, far beyond this manse – and I want to keep you happy. A happy golden goose is far better than a caged one that might lash out. Third, I abhor everything that was done to you. By Barry, by Zalano, by Dahlia, by Tilda.” She was getting a bit riled up.

“By Tilda?” I was genuinely confused.

“Those boots are terrible and I know it because I bought a few pairs for the household staff. She probably overcharged you too!”

I genuinely laughed. It was like a pressure valve had burst and I couldn’t contain it, literally crying in mirth. Everyone looked a bit startled but eventually joined in.

“Thank you, I needed that. I do not put being ripped off – and honestly, these are actually comfortable, so not even sure you are correct there – on the same level as being ripped from my world and body, being banished for something someone who looks like me did, or someone conducting dangerous experiments on me. As a certain wizard on my world would say, ‘You’ve got to sort out your priorities.’”

“I thought you didn’t have magic on your world. No matter, yes, I see your point. But my family clawed its way from the bottom through mercantile strength and being flimflammed annoys me to no end.”

“Back to the matter at hand?” I pleaded. I want to go home. Or I guess the inn and sleep. Is the inn already home?

Teodor looked to her and shrugged. “I played my part. I think we can all come to an agreement in the near and longer term.”

He took a breath and steepled his fingers. “Terry, we are going to ask that you go against a few of your desires – hold please – but only for a short while. This rift in two days is nearer to Struva and it will be a good way to show Velez’s good faith but also our strength. This can put us on the map but it can also place a target on your back. We need to keep you safe. And we will. But we need your compliance for a bit.”

“And why should I believe you will protect me? I get that I could be the golden goose but I am also a disruptor. People in power love someone who disrupts, especially when they don’t come from the already powerful.”

Stay focused. Yes, you are tired but keep it together. Don’t let grumpy Terry run your mouth.

Secret consultant survival tip #1: Your inner voice is a grump. Don’t let it take over when you are stressed. It will not lead to great things.

Isekonsultant survival tip #15: Don’t yell at one of the few groups that seems aligned with your interests. Try to get them to see that a closer partnership is beneficial to them. Find out what they want and adjust your pitch to it. Don’t get washed away but don’t think you are the powerful river that can move mountains just yet.

“Sorry, I am stressed and tired here. And Risto gave me a good kidney shot earlier that hurts with every movement. How are we actually aligned? Can you lay that out for me?”

“Again, best interests of Velez, we both care about this city,” Katarina answered quickly. “But economically, my family is big on agricultural trade in the area so preventing rift breaks is best for me since farm land is the most likely to get damaged. We also have some insurance contracts around town walls and the like that we started placing at the start of the null zone fiasco. They are very lucrative as long as the walls don’t get destroyed. You prevent breaks, we rake it in without paying to replace walls or for lives lost.”

“As for me, we are heavily dependent on a number of goods that come from rifts. We run the high-end trade business and supplying adventurers with goods and services. While we probably aren’t going to be able to sell a lot of services locally, we need delve rewards to trade with other areas of the Kingdom. And even The MM through approved means of course.” Teodor looked slightly desperate.

“Ah, so you are already overextended because things have gotten worse over the last few months. I’d love to get more data on delves and dig into your books if that’s possible. Sounds like a good place to optimize.”

Surprisingly Maksim spoke up. “Yes, yes, we will all be fabulously wealthy if this goes off. But let’s focus on, you know, saving our area of the Kingdom? That blasted King won’t get off his fat sickna or fatter checkbook to help us.”

We quickly focused on a number of smaller details but it seemed like things were going to be okay.

***

Things were not okay.

Things were very not okay.

As soon as I got outside the range of the AAI block, my interface popped back up in full and I checked my messages. [Message Reply From Gabor Gogol, Received 1 Bell Ago: Hey, I have been cleaning up a right mess all day, hopefully you got to Tilda. There was a Tier 2 dungeon break southeast of town. Killed a bunch of people, crippled one of my guards – he might not make it.

I won’t be able to spend much time together tomorrow but keep me updated. And swing by the house, Tiesa is making some rosemary potato dumplings that are amazing and I might not be there to enjoy them.]

Well sodus, that explains why he wasn’t available to chat today. I need a broader group to ask for help I think…

Caught in my self-reflection, I almost missed the notification of additional messages. [Message from Vana Soroka, Received 1 Bell Ago: Hey, Tilda showed up and is not happy you aren’t here. She seems to be in a mood. Get your cute butt here immediately.]

[Message from Vana Soroka, Received One Half Bell Ago: Tilda is starting to cause trouble. I am charging you more for this. Her singing is horrible but apparently the audience is into the hip gyrations accompanying it. I’d take a video but you are on my sodus-list.]

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: Where the jebbie-ing jebbie are you, you little jebbie! I am going to jebbie-ing – NO TILDA! Sodus, that’s in the message. Too late, jebbie. GET. HERE. NOW!]

Realizing I was in trouble, I picked up my pace as fast as possible. I bumped into a few people and had to apologize but without an AAI connection I couldn’t communicate, and they just either glared or looked concerned.

I arrived less than ten minutes later to a scene of utter chaos.

Two men were wrestling with their shirts off in the corner and had what appeared to be some kind of oil on them, Tilda was on a table dead center of the dining area leading a singalong that appeared to be so raunchy, my AAI redacted about 30% of the words, and surprisingly, Vana was on another table nearby singing along and drinking merrily from a flagon of ale in each hand.

Both women were wearing skirts that were short enough that they almost certainly shouldn’t be up on a table but as Vana kicked one of her legs high in the air, it seemed there was an enchantment blocking a view of anything untoward.

I’ll have to ask her about that later. Not sure how you do that without it sounding weird but it’s really interesting magic.

“OH, HERE HE FINALLY IS! THE BANE OF MY EXISTENCE!” Vana gracefully leapt from table to table, only stepping in one patron’s stew but they seemed to not care and continued humming along and eating from their bowl. She landed in front of me and, having not spilled a drop on the trip over, tipped both flagons over my head.

“There, now we’re half even you lout!” She gave me a giant grin and then hugged me. And then recoiled immediately. “You’re wet!”

“And you’re loud. And drunk. I’m sorry, Gabor was supposed to tell Tilda but he was dealing with a dungeon break southeast of town.” She looked slightly queasy. Hopefully at the news and not from the booze. “I should have sent you a message when I hadn’t heard back but I was pulled into a required dinner with a number of Councilors.”

“Well look at your fancy ass, already getting called up to meet and eat with the bigwigs. What did ya do, solve the null crisis?” At me not responding, she just chuckled. “No sodus, well, hopefully it’s an actual solution. We could really use that. How was the food?”

Consultant survival tip #78: No matter where you are eating, if you ever plan to return, whether it is a fast food place or the fanciest restaurant you’ve ever been, compliment the food there over any other place you go. And if it is terrible, don’t return anyway.

“Your food is way better.” At her scoff, I took her hand that was still wet and slightly sticky from the beer. “Vana, you are an amazing innkeeper and better cook. I would take your fare over that fancy stuff any day. Yours has love and care.” She started to tear up.

“Plus, I was only 30% sure it wasn’t poison and the portions were tiny.” She snorted and slapped me hard on the shoulder.

“Well, I best get cleaned up.” She placed her hand on a glowing spot behind the counter and immediately looked sober. “I’ll bring you a bowl of stew and an ale. We’ll have water tomorrow, finally caught the well sodus-er and I can make you a proper cup of tea or coffee tomorrow morning! They just need one last casting on it tonight to cleanse it.”

“I think I’ll wait a day.”

“Damn, you were my test case. Think I can get Tilda to swing by tomorrow early for a test? Or, you could take her up to your room…” She gave me a wink and then looked at my wince. “Problem?”

“Yeah, she’s drunk. Not okay.”

“Ah, there’s a good lad. I meant more you on the floor and her drunk snoring sickna in the bed but easily misinterpreted. Anyway, you go enjoy the entertainment and I’ll get you some food and that ale.”

Tilda managed to sing for another hour before she was finally tuckered out. The crowd had grown from five or so the previous night to over 50 and they started good-naturedly booing me as I picked her up in a princess carry. Vana sent me her address via AAI and I walked off to put her to bed properly.

Getting her to clean her teeth was a chore and she asked me to change her into her night clothes – which I stubbornly refused – before she was settled into bed with a bucket on the floor and glass of water on the nightstand. Her local well was fine.

I got back to the inn as everyone was filing out and caught Vana’s eye. She gave me a wink and went to cleaning the absolutely filthy room. “You know, I ought to charge you for the broken chairs. Three tonight,” she called to my back as I was heading up the stairs.

I peeked my head back around. “Only if I get a cut of the increased take from a 10x boost to your customer count.”

She waved a hand good naturedly. “I already drew you a bath. You aren’t going to bed in that beer-soaked mess. Leave it by the tub and I’ll have it cleaned for you by tomorrow night. I swear, you are the messiest boy. Aren’t you supposed to be 30?”

I bathed, updated my priority list, spent a few minutes outside enjoying the stars – certainly doesn’t look close to what I remember at home… or is this home now? – and went to bed. I was so emotionally drained, I didn’t even have time to think, much less do a lesson or have any additional panic attacks.

***

NOTES APP

End of Day 4 Needs and Goals


Current wealth:

[~2 gold to spend, 2.7 gold reserved]


Immediate Needs – INs:

0) prevent shackles, whether golden or not – ongoing

1) investigate experimentation regarding null essence

2) learn to fight better

3) prevent retaliation from Dahlia – ongoing

4) prepare for delve on First Day (day 6)


Short-term Goals – STGs:

1) start to cultivate contacts in the city to prevent further machinations – Nikolaj? Councilors?

2) train to not get beat by kids; be able to go five full minutes of training without a full strike from Risto or Gabor

3) language learning to be close to conversational in under a month

4) begin training to be able to reach at least Tier 2 in the next year

5) do NOT hurt long-term cultivation; play it safe rather than do irreversible damage

6) healing potion?


Long-term Goals – LTGs:

0) get to a safe level of power to not be squishable at all times

1) get contact info for Axe, Liene, Stannis, Miklos

2) begin finding market inefficiencies, start Galactic Trade Federation Empire 2.0? – Start with banking?

3) decide on long-term fighting style or find ways to cultivate that exclude fighting

4) find a girlfriend/partner. Whatever they call them here.

5) start to design a new sigil or house insignia


Previous needs and goals progress or accomplished:

INs:

0) prevent shackles, whether golden or not – in progress

1) deal with aftermath of Ignition ceremony – mostly accomplished

2) prevent retaliation from Dahlia – potentially dealt with(?)


STGs:

1) decide on Tier 1 essence splits – done

2) do NOT hurt long-term cultivation; play it safe rather than do irreversible damage – some progress?


LTGs:

None




            

    
        Chapter 10.5 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                I awoke early the next morning, even before the sun was up. I thought about who would be knocking on my door but realized it wouldn’t be anyone. Or at least I don’t expect anyone. Gabor was off dealing with the dungeon break aftermath and I hadn’t told Vana of anyone coming so she would hopefully let me sleep. I was going to meet up with Risto but the kids had the day off from school so it was a bit more of a lazy day.

Sleep in? Sleep in.

After 30 minutes of trying to fall back asleep, I got up and stretched. Putting on pants before Vana saw me would possibly be a first. I walked outside and started climbing a tree near the inn. The sun crested over the east and rimmed the world in a series of pinks, oranges, purples, and blues. I could sense the green essence trying to tint the air with my spirit but the null essence felt like it was devouring the green as it tried to make itself known.

Still, the crisp air and gentle breeze were nice. And the tree lacking sap – something I hadn’t checked prior to my climb – was a welcome reprieve from my recent pattern – habit – of getting my clothes extremely dirty.

I walked back inside to a yawning Vana, this time wearing a heavy blouse. She looked at me and my broad smile. “And just what are you smiling at Mr. Lecherous? On a serious note, did you convince Tilda to swing by to try out the water?”

“Ha, no. But I was hoping for some breakfast. I’ll splurge a little so go for something a bit more out of the norm. And while I would love to order lunch, my storage ring has a busted enchantment that makes things go bad faster rather than preserving them so maybe not… I only had a bite of the sandwich yesterday and it was delicious but I’m still not going to risk it, ha.”

“Let me see that thing.” She grabbed my hand and looked at it closely. “Yup, it’s a ring.” With that, she turned around and headed into the kitchen.

Chuckling, I took a seat – thankfully one that was not sticky as a few still looked it – and pulled up my Darko Drills. I tried to speak to Vana when she came over with a small loaf of bread and some cheese. “To tide you over while I whip something up special.”

“I am the thanking goose for much stomach good. Much apple.” At least that’s about as close as my AAI could translate.

“Boy, there’s something wrong with you. You’re lucky you’re cute. And apparently a savior or something? Anyway, you is be kept good up work.” I thought her imitation was pretty harsh but when I listened back to my recording, it was far too kind.

Lot of work to do still. Never was afraid of a little hard work. Well, maybe in the last few years…

I sent an AAI message to Risto to see if he’d be up for training and waited for my sumptuous spread of poached eggs, crispy bacon, garlic potatoes, something close to hashbrowns but not potatoes, a wonderful sauce that reminded me of hollandaise, and a small steak of some kind.

It was a perfect combination with a breakfast ale.

I thanked Vana and decided to explore the town a bit. The map I downloaded to my AAI was useful and I checked it occasionally but decided not to use navigation. While I still had a lot of my Planet Web access remaining, there was no need to waste it when I was wandering.

There was a gorgeous scent on the air, and even though I had just eaten breakfast, I did a Toucan Sam and followed my nose. Said nose landed me in front of a bakery just as it was opening up. A young man in a dust coat, apron, and jaunty hat smiled as he flipped the sign to open.

“Are you interested in the best bread this side of Zalano?” I winced slightly at the name. Misinterpreting, he pivoted, “Or we have some lovely apple tarts. A strawberry and potato-based pastry? Please, do come inside, I will even throw the first on the house.”

While I certainly didn’t need it, I wanted it. And today was a day to splurge a little. Stay within budget!

I did not stay within budget.

I walked out with over a dozen different treats in two bags, one of which I quickly stored in my ring. There was almost zero chance the decay function on the ring would even matter as I started inhaling the contents of the other bag.

Green essence-based sugar is WAY better. Like, it doesn’t even compare. Even to brown sugar. This could be bad.

I tried a cream-filled pastry and somehow managed to get about half the delicious filling onto my shirt. Checking to see if anyone was looking, I scooped it off and into my mouth.

“You should know that someone is always watching,” a familiar voice came from my right. Risto emerged from around a corner. “I was planning to jump out and surprise you. But I swear, I will keep your secret if you share a few of those.”

I think I need to focus essence into perception…

Looking at the remaining four pastries in the bag, he started high. “Three.”

“None.”

“Four.”

“Okay, you can have one but I get to pick it.”

“Three and you can pick them all or two and I pick one and you pick the other.”

Knowing the last offer was a good deal in exchange for my dignity, I nodded. He grabbed the strawberry shortcake and I gave him a plain croissant. Then I popped the other bag out of my storage and swapped the remaining two in.

He laughed loud enough to get someone to poke their head out a window to yell at him.

“Ha, you win this round. I saw you wanted to do some training so I was swinging by the inn to grab you. Did you want to do that now?”

“Let me drop off a few pastries for Tilda since she’s around the corner and I’ll meet you there?”

***

As I approached the school, I was shocked how different it looked when it was essentially abandoned. Seeing I didn’t have a bag in my hand, he winced. “She took them all?”

“And I had to buy this silver hairpin. I mean, it’s pretty but what do I need a hairpin for?” I shrugged dramatically.

“I mean, isn’t Vana mad about last night? I heard about it through the grapevine. And yeah that hairstyle is atrocious. I can’t believe that was chosen. I do know a barber who might be able to fix it – or at least shave it off. Want their contact details?”

“Yeah, that would actually be nice, please do. Anyway, I am ready, so let’s train.”

“So you are down to do the wolf rift tomorrow, right? That’s great because I poked at the Councilor Asani – yes I know her, you aren’t the only big deal. Her kid loved me when she was here – and I asked for the budget to buy the AAI recordings of the rift that are available. Because the rift’s closer to Struva, we don’t have as many recordings in town that I could strong-arm people into giving up for free. And the guilds in town are jerks. Anyway, I was putting together a training program while you chatted with Tilda. I’ll send the videos your way too.”

“Wow, thanks. So where do we begin?” And I was immediately bonked on the head with a foam sword.

“Always be ready.”

I kicked him in the shin. “Constant vigilance!” I roared to his pained amusement.

We settled into a training routine that was focused on generalized tactics and reviewing the rift mechanics and enemies. My two trainers focused on trying to simulate the enemies, both through my AAI and with Risto pretending to be a wolf, drawing some odd looks from passersby.

Previously, the rift had been a forest in late fall, vibrant leaves of every color I could imagine with shades from white to black across greens, reds, oranges, browns, blues, purples. The riotous color was distracting momentarily but it was still relatively easy to see the large lupines as the trees were sparsely spaced and the trunks, while towering, weren’t that thick.

More recently, with the null essence invading what was previously almost exclusively a green affinity rift, everything had started to change. The color in the leaves and even the tree trunks was more and more muted with every delve based on the date of the recording. The wolves themselves seemed to get leaner but far more savage, taking more wild swings and not using defensive or pack tactics, simply rushing at delvers in fury.

In the most recent three delves, there was a mist that made seeing more than a couple hundred feet difficult, similar to the core ignition rift.

As we reset the scenario, Risto said, “I couldn’t get video from the current fuller null saturation as Struva is struggling to find teams to actually delve it. Still, it’s not too close to breaking so it should be relatively easy.”

“Why do you think it will be easy? Wolves are hard to deal with given they have 3 attack weapons and the added ability to pounce. Maybe charge too. Plus, these look almost maddened. Add in the mist and I am seeing a lot of the ways it can go wrong.”

“Look at the packet more. It’s a low Tier 1 and the wolves really don’t hit that hard. Plus, the shift in affinity has actually made them easier to beat one-on-one and they rarely attack in groups unless your team is dumb enough to attract more than one at once.”

Seeing my nonplussed look, he added, “And you’ll have an excellent team. Not sure which but they are sending a peak Tier 1 team to run some allocation bracelet testing. I know Ratmir wanted to go but he’s got some trauma related to delving.” As I thought more and reviewed the packet, I received a solid smack to the head for my inattention. Laughing – the foam swords Risto was using were from the school so they were much lighter than what he usually used for 1:1 training – I called for a break.

I pulled another bag of pastries from my ring that I had purchased on the way back and we enjoyed them while just watching people walk around the area. It was a more residential area so a lot of children were about, many greeting Risto. There seemed to be an unspoken rule to not interrupt while training but when he had no weapon in his hands, the kids would rush up to tell small anecdotes as if they were the most entertaining and harrowing tales of all time. And Risto played along quite well.

I could never do that. I’ve always been bad with kids.

We whiled away a few more hours and then Risto and I headed over towards Gabor and Tiesa’s house to see if her potato dumplings were ready.

***

“You mangy mongrel, get your disgusting paws away from there!” Tiesa was wielding her spider strainer truly effectively in fending off Risto from getting at the first batch of dumplings.

She had made the dough – is it dough? Not sure what to call it… – earlier in the day and had planned to make some to take to Jasna. Instead, Risto and I were simply camping at her table and trying to sneak them from under her watchful eye. She let me get away with it but not Risto.

“With Gabor busy with that unexpected break, what are you up to for the day? I think Terry wanted to do some exploring if you’re up for it. Plus, it’s on him!”

“Hey, I said no such thing. Just for that, Tiesa, your day is on me but this cretin can pay for himself!”

Risto really was used to being around kids as his offended face was about ten times as exaggerated as it needed to be but we continued to joke and eat for about an hour before Jasna showed up.

“I heard you are the reason I am not already enjoying the company of my sworn sister and her wonderful cooking. Explain.” She put her hands on her hips and I couldn’t tell if she was actually upset or not. I used the most tried and tested response I could imagine.

“It’s his fault!” Both Risto and I twinned pointing at each other. Despite it sounding nothing alike because I was using English, I still called jinx. And then had to explain jinx. For some reason, Jasna decided to claim the beverage I won and I let it go.

It’s nice to just take a minute to breathe. Maybe this world isn’t all that bad. And I have an opportunity to make a real impact instead of slightly improving processes to improve operating margins by a few basis points without ever getting the credit. But man do I miss reading…

The four of us headed over to the town hall and we spent some time shopping around. There was a compass that interfaced with my AAI to give me a lot of readings that would be extremely helpful in a delve but it was one and a half gold and that was just too rich for me.

[Incoming Message from Risto Lazarov: You are supposed to get a good cut of the reward for the delve tomorrow. I think you’ll be able to grab one in no time. If this one gets sold, I’ll ping my merchant friends to make sure we can grab one.]

At my raised eyebrow, I got another message.

[Incoming Message from Risto Lazarov: We shouldn’t be discussing anything about you and delving in the open. Only a few people know and it’s best to keep it that way.]

I nodded and then Jasna gave us a funny look. “It better not be about something you aren’t willing to say in front of us. Tee-Tee here will give you a good walloping and I’ll do much worse.”

I really couldn’t interpret if she was kidding. But Tiesa just laughed and put her hands on Jasna’s shoulders. “Oh settle down there little sis, I think I know what it was about and it wasn’t those amazing new pants you’re wearing, well-fitting though they may be.”

At Tiesa’s words, I reflexively looked at her pants. Jasna turned this way and that, trying to see her own butt in her pants then realized the futility. She did catch my eye doing the same thing and nodded. “I will introduce you to my tailor. Those trousers you wear are unflattering and look uncomfortable.” She sent me a store name and an AAI contact ID.

I absolutely don’t get her.

Confusing behavior aside, it was a wonderful afternoon. The three of them showed me their favorite places in the city.

“Before we go anywhere, I am absolutely jonesing – sorry, I am really in need of some entertainment, specifically books. Either ones I can read on my tablet or, potentially preferably, actual physical books. Though I might ask one of you to hold onto them after I read them given my weird-ass ring.”

At an eyebrow from Tiesa, I explained, “They screwed up the enchantment. It actually accelerates decomposition or decay or whatever you would call the opposite of preservation. So I don’t want to do that to books. That would be a crime!”

“There is no crime for damaging or destruction of books. At least not in Velez and I am not aware of said law in any of the surrounding cities.”

Tiesa leaned in to Jasna’s ear and whispered something.

“Oh, I see. That was a good joke.” Jasna’s face hadn’t changed a bit but Tiesa looked at her fondly.

They ushered me inside and I found the proprietor, a rather handsome man that was about a head shorter than me but with a jovial smile and a carefree air about him.

“Welcome to Perica’s Periodicals, Paperbacks, Pulps, and Primers! How can I be of service?” He had a deep, rich voice that hinted it had many exciting stories to relay.

“Yes, so I am new in… em, let’s say town. I am very interested in purchasing some books but I really don’t know where to start. And do you sell only physical copies or…”

“Bleh, yes we sell for the tablet. Or even worse, the AAI. Why not just have someone read the book to you?”

“Actually, where I’m from, that’s a big thing. It lets you go along with your mundane tasks and continue with the story. And some narrators almost become your daily companion. They are a nice supplement to reading yourself!” I was a bit too excited about audiobooks but they really were magic to me.

“Hm, well if you procure a few for me, I would be willing to see. Or I guess willing to hear, ho, ho!” He laughed merrily at his bad joke. “Such is the way of ever improving your knowledge, even sampling new ways to acquire it.” He looked skeptical but we quickly got back on track.

We discussed their selection across fiction and non-fiction. There wasn’t really a ‘fantasy’ genre since they were essentially living it but it led to simply historical or contemporary ‘action fiction’ mostly. There was some sci-fi but it sounded a bit too body horror type for me – especially with what Barry had done to me. I walked out with three physical books – one on local history and two essentially picture books for learning more of the language – and a compendium of about 100 that were out of this world’s version of copyright for my tablet/AAI.

We continued the tour after I spent a bit too much on a favorite hobby.

“Over there is the music hall. They mostly play boring music but sometimes they host something more exciting. I’ll send you some details later.” Risto started humming a song and Tiesa joined. Jasna started humming too but it was completely different than the song the other two were performing. I threw Risto a quick glance and he just shrugged.

“Ah, up here on the right, this is the best place in town. The amphitheater is where we have plays but most importantly, we have our fighting tournaments. It has enchantments to prevent serious harm but it’s still really exciting. We’ll have to go! Maybe I can train you up to actually participate yourself. Maybe the five of us team up for the group bouts too?” Risto was bobbing up and down like a school child.

“No.” That was all Tiesa said. Not even harshly but with a finality that brooked no argument.

That seemed to take some wind from Risto’s sails but he bounced back quickly.

“They have amazing snacks too. I should see if Vana can make some!”

“Uh, so do they have betting on the tournaments?” I asked, hoping the answer was no. I don’t need to get back to that sodus again.

“Of course. There are really fun bets too, not just on the results but time to victory and even amount of blood spilled. It’s simulated blood – except when they turn off some of the enchantments – but it makes really cool patterns when it flies off the contestants! I can’t wait to take you!”

Jasna nodded to Risto. “Yes, I too will take you. I can explain what are good and bad moves so you can improve. I believe Gabor would be sad if you were injured or died and that would make Tiesa sad which would make me sad.”

Tiesa gave her a hug and around her back mouthed something to me. I shrugged – my AAI couldn’t translate mouth movements.

I really need to learn the language.

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: She can be a little awkward but I’m sure she’d be sad if you died as well. At least I think…]

I started laughing out loud and Tiesa gave me a dirty scowl. “I just thought of a funny story from my world. And sorry, the context is convoluted so I’ll save you from a boring explanation.”

Consultant survival tip #262: Sometimes, just enjoy the laugh for yourself. You don’t need to entertain everyone and people understand everyone has their inside jokes and references. Try not to seem like it’s at their expense and they’ll just shrug it off.

“I would like to hear the explanation.” Jasna looked me dead in the eyes. Not a challenge, not a demand, just a statement of fact.

“Jasna, let’s get you home instead. You can ask Terry about his home world another time, okay?” As she started to usher the woman away, Tiesa threw a look I couldn’t interpret back at me.

“Want to explain?” At my head shake, Risto simply put his hand on my shoulder. “Good, then treat me to some dinner at Vana’s. I haven’t had a good meal there in a while.”

“Tilda’s coming. Will you behave?”

“Will she?!” As we both shouted “No!”, we burst into laughter and walked through the city, just talking about nothing and enjoying a quiet and peaceful day.

***

“Well, I probably know why you acquired it but it is lovely and I appreciate it. Did you not try bribing her with cheeses?” Vana took the proffered hairpin and clipped it on. It looked rather fetching in her wavy brown locks and brought out a gleam in her hazel eyes.

“I tried pastries. She took a fair bit of them and it still wasn’t enough! And they were good!” I tried for sympathy and got none from either Vana and Risto.

“Next time, you send messages to everyone you know. That is not a woman to be standing up for a dinner date. Many would nearly kill to take her out and she is as likely to kill anyone who is supposed to and doesn’t.” She let out a hearty laugh and started slapping her hand against the counter.

Rolling my eyes, I turned and sat down at a table. Risto joined me and we had an ale and listened to the bard quietly strumming in the corner on a stringed instrument. We knew it would liven up again once Tilda arrived and just enjoyed the quiet before the storm.

And storm it was.

Tilda bristled with fake outrage as soon as she spotted us. “YOU! YOU DARE STAND UP THE MAGNIFICENT TILDA!?” The ten other people in the common room turned to stare and she looked like an angry cat, its fur bristling as it expressed its immense displeasure.

Then she started cackling. “You should see your faces! Oh, so cute. Are you afraid of the big bad wolf?” At Risto’s wince, she raised an eyebrow.

“Just unfortunate phrasing as Terry is delving a wolf rift tomorrow,” he said quietly. Returning to normal volume, he waved it off. “It’s not a big deal. Sit, sit. I think Vana said she has some stronger stuff. I want to hear your singing again. I heard you learned one recently about the old spry <redacted>?” Risto had a mischievous grin plastered across his face.

“After last night, I am taking it easy. Just three ales and a gentlemanly escort to my bed again.” She gave an exaggerated wink. “Yes, I remember last night. Maybe tonight, I’ll carry you to your bed?”

Risto looked scandalized.

“Nothing happened. Where I’m from, there’s something called consent and it’s pretty important. Someone who is—”

“Let me guess, he is going on about how he’s such a chivalrous person.” Turning to me she said, “You are oh so caring and wonderful. Blah, blah, blah, get me my ale and leg of lamb to start servant boy.”

Tilda gave me a challenging look so I simply looked her back in the eye and said, “Well, if you were a functional member of society and had an AAI… Sodus, she can’t understand me can she?”

Risto burst out laughing as I pulled my tablet from my ring and held it by my face. “Uh, I was trying to make fun of you because I sent Vana your order while looking at you. But of course—OWWW!” I was interrupted by a wooden ladle colliding with the back of my head.

I decided not to turn in order to delay my fate as long as possible. That earned me another, though much lighter, tap.

When I turned, Vana somehow had both hands on her hips and the ladle still held out in front of her. “I am a person who runs a fine establishment, not some order taker bot. My customers order with their mouths, not their chips. Don’t be a <redacted>.”

Was that dipshit or jackass? Hmm…

“I am sorry Oh Mistress Vana, Most Wonderful and Lovely Proprietor, Purveyor of Delectable Delights. Whatever can I do to earn your forgiveness?” She actually blushed, which surprised me.

“You could invite me to sit down and have a meal and a wonderful conversation. Una just showed up and will be taking over serving for the night. I needed one off after this lout kicked up a storm last night.” She jerked her thumb at Tilda who only beamed with pride.

Deciding to ham it up, I got up and pulled out a chair for Vana who looked pleased as punch at the treatment. Tilda gave me an offended look and harrumphed but could only stay grumpy for a short while.

All three helped me somewhat with my language learning lesson with Tilda – though Vana seemed to like trying to make me say filthy things. I apparently propositioned her and Tilda in about fifteen different ways but I didn’t mind. I had the school and my videos for vocabulary and grammar, it was just fun to improve my pronunciation and see the translation for what I actually said. Despite the ale, my accuracy improved as the common room filled up.

We enjoyed a nice and tasty meal of roast duck, a nice vegetable stew, something resembling risotto, and a sweet and savory pie to finish it off. Because I had to be off early the next morning we only stayed for a bit past the food and Risto and I walked Tilda home before I returned. Vana had drawn me another bath and there was a small hat next to the bath: ‘To cover up that monstrosity of a haircut. May Your Delve Be Safe and Prosperous. Good luck tomorrow in your delve. With a little love and a lot of exasperation, Vana, Most Wonderful and Lovely Proprietor, Purveyor of Delectable Delights.

I returned to my room and watched a few of the delves again sped up except the fighting parts. It seemed like I was as prepared as I could be so I decided to look out my window at the stars for a while, meditate, read through my picture books with my AAI off, and then head off to bed. My dreams were mild and pleasant as I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

***

Notes App

End of Day 5

Only change, in both short-term and long-term goals: Have more days like today

            

    
        Chapter 11, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Why the hell is someone knocking merrily at my door. And how are they even doing that? Ugh…

The day of my first actual delve had dawned. Before dawn.

Still, after a peaceful and restful night of sleep, I was ready. I knew it was smarter to armor up when we arrived at the rift – the team was acting as an escort after all – but I wanted to look the part.

Consultant survival tip #73: Dressing to your role is simply part of the job. The way people perceive you impacts your ability to do your work. If they are questioning your competence from the second they see you, it will make things harder. People generally react better to people dressed well and will form opinions of you based on it.

Isekonsultant survival tip #16: It’s very easy for people to mistake you for someone chosen for your abilities instead of your capabilities. Especially given the unique circumstances. Make sure people understand you can do the work. Plus, try to look cool. Perception is reality.

Remembering to put on at least a shirt with my night pants, I cracked the door just to see an object flying, about to strike the person at my door. Luckily, it was only at Gabor and it was merely a cleaning rag. It hit against his cheek with a soft squelch and I could smell the soap on it.

Nice, citrus-y.

As I opened the door, I saw Vana following her projectile weapon, finger extended. “You little sodus, why the hell are you knocking so loudly. I know you weirdos in the guard are ‘morning people’ but it doesn’t mean my guests are. And we had a big night last night, lots of people too hungover to go home. Get your pet and go.”

“Good morning deary, thank you for keeping Tilda in check last night and the wonderful company while we ate. Good luck today.”

I stifled a laugh at her abrupt change between calling me a pet and a dear as Gabor just rolled his eyes. “Vana, if it weren’t for your lovely buns, I would be upset with you.” He took a bite of a breadroll and threw an extremely exaggerated wink at her. “Now, get dressed and let’s get some food in you. The cart leaves from the north gate in half a bell. It’s a ways of a journey so grab something to entertain yourself. I picked an awesome team but they got called away so you have a pretty annoying team; the conversation should be boring at best. Thus: entertainment.”

He shoved me back slightly by my forehead before I could react and shut the door.

What to do about my storage ring? As I dressed, I fretted over the decision, finally just settling on asking Gabor. I was leaning towards hiding it in a pouch but keeping it on me. If we were waylaid, it would be easier to hide. And I didn’t want to leave it behind in case I needed the ring or my tablet for some reason.

Vana had prepared another nice meal but this one was a bit more protein-heavy – ‘to keep my energy up’ she had said – and she included some bread and cheese for a light meal later in the day. I had finally remembered to leave my self-refilling jug out in my room so I had a huge amount of water in my ring but I carried a waterskin to again keep up appearances.

“Yeah, you want that ring on you. Did you forget about your backup supplies, including that warhammer? Plus, you might be able to practice storing and unstoring when it’s not on your hand. That’s tough but a neat trick. Managed to drop a shield on an enemy once that way. …Entirely on purpose of course!” Gabor resumed his full volume joking in the common room. “Poor guy looked so confused before I— well, you know.”

I was mostly quiet. The thought of killing someone else still didn’t sit right with me even if I knew it was likely something I’d have to do eventually.

“So, what can you tell me about the team I’m going with?”

“I don’t know them well but I do know just looking at them requires a nap. Maybe that’s their super power?” He let out a sharp laugh but it died quickly on his lips as he actually looked at me. “Ah, I see. Actual information not jokes… Hmm…” He looked truly pained at the thought.

“Well, the composition is pretty standard though no healer – those are extremely hard to come by as the spells are very essence channel heavy. You don’t see many until Tier 3. Frontline damage dealer, frontline damage taker/distracter, archer, ranged spellcaster.” He ticked off his fingers as he spoke. “All peak of Tier 1. They should easily be able to handle the wolves since they are getting weaker and don’t come in big waves.”

“And they work well together? And do you not call your damage takers tanks?”

“What’s a tank? And yeah, I’ve seen a recording or two of their exploits – we were recruiting for guard reserve and they were deemed adequate if not exceptional. The ‘tank’ is actually their tactician, which is a bit rare. You usually want someone who can see from further away to assess. But again, I’d give them a B+ relative to a challenging Tier 1 rift. Which this is not. You’ll be fine. I guarantee you’ll survive or you can come kick my sickna and Tiesa will help!”

“Har har, very funny.” But the joking did help settle my nerves. And the honest assessment instead of giving the rosiest picture helped too.

All the Ps: proper preparation and planning prevents piss-poor performance after all.

Vana gave me a kiss on the cheek for good luck. Then a slap on the butt for good measure. At my surprised look, she said, “What, you are going on your first delve. You want luck and something to chuckle about when you get covered in gore. You’ll laugh about this later, mark my words. And we’ll do a nice meal tonight when you get back.”

We walked the streets, my chain shirt clinking slightly. I wasn’t afraid to show my building nerves in front of Gabor so I continually shook myself off. Still, all too soon, we arrived at the gate. I was hoping for a motorized vehicle of some kind but it was a large, moderately rickety-looking cart attached to two horses.

Gabor said goodbye and walked back inside the gate, getting a salute from those on duty.

I received four alerts on my AAI of new connections.

“Hey, you the tag-along? Name’s Milica, that’s Vesna, he’s Jovan, and the idiot over there is Stefan.” The short and stocky woman stepped forward, extending a hand. I couldn’t quite tell the color in the pre-dawn light but I thought she had long sandy-brown hair and green eyes that shone with an eerie glow.

“Hi, I’m Terry. I’ve been training to work as a frontline fighter, mostly a solo delver, but I’ve only been at it for a few days. I should be able to protect myself unless we get swarmed but I’m supposed to stay out of your way. This is about testing the allocation bracelets, not my ability to solo a rift.”

“Smart man, I like it!” Vesna, a lithe woman with a quiver slung over her shoulder and an exquisite looking bow attached to her back stepped forward, clapping me on the shoulder. Her sharp features looked almost like someone had tried to create an elf but got the angles a bit too severe.

“Almost got the cart all good to go. Those kurac-for-brains at the stable didn’t clean it out right and I swear, we need to talk to Al—” At a sharp head turn from Milica, he cut off. “Yeah, so I’m Stefan. I’ll greet you properly when we’re underway. I lost the lots so I had to clean up the cart but Jovan got second worst so he has to drive. Wait, shouldn’t we do a new drawing since the new guy is here?” he asked hopefully.

“You realize you’ve already done 90% of the work so the only thing you could do is get another bad job, right?” Jovan stepped away from the animals and came forward. He was extremely built and quite handsome I could admit. Shoulder length brown hair, a neatly cropped beard, and a swimmer’s build with huge shoulders.

“Since we won’t get to talk too much during the ride there, I’m the frontline damage dealer. Greatsword.” At my look, he just smiled. “Storage ring. Not a weirdo that feels the need to have their weapon out at all times.” He gave Vesna a smile that said this was a common argument.

“Proper preparation and planning—”

The woman cut off as everyone else shouted in unison, “Prevents piss-poor performance!”

She rolled her eyes. “So, I like to be on the lookout for danger before it happens. Why is that so weird?”

Having finally finished up with the cart, Stefan walked over. “Okay, I think the cart at least is up to the standards of my ladieses. Shall we off be on the way, your high princesses?” He gave a clumsy bow and chuckled to himself.

“Yes, because we didn’t want to sit in what smelled like literal sodus, we are all prissy, prim, and proper. Don’t say it!”

Vesna gave everyone a glare but Jovan and Milica just smiled and yelled together, “Prevents piss-poor performance!”

Stefan looked confused but held out his hand, which was still covered in muck. I took an involuntary step back.

“Go wash off your hand first Stefan…” Milica just gave him an exasperated look and sigh.

He returned a few seconds later. “Lucky I hadn’t tossed the clean water from the bucket yet. Hi there, I’m Stefan. I’m the mage. Specialty is [Fireball] and [Lightning Bolt]. I am saving up for [Pushing Wind]. Pleased to have you with us!” He extended his hand and I hesitantly shook it but it seemed clean.

Seeing my reaction, Milica clapped me on the shoulder. “Ha, don’t worry, there is a small enchantment on the bucket so it’s actually clean. We have to take the carts with us most times so this is a common occurrence. We don’t have a big enough storage item – or one with isolation enchantments – to store beast bodies. Special little Jovan doesn’t want muck and gore everywhere in his ring.” She finished in a mocking tone and wrestled with Jovan for a few seconds.

“Okay, enough of this, let’s get out there. I want to get back before sundown. That should be pretty easy – three bells there, one and a half bells to clear, three and a half to four bells back.” At my eyebrow quirk, which I was impressed she could see in the dark, she laughed. “It takes longer to get back because of the loaded-up cart. Plus the animals are not as rested.”

“What happens to them during the delve? Are we at risk of losing the cart?” I asked as we mounted the back with all but Jovan, who climbed into the driver’s seat.

“There’s a pen and Struva agreed to actually send someone to tend to them. Usually we have to do that. And sometimes there are thieves but it’s not too common, especially as interfering with a delve isn’t just the death penalty, it’s six months of forced labor then two months of torture before death.” Milica said that as if it were totally normal to think about people being tortured and killed.

I guess maybe it is here…

While that soured the mood for me, the other three were chatting merrily and started playing a game of dice. Which was extremely awkward in a cart as the boards were warped. But they had fun nonetheless.

***

On the ride, Vesna and I chatted for a bit and I mentioned my language learning. She sent me a program she was using with her own daughter. She also taught me a few AAI settings I didn’t know including dampen external sound so I could concentrate on my tablet or just whatever the AAI was showing or playing.

I tried out her language program to see which was better. It is certainly less aggressive than Darko Defeats his Drills but it doesn’t feel like there is someone forcing me to get better. I’ll give it another go on the ride back.

I tried to engage Milica in tactical conversation but she was pretty adamant that it was their job and I was an experiment, not a teammate.

Finally, she exploded at me. “Hey! I get it! You want to be a big, bad delver. But you’re not there yet! If you get in our way, that could get MY TEAM hurt!” Taking a breath, she returned to a normal volume. “Don’t worry about it, we have this handled. We need you to stay out of the way. We got reports that this rift might be changing more than we thought.”

Vesna and Stefan both gave her a quizzical look. “Sorry, did I not share that? I just got it word of mouth last night. Something might be strange there so we need to be more on our guard than usual.”

Even Jovan turned around. The cart noises were surprisingly loud so he started to shout. Milica gave him a dirty look and then he sheepishly resumed his driving duties. Vesna just mouthed something at me and I looked quizzically. Realizing I couldn’t read lips in another language, she simply said, “AAI”.

Slightly embarrassed for not thinking of that, I nodded.

“Milica, I promise I won’t get in your way but I wasn’t able to watch one of your delves. Do you primarily use verbal, AAI, or both in communicating with the team? I want to make sure I am connected in to make sure we are all on the same page.”

“Yeah, that’s fair. We use AAI for marking targets and modeling monster behavior but our communication is almost exclusively verbal. There’s software available but it’s really expensive and you have to pay literally for every <minute> used. We have been trying to move to more AAI-based as Tier 2 rifts are bigger and require more collaboration. But the mist in this rift might require us to go a bit more slowly. We’ll make the call when we get there.” Milica nodded like that was the end of the conversation and I decided not to push it.

Vesna helped me a bit more with my pronunciation while Stefan and Milica chatted. I told her of the funny phrases Tilda and Vana liked to make me say and she was scandalized.

Towards the end of hour two, Stefan came over and put a hand on my forearm looking earnestly into my eyes. “In a delve, a Tier 1 mage can be awesome. I’m awesome after all.” That earned eyerolls from Vesna and Milica and Jovan just laughed from the front.

“But, we can also be an issue. If we burn through our mana, we are basically sitting ducks. We don’t contribute to fights but are a liability. That’s why I rarely actually cast. It’s not that I’m lazy.” Another chuckle.

“Okay, I am, but not in a fight. Just so you don’t think I am any less awesome! Because I totally am. Awesome that is!” He stood up and put his hands on his hips. At least until he fell out of the cart as we hit a particularly large rut.

Running to catch up and jump back in the cart, he yelled, “You didn’t see that!”

“That’s great context but… we weren’t even talking about it,” I said, confused.

“Right, but I remembered that you’d be telling people about the delve and I want to look heroic!” He went to stand again but seemed to think better of it.

Vesna made an annoyed look and handed over two silvers to Milica.

Stefan raised an eyebrow, then looked scandalized. “You bet I’d do it again? I’m better than that!”

Both women looked away with smiles on their faces.

[I want in on that action. I bet four silvers he does it again on the ride back.] I sent to both women and earned a giggle from Vesna. Milica looked slightly sick to her stomach.

Must just be nerves?

As the last hour of the ride arrived – are we there yet? – I decided to crack open my AAI library. There was some trepidation as I was really hoping the writing on Putijama was good.

I am liking a lot about this new world but if the writing is terrible… That will just be a depressing situation. Or if I got suckered into a dud of a compilation. Nothing left but to try.

The first three books I started were ultra power fantasy-types that were poorly written but I finally found one that, while a bit moralistic in its own fashion, flowed in a way that felt right. I sighed contentedly and lost myself in a fantasy world. Well, another fantasy world, ha.

***

“Yeah, this is worse than we were expecting. We absolutely need to clear it, it’s about to burst.” Milica gave the rest of her team a serious look.

“But they just did some readings on it last week. They chose this rift for the experiments for a reason! Here, give me that, let me see.” Vesna was reaching for the equipment used to apparently read how full a rift was.

“You don’t trust me to do my job!? I put this team together, I do everything, and you don’t trust me?” She was jabbing a finger in Vesna’s face. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why she was so angry. Stress probably? This is pretty important to not just Velez.

Vesna just held up her hands. “It’s only with the information you received and now this, I’m a little worried. You know me, I am ever the curious one. Let’s take a breath and go over our preparation once more, especially if it might break. I know it’s only low Tier 1 but… well, you know the rest.” She gave a resigned chuckle and everyone smiled slightly.

It was interesting to see what they focused on and watching Milica mimic the movements of a wolf in total seriousness while the others discussed how to deal with it. Vesna even shot a few arrows with foam on the end to bounce off the stocky woman.

“So, do we eat before we go in or after?” I asked as they wrapped up the 10 minute strategy session.

“After. That’s part of why we have the bucket. Before and you might puke your guts out from working too hard or a good shot to the stomach. After, you need to at least clean your face and hands, but it’s still better. Unless you like viscera as a spice.” Jovan grinned.

“Makes sense. Okay, my job is to keep on the lookout, keep myself safe. Oh, and Ratmir asked me to take voice recordings of everything I am feeling and seeing. I’ll keep them quiet to not attract attention. But just so you don’t question why I am muttering to myself. It isn’t out of fear. At least most likely.” My joke fell flatter than a whoopie cushion at a funeral.

Stefan looked confused but shrugged. “Okay boss, tell us what to do.”

I gave one last look to the world around – rolling hills of green and yellow swaying grass dotted with trees and a few farms along the road. A city I could barely make out in the distance. A bored looking teenager that was brushing out and feeding the horses.

This is something worth protecting. I’ll do my part.

This rift felt slightly different as I entered. I got more of a euphoric feeling but then one of a strange discomfort, like there was something just a bit off.

Ugh, that felt like going on that rollercoaster when my bladder was just a bit too full.

With that inauspicious start, I looked for the team and we started forwards.

            

    
        Chapter 11, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                The bleak wind blew flecks of white across our vision. Not snow and not even ash but something that felt void of life for eternity. It was disconcerting to say the least and the delving team, so boisterous and confident just seconds ago, seemed to shrink in on themselves.

Null essence really does make everything bleak. No wonder everyone hates it.

The rift didn’t look that different from the most recent recording but it was still ominous. The wind, instead of whistling, whispered of our impending demise. The ‘mist’ wasn’t water at all but the gently floating flakes of nothingness. The trees, once vibrant and beautiful, looked like they were on their last legs.

The rift exit shone brilliantly and shifted through the color spectrum. What would have been a gorgeous display in most circumstances felt more sinister against a mostly colorless backdrop.

Deciding to keep my voice memo brief, I only mentioned that it felt like there was more null. It resonated extremely well with my metaphysical body – my soul? – but made me feel ill at-ease. I decided I’d comment further once the tension left the group.

Milica walked over and took out a different measuring tool from her spatial bag. “We need to test the bracelets and make sure they are functioning well.”

We had tested them a few times on the way to the rift – not much else to do but chat and keep ourselves busy if we could – but it was going to be crucial to continue to test them and take readings throughout the delve.

Most Tier 1 rifts weren’t wide-open spaces like this one, they were either narrow strips of outdoor land or something like a series of rooms with enemies in them.

It was hard to feel where the rift boss could be, especially as this was only my second experience. Our initial instructions weren’t to go for a full clear of the rift, eliminating all monsters, but we were instructed to kill at least 80% of the wolves to get enough readings and drain the rift of some of its essence.

“Okay, given the readings, we unfortunately have to go for a full clear. There is something strange going on here and we need to make sure it doesn’t break. They took their watchers off this area as of first light this morning as they knew we were coming. A break could kill over a hundred people in the area, maybe far more. So, let’s be efficient, patient, and calm.” Milica looked in each of her teammates’ eyes.

Walking over to me, she shook her head. She looked anxious and somewhat sick to her stomach. “We need to do this. I would love to have you retreat to safety but we can’t absorb that much null essence without it doing significant damage, maybe killing us. And trying to shunt that much null is almost as bad. We need you here.”

I shrugged. “There is always risk but I believe in you and trust you and your team to protect me to the best of your abilities.”

She winced.

Huh, thought that was one of my better mini speeches.

I went to try again but stopped.

Consultant survival tip #98: You swung and missed on some kind of well-intentioned comment. Unless it is likely to fester, take the L. It is totally normal to not get every conversation perfect. No one reasonable is expecting that from you. Show with your actions what you tried to with your words.

Isekonsultant survival tip #17: In the super creepy rift that feels like it wants to eat us, don’t do anything to make it more awkward or ominous. Just let the professionals do their job and you do yours.

We started exploring east – or at least what Jovan’s compass called rift east – and quickly ran into two wolves. While they didn’t attack together, it was still not a great situation. Both for the fight and the rift in general. If wolves were closer to each other than usual, that would make the rift potentially far more dangerous.

Milica quickly engaged one, bringing up her large circular shield on her right arm and clanging her war axe against it with her left. She also called out for maiming shots on the monster.

I was surprised to hear Milica call for two spells immediately but Stefan responded, first immobilizing it with a lightning bolt to its center mass and a fireball aimed at its front leg. The electric charge only staggered it so the fireball did glancing damage. Given the dry environment however, the leg caught on fire. I started to worry about a forest fire but it didn’t spread in the slightest.

Did Stefan maintain control of the fire after casting?

The chaos of arrows, fire, and a large man attacking the other of the wolves made it hard to get a good look but the fight between the initial wolf and Milica was more of a battle of wills and strength. It made to pounce on her and she blocked it with her shield. It’s teeth, longer than they had any right to be, were mere inches from her face slavering a disgusting, brackish liquid that slightly marred her skin, while she held it off and tried to get a good angle for a strike.

Eyes a burning blackish purple, the snarling white beast looked emaciated and crazed. It was trying to use force to win instead of protecting itself. The tail looked like most of its fur might fall off at any second. The claws were chipped if still sharp.

Despite all that, it still was incredibly dangerous and I was on the lookout for more.

A loud yelp followed but a splat came from where Jovan had engaged the first wolf. I glanced over and saw deep reddish purple blood staining the ground, leaking from the bisected beast. It was peppered with arrows that also added more blood to the blank white canvas of ash that coated the ground.

Once the first wolf was dispatched, Jovan swept in on the second, cutting cleanly through one of the back legs and most of the way into the second hind leg on the follow through. The wolf quickly unbalanced but Milica was surprised and lost her footing too. As it went to lunge despite two and a half working limbs at most, Milica raised her shield but it wasn’t needed. An arrow pierced its eye and the beast fell.

Right on top of Milica.

“Really you <redacted> sodus for brains, <redacted> <redacted>, call your jebbie-ing shots! I obviously was happy for the help, only hit it three times with my axe, but I was counting on its weight… Good work on the fight, bad work on the teamwork.”

As we gathered the bodies onto a makeshift sled – another duty draw Stefan somehow lost – my AAI interface winked out. No message, no nothing.

“Hey, my AAI just went down, what about you?” Turning to the others, they just gave me an odd look.

Suddenly it came back up and I repeated myself.

“Sodus, now that you say it, yup. I have it minimized for the rift to not distract me but… Yeah, that’s weird. And not good. Milica, you were right. Something’s wrong here. I say we retreat and call in the big guns.” Vesna looked genuinely scared.

“But Vezzie, think of the rewards! If this thing is that on the fritz, they say that’s when you get a free skill. Or a bond egg! Just imagine it!” Stefan had grabbed both her hands and was trying to get her to excitedly jump. And failing miserably.

“Milica, I have to agree.” At a hurt look from Vesna, Jovan clarified. “With Vesna. This feels like too much so I say we leave.”

“Team vote then?” Milica asked to grumbles. “Two to two, I assume since I say we owe it to those people who will die if we don’t?”

“Where is this coming from Milica? You aren’t usually this… let’s just say selfless.” Jovan looked at her, tilting his head. “It’s an interesting new direction but at an exceptionally bad time.”

“Thanks, that makes me feel great about myself. I am just seeing too many people die and I’m sick of it. And yes, the rewards should be nice. Unfortunately, I am using my once monthly extra vote as Captain to break the tie. We don’t have time to discuss further.” At mutinous grumbles from Jovan and Vesna and a happy squeal from Stefan, she looked to me.

“You got all your readings and did your little voice thing?” I shook my head and she motioned for me to get to it.

I stepped over to a tree to block some of the sound. “Not sure what is going on with the team… but the essence felt fantastic, even more pure than when Dahlia tinkered with the bracelets. It was like a rush throughout my whole body and nothing gave me the uncomfortable feeling from the first rift.”

***

We methodically went through the rift over the next two and a half hours, eliminating wolves, mostly prowling on their own. Apparently the entire team could feel where the boss was so they were saving that direction for last. We were resting ahead of the final charge to the boss and the reward distortion.

“This was relatively easy as far as rifts go, even with that first fight. Hopefully you understand that fact if this was intimidating for you,” Jovan said, wincing slightly as he had been bitten on the calf by one of the wolves when Milica missed her block. “I should be uninjured – Milica is not one to be sloppy – but that was a team error, not because the rift was tough. I want to tell you that so you don’t go getting cocky.”

I still think I could probably take these down pretty easily. They are predictable. Then again, without my AAI…

Still, I’d bet on myself. Even at a 1:2 payout.

…Is it messed up to bet on your own life?

“Yeah, it was unlucky the AAI went down in that fight, presumably distracting her,” I said. “Weird that it was the only time it’s happened during battle though. And right after I mentioned it wasn’t happening in when we were in a fight. Are there any theories about rifts being sentient or something?”

“Heh, keep that down. Stefan loves his conspiracy theories. He will talk your ear off. Hopefully not literally. And that’s what they are: theories but not good ones that have any basis in reality.”

Milica laughed and punched Jovan on the shoulder. He pretended it hurt and continued, “That said, I have never heard of a rift blocking AAI like this. It’s pretty bad.”

I responded, trying to maintain a serious tone. “Yeah, I was surprised at how complete it is blocking too. I thought I’d still be able to understand you since I have a program with Verdantese language specifically loaded but nope! Whatever it is, I think it’s probably something that interferes with how the chip itself communicates, either the technology or the magical communication. It’s probably not targeted only at AAI but that’s all we have that is impacted.”

The AAI issue was happening more and more frequently with longer stretches of being down the more time we were in the rift.

We all got up to stretch.

This AAI thing is interesting but something for Ratmir to investigate. My job is to just record my thoughts and a few readings. Seems like we are just about done so I can finally eat.

Right on cue, it went down again. We used hand signals that we had quickly developed to mean ‘we’ll wait until it’s done’.

The team were going over their tactics again for the final charge but my instructions were pretty simple: stay out of the way, let them do their job, protect myself as needed.

Three minutes later, they started the trek towards the boss. We estimated there were still probably about five regular wolves in the area and the boss usually had two larger variants directly with it as lieutenants.

“We’ve been careful thus far to not attract the boss but any fights this close can lead to a wolf calling the boss and its lieutenants. Be on your guard.” Milica got a confirmation from each member and they started forwards.

She slipped something out of her storage bag quietly. At my glance, she sent an AAI message that it was wolf repellant to keep them from ganging up and to cover the scent of blood.

Wonder why we weren’t using that the whole time. Must run out of scent?

The smell of something close to piss started to permeate the area so I moved farther away from the tank. Her teammates weren’t so lucky and had sour faces as they moved forward.

The first wolf came charging out of the white swirls directly ahead, baying loudly. “Vesna, hit the throat! No attracting others!” Milica called and charged to engage.

Vesna’s shot went wide, as she seemed to pull back at the last second, ensuring she avoided hitting the frontliner careening towards their lupine foe. Stefan tried to get into position but the crazed wolf was acting erratically – more erratically than the previous wolves – and he couldn’t get a [Fireball] in with reasonable certainty he wouldn’t hit the short woman.

Presumably the repellant is making it fight against its own instincts. Good note for future delves.

Then another wolf charged into the fray.

“Kid, get to a safe distance! Go that way!” Milica indicated the direction the second wolf had come from. “Jove, I can handle this one for a bit longer, you guys take the other!”

I moved farther away, not exactly towards the boss but I figured the vacated area a wolf had just left wasn’t a terrible place. Also, the team could still see me.

Jovan had expertly intercepted the second wolf also charging for Milica, dealing a blow to its left foreleg. It turned sharply, snarled, then lunged at the man, opening it up to an arrow to the butt. Stefan threaded the needle with a weak lightning bolt in case he missed and hit Jovan. The shock distracted the pure white wolf – now streaked with red – for Jovan to land a strike on the other foreleg. It was now just an exercise in wearing it down so Vesna aimed her bow at the other wolf.

“Wait ‘til I’m clear!” Milica swung her axe, getting a good strike in on the wolf, causing it to back off and howl in pain. Vesna’s arrow struck midway down its body. Not quite a heart shot but still greatly wounding the beast.

Our AAI went down again. At least this fight seems to be wrapping up.

I heard a howl coming from my left. Of course I jinxed it.

The smell of piss increased in my area. Well, if that was me, I don’t really care right now.

I prepared my morningstar and braced behind my shield. It was on an intercept course for Milica but suddenly turned towards me. Its slavering maw smelled like that container of takeout I’d forgotten for 3 months in the back of my fridge.

“Buddy, you need a breath mi-aaahh!” My quip was interrupted as it leapt higher than I had seen any go previously. I tried to roll with the momentum, using the shield to aid it continuing further. It mostly worked as I wasn’t damaged but I lost my footing.

Seeing it up close, I realized it was bigger than any we’d fought thus far.

Popping back up, I got a weak but effective underhand swing off, hitting it directly in the shoulder. Good, that will make it harder to pounce.

My small victory was short lived as it backed up and started a charge.

I juked to the left and then dove to my right.

Success! Oh SODUS!

I dodged the charge but dropped my morningstar.

The good news was the wolf skittered into it, dealing itself damage.

The bad news was it was now stuck in its chest. Not deep enough for serious damage either.

I tried with all my mind to access the ring in a pouch around my neck for the warhammer. I felt the ring pulling at my spirit, at my core.

I can investigate that later.

The warhammer, light enough to be used one handed but long enough to be effective with two, popped into my hand just as the wolf started another charge, this time wobbling slightly. I managed the same move as before but, as I had more clearance, I simply jumped to the side.

As it passed, I swung my best baseball swing with the sharpened point on the back of the hammer. It impacted and cut a huge gash along the side of the wolf.

I heard yelling and more snarls behind me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Milica standing back up, looking like she had taken a bad blow.

Before I could process more, the wolf was back at my side, this time trying to swipe with its good remaining leg. It feebly struck my shield but still crashed heavily on me.

Summoning my footing lessons from Risto, I was able to deflect the blow, swing around it while it was recoiling from the block, and then land a crushing blow to its back left leg from my overextended swing. It let out a piteous moan.

I followed up with a strike to its other back leg.

It was an utterly debilitating if not mortal set of blows.

It can’t move like this so move onto the fresher, more dangerous targets.

I turned to celebrate my victory but my comrades were nowhere to be found. Four presumably dead wolves and one grievously injured were all the signs of where they had been.

Milica’s axe was embedded in the head of presumably the other lieutenant.

A truly massive wolf – presumably the rift boss – tilted its head at me and then snarled. I could see a boiling hatred in its purple-black eyes. Even the inside of the mouth on the boss had been sapped of color so the only thing standing out from the drab colors behind it were those terrible eyes.

Well, sodus. I guess bring it on.

Deciding to do my best warcry, I started to charge. And immediately stopped as the last remaining regular wolf charged on an intercept course.

I mostly managed to avoid it but it got a good swipe in on my leg. I felt my left femur buckle and an immense pain blossomed across the entire appendage.

I don’t think it’s actually broken but can’t rely too heavily on that any more. Hard to swing a hammer on one leg. What do I have?

The aborted charge put me close to the discarded axe and I managed to do a dive and roll to get my hand on it.

It cost me dearly.

A slash from the wolf’s claw had clipped my calf. Not quite severing my Achilles tendon but still further hampering my mobility. It turned to pounce and I used my shield to brace the axe just right.

A sane or even a cautious opponent wouldn’t jump directly onto an axe. But these were crazed. All other than the rift boss, which seemed content to let its pack have their fun.

My AAI was still down and this was probably the longest period it had been blocked.

That predictive modeling would be nice about now.

I managed to shove the wolf off my shield but the axe was embedded too deep for me to pull it out in time for the charging rift boss.

Barely sweeping up my hammer, I danced out of the way as best as I could, a scream of pain ripping from my lips.

I swung with my the warhammer, making solid contact with the ugly beast's head, and creating a sickening crunch.

Praying that would be enough - but realizing it almost certainly wasn't - I stumbled back, trying to take a defensive stance.

***

Shield raised, voice bellowing a challenge, I braced for another charge from the alabaster abomination of a wolf.

I focused, preparing for one last strike against the rift boss.

Then, I felt it.

A tooth slicing into the back of my calf.

Briefly glancing down as I stumbled to one knee, I saw the lieutenant I’d left for dead.

It managed to drag itself over to me while I was otherwise occupied.

"Always finish the damn job Terry!" I bellowed.

I swung down, ending its life and almost decapitating it with my hammer in my anger and surging adrenaline.

But, it might be too little too late. Only way out, if I get out, is through.

The boss charged and I bounced out of the way, letting my shield arm take the brunt as best I could.

I recovered my morningstar from the chest of the now dead lieutenant and faced down my foe.

A minute later of a cat and mouse battle, the bleached beast, even its eyes turning white like the warm almost-snowflakes that fitfully floated around us, answered another of my screams of anger with a roar of its own and began to lope towards me from 15 feet (5m) away.

I’d gotten quite a few good hits in on its left hind leg so it was about as graceful as my usual ‘run’ trying to catch the tram to another terminal in the Dallas Fort Worth airport.

Why the hell are the terminals arranged as A-C-E-D-B?

Its fangs dripping a mixture of saliva and both of our blood, it approached my shield at a pace I couldn’t fully block. I swung at the side of its head knowing I needed to end it here and now.

I can’t survive another charge. My leg is done for.

One – or both – of us would not be making it out of this alive.

Would I rather be doing this or a PowerPoint?

There wasn't a question in my mind as I grimly smiled.

Time to finish the job.

The giant lupine had surprised me, ducking its head at the last moment to get under my shield. Adjusting my swing, I made solid contact with the side of its head and felt the bones crunch.

Unfortunately for me, momentum is a hell of a thing.

Newton, just once, I wish you were wrong…

The beast let out a piteous cry but still managed to launch me into the air with its snout, dislodging my shield and weapon both.

Flailing while flying with both of your legs essentially unusable was an odd experience. Extremely uncomfortable and scary but still oddly reminiscent of jumping off a swing at its apex as a child.

I landed in a heap, my leg finally shattering and piercing through, as I prepared for an attack to finish me off. With blood covering my eye, I flung a dagger at the direction of the rift boss and the sharp ‘yarp’ was the last thing I heard.
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                Vesna Toth, Tier 1.8 Ranged Fighter – Archer – with Verdant’s Valorant (short alt PoV)

The fight started a bit chaotically but it felt like it was going well. The repellant seemed to make the wolves crazed, which was more dangerous for the frontliners.

Heh, there’s a reason I’m the ranged.

Vesna pulled her first shot at the last second as Milica strangely charged in when she didn’t need to. It wasn’t the cautious plan they went over multiple times for the final push to clear the rift.

Once the second wolf started charging, Jovan did a better job of leveraging his backline, positioning himself so they both had a good shot at its side and hindquarters respectively.

Boom, butt bullseye. A shot to the butt for many creatures wasn’t that debilitating but she was using a specially barbed arrow which caused far more damage, meaning the wolf lost a significant amount of its power from any attack that leveraged momentum or its bulk.

It is very hard for a quadruped to run with a huge hole in the butt. Or a second one. Heh.

The expensive arrows were harder to shoot and nearly impossible to recover but this seemed like a pivotal moment.

Vesna went to shoot again with a regular arrow but Jovan’s blow to the second wolf’s foreleg spelled the beginning of the end for the alabaster monster.

Instead, Vesna turned to shoot the wolf on Milica but the woman cried out to wait a moment. Their stout leader landed a blow to its head and it backed off a second, giving Vesna the perfect opportunity.

Deciding not to get too fancy, she aimed for center mass, hoping for a heart shot.

Instead, she got the lungs but it penetrated extremely deeply, likely hitting both of them. It would soon choke to death on its own blood.

As Milica rejoined the fight, their AAIs went down again. It wasn’t a big deal for them but for Terry, it meant zero communication.

The wolf fighting Jovan howled.

Why were they sending someone who was so new out into a dangerous rift? It feels rushed and premature.

Milica slew the wolf with a great slash of her axe to its throat, quickly shoving it to the side. The woman kicked at the dirt, presumably in anger at the fight.

The stench lessened, which was a welcome reprieve.

Milica must have kicked dirt on the bag. And not a moment too soon.

Just as she was about to call out in celebration of their victory, Vesna realized that howl had come from a different direction, not one of the two beasts they were battling. Somehow the rift seemed to deaden the travel of sound but Terry was battling his own wolf. And it was far bigger than any they had fought thus far.

Milica and Jovan simultaneously yelled as three more wolves, including one of the far larger specimens, charged the two frontliners. Stefan’s [Fireball] at the gigantic colorless monstrosity seemed to splash mostly harmlessly across its fur, creating a beautiful show if nothing more. The flame did catch one of the other wolves ablaze but that one quickly rolled to put it out.

The bigger wolf, likely the boss or one of its two minions, seemed content to let the other two wolves harry and harass her two party members as Milica and Jovan went back-to-back. They were speaking to each other but Vesna just couldn’t catch what they were saying.

She knew it was her job to pepper the wolves as much as possible to slow down any charge and make them far easier targets for the frontliners to finish off.

Vesna called to Stefan, “Go for the smaller ones. They are weaker and getting it to two on one is where we win. Lightning first and I can double shot any stunned one!”

She saw him nod out of the corner of her eye and fired a shot two feet in front of the wolf that looked like it was going to charge. That made it flinch back while Stefan fried the other.

She quickly drew two bolts – each specially crafted with a minor [Fly True] enchantment and dipped in anti-coagulants to create a stronger bleed effect – and shot at center mass. One hit its shoulder and the other grazed a back leg.

What’s going on? Both should have hit.

The rift boss had arrived suddenly – she hadn’t seen it at all – and was placidly sitting on its hindquarters, watching over the battle.

Stefan flung another [Lightning Bolt] and it struck true, only to barely hinder the charging wolf. It managed to avoid Jovan’s parry with his greatsword and strike his leg with a claw. His light metal armor dented and he let out a scream of pain.

He won’t be walking on that right tomorrow… But why is our magic suddenly less effective? Is something nullifying it somehow?

Vesna peppered the area with mundane arrows, and the white wolves started to look more like porcupines with red skin than their initial stark and intimidating forms.

Suddenly the rift boss’ lieutenant charged, and tried to pounce on Milica. She held it off, but only barely. Jovan spun, giving up his backside, to slash from taint to tooth on the great beast. It let out a spray of blood and viscera.

Predictably though, the smaller wolves both struck and Jovan was hobbled. Somehow the lieutenant also wasn’t quite slain from the blow.

Sharpness enchantment and it still didn’t do the job? Really is some anti-magic sarange going on here.

Milica threw her axe at the giant injured beast and it struck but didn’t embed deeply, falling out. She dove in quickly to pick it up and hurled it again. The burly woman turned immediately after throwing, not even watching her killing blow.

“RETREAT!” she bellowed and picked up Jovan, heading in the direction of the rift’s entrance.

Vesna and Stefan were peppering the remaining two wolves with arrows and spells but Milica threw Jovan at Stefan and picked up Vesna, knocking her quiver astray and spilling her remaining few arrows.

“What about Terry!?” Vesna cried out as soon as her wits returned.

Jovan looked like he might interject but just let out a pained cry instead.

“He got off an AAI message to me that he was able to retreat too. I’m sorry, we just aren’t equipped to deal with this. I lost my axe and I think the extra null essence we detected led to this ambush. And the AAI issues.” Milica looked conflicted.

“We have to go back and check on him,” Vesna said, feeling a welling sense of hopelessness. Damn this rift! Damn the null zone! Why didn’t the drain cycle happen as normal!?

“Like I said, he got off an AAI message. Probably got out sooner than we did and is waiting for us outside. We should hurry out to see if he’s hurt.” Milica went to pick Vesna up again.

“I am fine Milica, it is you and Jovan that aren’t. And Terry. What do you mean he got off a message, our AAI was down.”

“Yeah, I thought it was down the whole fight,” Stefan added.

“Check now, it’s back up, right? I bet as soon as he got out of range of those boss minions, it came back up for him. And we are in no shape to fight that boss. We have to go.” Milica scooped up Jovan.

“Hold up, we need to vote here!” Vesna was insistent.

“No we don’t, we need to march before that alabaster abomination comes for us and finishes the job! It’s not supposed to leave its den area! Everything is wrong about this. The repellant didn’t work either,” Milica pleaded.

“Formal vote. I vote we stay and scout ahead.” Vesna put her hands on her hips resolutely.

Jovan looked at Vesna with a tight frown. “I vote go. It’s too dangerous to check up on a random adventurer. I know Vesna, he seemed nice – though I only overhead some of the conversation – but he isn’t worth it. I’m in no shape to fight.”

“Stefan? What would it be like if it were you left there? How would you feel?” Vesna used her best puppy dog eyes.

“Honestly Vezzie, I’d feel either nothing ‘cuz I’m dead or that I’d want you to get out and not risk it on my behalf. I want to save him too. But… yeah. I don’t vote,” Stefan finished lamely.

“Ugh! Fine. But we need to report this to everyone we can immediately. Let’s go!” Vesna swept up the few things she had dropped and started marching for the exit, not even waiting for the others.

As the four of them exited, the sun had crept well past midday but the land looked just as bucolic, just as peaceful. Even the horses looked bored.

“Wait a moment. I know the rift instance is well past but let me check over the measurements again. Maybe it was a weird anomaly.” Milica started taking out her equipment, poking and prodding near the rift opening.

“Even if he was still alive, no one can help him now. We have to wait for him, right?” Vesna looked hopefully at all of them.

“I’m sorry Vesna, I don’t think he made it. We can wait here for a bit and send off messages but… Is this your first loss in a rift? The first one is always the hardest. But this is the way it is. It happens.” Jovan lightly put his hand on her shoulder. Both looked to the side to see Stefan snuffling by the horses.

Without any corpses to haul back, it will be a long journey back in an empty cart.

“Wait, this is crazy. Come look, the rift is back to totally normal. There really must have been something going on that made the AAI blocking magic and it go all wonky. At least we don’t need to hurry and can head back to Velez.” Milica showed them all the readings.

Something is bugging me but what?

***

I laughed to myself, spitting up more blood.

There was some symmetry to starting from a baby’s level with the local language and my current mode of transport, namely crawling. With an Achilles tendon that finally snapped on my last swing and a compound fracture in the other leg from the last charge and subsequent mini flight, there was no way I could get to the exit walking.

Even using weapons as canes, either the exit from where we entered or the one that would materialize after dispelling the rift reward distortion were both a distant dream.

Have I strutted my last strut? Oh shut up you weirdo brain, you were never confident enough to strut. We’ll pretend this is blood loss making us this weird.

Why am I thinking as we and us?

I could at least follow the tracks to where the reward distortion should be. The boss and her minions – I unfortunately got close and personal enough during the fight to tell it was a she – had come from the direct opposite direction from where we approached.

At least they were right about sensing them.

Shortly after my pyrrhic victory, I had called out for the people who had abandoned me, hoping they had only backed off to rally and would save me. But I realized my folly.

We hadn’t attracted more than one other wolf when we were fighting the entire rift, no matter the noise level. Somehow, we had multiple wolves at once, not even coming up on the boss?

And the boss almost never left its den area in every recording. So why did we suddenly need to fight eight wolves at once?

Why didn’t they have a healing potion on them if I am supposedly so important? This just all smells fishy.

I can’t even drag myself out immediately because they’ll probably be waiting to finish the job… 

Accepting I was probably approaching my ignoble end through blood loss, either slow or fast, I just kept crawling.

The den area was littered with bones. Why do rifts create fallen leaves? Or corpses that the beasts supposedly killed? It’s weird.

Realizing I was probably entering analysis mode to delay the inevitable anyway – usually it’s just to delay writing that email. Heh, still would rather be here than dealing with Mark; or Caren – I managed to push myself into a seated position on a low-slung boulder, high enough to swipe at the distortion.

I hesitated.

It was like I could feel the pulsing of the rift with my spirit.

I need something that will help me get back alive. Please spirit of the rift, whether fake or real, this is the first good thing I’ve had in years. Don’t take it away so quickly.

As I felt a crescendo in my soul, I swung my hand forward and went to close my eyes. Luckily, I had a second thought about limiting my vision for superstition reasons as I collapsed back to the ground.

A beautiful sight, my potential savior?

I managed to stick my hands out to catch the falling bottle.

Small, glass, containing no more than a few sips of a green liquid that somehow refracted hundreds of shades of the color, mesmerizing me for almost a minute.

I coughed, painting the grayish white rock that might be my final resting place red.

Oh yeah, the internal bleeding…

An ability to identify this would be helpful before I just take it.

Then again, this is the rainiest of days, what more could I save it for?

Pulling the stopper, I poured the liquid into my mouth.

And nothing happened.

“ARE YOU KIDDING ME?!” I roared into the air. “I AM SO FUCKING SICK OF THIS BULLSHIT! I FINALLY CAN HAVE COOL ASS POWERS, I HAVE ACTUALLY FUN PEOPLE TO TALK TO, I CAN BUILD A GODDAMN INTERESTING LIFE! AND THEN THIS!”

I coughed again, but this time only from straining my voice. I went from yelling at the sky to looking at myself.

Wounds started to stitch themselves shut and I could do nothing but stare in awe. Feeling a tendon reattach was a truly disturbing experience, even without any accompanying pain.

The bone sticking out of my leg sucking back inside didn’t exactly hurt but I still almost threw up.

And then I laughed.

And laughed.

And started cry laughing.

I was still jebbie-d, but now I had a fighting chance.

“Eh, might as well just talk it through out loud. Rubber duckie this biatch.” I started pacing and thinking.

“Were they all in on it? I don’t have a great answer either way… I am pretty sure Milica was: thinking back, that scent bag was pretty clearly a lure. But they all did abandon me. Maybe at her word though, she was yelling the most…

“I can use my AAI again, when did that turn on? Wait, did she do that too!? Man, they really set me up to die. But why not just kill me the second we got in, especially if AAIs were blocked. No record, no questions… Probably not all of them then.

“What to do, what to do? If she’s waiting out there, even without her axe, I am probably not a tough fight for her. I’ll go collect the weapons and… maybe I should collect all the corpses too? Might be worth something? Or a great distraction to drop on someone’s head. Wile E. Coyote it up.

“I might be a bit delirious from the blood loss. Yeah, best to sit down and maybe eat? I wish I had that infinite clean water bucket…”

Taking an hour to rest and reflect and trying to guess how long my likely killer would wait outside, I ended up washing my hands as best I could with my jug and eating the bread and cheese Vana gave me. It was only passable cheese but somehow it was the best meal I had ever eaten.

It was a reprieve from my last meal.

Thinking back to the problem at hand, I was pretty sure Milica would convince the others I died and to take off relatively quickly: it would look weird to wait. Unless the rift was still about to break.

“Damn, that was probably a lie too! She did the measuring of the rift levels herself and acted kind of weird. I really am a fool.” But man was that also a rush… “No, don’t start gambling with your life, the money for your retirement was bad enough…”

My AAI kept shutting down when I was within about 200 ft (60m) of the final fight. I realized there was probably a device and spent a while to search.

As I passed through the ending battlefield, my chest gave a ‘YARP’ and I forgot I had thrown a knife – extremely poorly of course. “Mark it down Risto, more throwing knives training!”

I finally found a small cylindrical object that almost looked like a drink shaker from a bar but without a clear way to turn it off.

“I can’t figure this thing out so into the ring it goes. Wait is that a good idea?

“Eh, if it blows up I won’t even know I was a dumbass.” I stowed it in my ring and my AAI winked back on as I smiled. “Evidence.” I started recording what I could.

“Might as well make a bit of a profit too.”

I went to collect all the wolf bodies but thought better of it. My ring only had 250 cubic feet of storage before it would start puking everything out. That would mean I could only carry a few of the bodies back with me.

“Or I could ferry them all to the exit? But then if I push them out ahead of me, will I signal I’m coming out and let them get the drop on me? Huh…”

As I went to the body cart and ferried the dead wolves, I pondered and slowly probed the ring. It felt slightly more powerful – the vendor had said it would take essence. I dropped off the last of the bodies from the cart and then poked my ring again spiritually. It felt like the space was about perfect for the eight dead wolves of the final fight and Milica’s axe with a bit of room to spare.

Collecting the bodies from my ‘triumphant victory’ as well as everything else presumably Milica dropped, I realized I had no idea of the direction of the exit from all the tracks I had trampled through. And the tracks seemed to disappear over time.

“Damn, I’m lost. At least a bit. I can follow my tracks but that will be difficult. The weird ass flakes keep covering everything…”

Instead, I reached out with my spirit, blindly searching in the dark.

First, I felt the exit at the wolf den and I just barely felt the exit at the entrance to the rift in the opposite direction. But what’s that third thing?

It felt like a hollow spot in the flow of the essence of the rift. Rather than something, it was the absence of anything that caught my attention. It was close to the exit by the den so I wandered towards it.

After 20 minutes of searching, I found an almost colorless flower against the backdrop of nothingness. The white leaves had faint purple tracing through them and the center – which I could only see if looking from the perfect angle as the curled in petals covered it – was a vibrant riot of colors, dominated by purple but with blues, oranges, reds, yellow, greens, and browns across every shade imaginable and somehow subtly shifting even as I watched, almost like a nebula over time.

It’s like a color test page puked into a flower. But pretty.

“How do I preserve you?” With no real idea, I just dug it up, roots and all, and put it into my ring. It was time to get home.

***

Shield and morningstar at the ready, I charged out of the rift.

My moment of disorientation cost me dearly.

But only to my pride. Tripping over a rock and the subsequent faceplant were witnessed by no one.

The sun was setting and it would be a long journey back, mostly in the dark. It was still pleasant enough but would get chilly.

I sent off a blast of queued messages to Gabor, Tiesa, Jasna, Risto, and, potentially against my better judgment, Councilor Illeva.

The message started the same for all of them: [Survived the rift but there was an assassination attempt. Am physically unharmed as far as I can tell. Not sure who all is involved. Tell NO ONE until I am back. I will let you know when I am close to Velez and will fill you in. Setting back on foot.]

I additionally asked Gabor and Tiesa to meet me to the north of the city.

Thus began my long and anxious journey down the road back to my new home.

***

While my legs felt perfectly fine, I still went at a relatively slow pace. Mostly because I didn’t want to test either and be proven wrong. There are good bets and there are bad bets; that is a low upside, high downside bet.

I also was slinking through the brush by the side of the road, trying to stay hidden. It was doing a number on my pants and my ability to spot an ambush.

Tilda is going to have so many jokes about my pants when I show up. Oh sodus, need to let Vana know. Nope, can’t let anyone know, going to have to eat another night of Tilda causing trouble…

The six hour walk back to Velez gave me plenty of time to reflect. And have Darko Drills playing in the background.

I swear I heard Milica yelling something about back. Probably retreat. Can’t be this information blind with the language.

Settling into a rhythm and limiting the racket I was making as best I could, I traipsed back to Velez, hyper aware of every sound in the night.


            

    
        Chapter 12, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                “I just walked five bells back from the rift with my shield and morningstar at the ready and boy are my arms tired!” I gave a little hip wiggle to indicate a joke. It got the reaction it should: one facepalm (Gabor), one eyeroll (Tiesa), and one confused stare (Jasna). “It’s based on a joke from my world about flying and saying your arms are— and none of you care. Yeah, I get it. I am just so happy to see you and not be dead!”

Jumping up and down while trying to hug was an awkward affair but with my shield and weapon stowed, I made it work.

Mostly.

“Yes, yes, I am very excited to see you too. Now settle down. I swear, if this is how our kid behaves…” Tiesa gave Gabor a side eye.

“We’ll make Risto and Jasna babysit them all the time?” Gabor added helpfully.

“I decline,” was all Jasna said.

“Okay, I think I know what happened but we need to get inside the city and talk to some people before word gets out. We want to investigate before they get wind I’m alive.”

Gabor looked away and it was hard to tell in the moonlight but I thought he was ashamed. “What? Not safe to get back in?”

“<Redacted> over here went and ran his mouth off to the guard. Yes, I know ‘it’s protocol’ but you should have been smarter. This isn’t some run-of-the-mill thing. They captured three of Verdant’s Valorant – god, such an unoriginal name, at least make it cool and not dorky – and one is missing. They are trying to round her up, she ran ahead of the cart to give a full report.” Tiesa was glaring daggers at Gabor.

“I could have lost my job, our livelihood.”

“Yes, and you could have cost Terry his life and you likely already have cost us the ability to find the culprit. No, not the one who executed it, the one who ordered it.” Tiesa was giving her husband an incredible ‘I am so sick of your sodus’ look, made all the more ominous by the lunar shading.

“You were foolish. Terry had a plan and you disrupted it. That is when you are supposed to apologize, right?” Jasna looked to Tiesa who gave her a nod and she smiled.

“Yeah, I had my reasons but you had yours too. I am sorry, I did what I thought was best.” Gabor ran a hand through his hair.

I think I can trust him to do the ‘right’ thing but I can’t always trust him to do what I need… Have to plan around that.

“I get it but I am still not happy here. That said, my number one priority is my safety right now. We can try to flush out whoever was involved but I am utterly exhausted, physically and especially mentally. Now, princess carry me to safety.” I was joking at Gabor, trying to lighten the mood at least a bit but Jasna immediately complied, lifting me like I weighed nothing despite being much taller and presumably heavier.

Eh, I might be embarrassed if I were less tired. Not a terrible way to travel.

“Uh, thanks Jasna. Gabor, do you— actually, I’m throwing this one to Tiesa first. Any ideas for getting me in safely and unseen?”

Craning my neck around Jasna was hard and the woman was standing stock still.

“Yeah, I have a few contacts in the guard. This dingdong got spotted on the way out so he should go back alone. And not just because we are all mad at him. I’ll arrange it. You, western gate.” With a cutting motion of her hand, she stopped Gabor’s response. “No, no complaints. You biffed it, you deal with the consequences. You know the rules. Off you trot.” She turned him around and smacked her husband on the butt to get him moving.

“I will want a word about these ‘contacts’,” Gabor called back.

“The word you get is ‘no’,” she called back, a clear smile in her voice.

“Flirt later, safety and a bed now please,” I lightly chided her.

“Pish posh, there’s always time for some good flirting. Okay good steed Jasna, please carry this poor damsel into the city.” At a confused look, Tiesa gave her a motherly, loving smile. “Sorry my friend. We are going to take Terry into the city. It looks like he might actually fall asleep so carrying him would be a nice thing to do.”

With a nod, Jasna started moving fast towards the city, barely making a sound. Tiesa ran to get ahead of her, which I assumed was to go talk to the guard – someone running and carrying another person quickly towards the walls at night would probably alarm any guard worth a damn.

A woman came out from the guard station to meet us with a wagon, a blanket, and some cloaks for the women while I was unceremoniously tossed into said cart – literally tossed, slightly stressing the bottom from the impact – and covered.

I have to remember to give Jasna more literal instructions.

Tiesa grabbed the front of the cart and, with her cloak hiding her features, pulled us to the gate. The same guard did an ‘inspection’ and let us through.

The other guard rolled his eyes at the theatrics as the gates were supposed to be closed at this time of night but all procedures were followed and it would make it easier to ignore for the higher ups.

Which included the woman sneaking in’s husband.

Tiesa ripped the blanket off me in a dramatic turn. “You really do love to put on a show, don’t you?” I asked, half grumpy and half amused.

“Shhh, we are doing secret things!” She used a stage whisper to continue the charade then stuck a hand down and pulled me up.

We weren’t at her and Gabor’s house like I expected so I looked to Jasna who simply stared back and nodded.

“Uh, is this your house?” I asked, slightly confused.

“No, my house is close to Tiesa’s so I can be there quickly if she needs me. Or if I need her.”

Tiesa put her hand on Jasna’s shoulder. “Once a teammate, always a teammate. Wait, that’s an awful policy. Anyway, Jasna is basically my little sister in all but blood. Now shut up and get inside both of you.” Her extremely strong arms guided me towards the front door of a small but well-kept home that would comfortably house one, maybe a couple.

Upon entering, I got safehouse vibes. Everything was a little too generically arranged and the place didn’t look lived in recently despite the lack of dust.

“Who owns this? You guys? The guard? Is there such a thing as a safehouse here?” I asked, crashing onto the small bed in the corner and leaving the two chairs for the women.

“You rest for a bit and we’ll wait for Gabor to get here before we chat. I know you sent for Risto too but we told him to hang back so as to not rouse suspicion. He’d be missed quickly if he got involved. Gabor will probably have to go to work in a few hours too. I am wondering how Councilor Illeva plays into all this…” Tiesa looked thoughtful then made a gesture to Jasna and the woman nodded appreciatively.

***

Swinging my fist at the noise, I startled awake. My hand was caught in a firm grip. “Woah there, friend not foe, you good?” Gabor asked.

Groggily, I watched him slowly swim into focus. “Yeah, what took you so long?” I asked, seeing the morning light peek through the windows.

“Eh, we decided to let you sleep.” Holding up a hand, he said, “I lost the vote. Which of course I did because Jasna trusts Tiesa’s judgment over her own. When it comes to boyfriends, that’s smart. When it comes to investigations, time is of the essence. That’s part of why I pushed the information up the chain, couldn’t let them escape.”

“It wasn’t your call,” I said simply. “I don’t want to bet that someone in the guard wasn’t in on it. What’s done is done but it shouldn’t have been done, you know? Now, is it time for the full story?”

“Yes, but unfortunately not for me. The girls are getting some rest and will relieve me soon. We decided to keep this under wraps. They will escort you to Councilor Illeva’s home – she messaged in as sick for the day to the Council and is expecting you.”

He started pacing about the room. “I think you can trust her. If I hadn’t been dealing with the jebbie-ing dungeon break, I would have told you that before your meeting. She has been very honorable and trustworthy in her few dealings directly with the guard and I hear more grumbling about her being capable and trustworthy than her shady dealings. That’s sadly rare for the Councilors. Plus, she’s a looker!”

I wondered why he yelled the last part when I saw the hand swinging towards his head. He managed to duck it and stood up to face his attacker. And kissed her, even throwing in a dip.

“Fine, fine, I forgive you. Plus yes, she’s hot. She showed up at some gala in this yellow and red number patterned after fire and it was very eye-catching. And keeping, couldn’t look away. Now, here’s your daily dose of pastries and I already smoothed things over with Vana.” Tiesa tossed me two bags simultaneously and I was proud to easily snag both.

“She was apoplectic before Tiesa talked to her. But two minutes after going to the back together, she came out with a huge smile. It was like the smile Gabor comes back with when she pulls him off to the side for a bit.” Jasna nodded and then sat down.

Tiesa’s face reddened deeply, her mouth unconsciously making a great fish impression as she tried to say something. Gabor just laughed deeply and kissed her on the forehead. “Okay, you two fill Terry in on the plan. I can’t get involved – I was not assigned to the case. Councilor Illeva should be able to help from the political side.

“The only update I have from the lead investigator – Platon – is that the fourth member of the delve team was found dead at her home, an apparent suicide. I’ll send a copy of the note along when I get it.” Gabor reached down to clasp my arm and nodded. “There are no better guardians than me and Risto. I’m sorry you only have these two buffoons.” He ran out of the room to a series of light slaps from Tiesa and what looked like a real punch from Jasna.

“He was kidding,” Tiesa chided.

“Yup, I’m aware,” Jasna said and sat down in the chair. “Now, share your favorite pastries with me and tell us what happened.”

***

“Oh dear, that is dreadful. But it does sound like the rest of the team probably weren’t involved, right?” Katarina asked, once again hosting me in her study.

Maksim, Tiesa, and Jasna were also there and the hostess had ordered a sumptuous breakfast spread. My stomach rumbled happily as we paused for the servants to bring all the food trays in.

“If I were to bet on it, I would say 200 to one odds all of them were in on it. Just doesn’t make sense. Probably five or ten to one that any of the others were even in on it. It felt like it was just Milica the more I look back but it easily could be one of the others kept everyone off her trail. Anyone want to take those odds?”

“What are odds? As in odd numbers?” Jasna asked, looking confused.

After a quick explanation of betting – almost getting distracted into talking about parlays – I got us back on track. “So yes, there was the likely fake reading, then the AAI interference, then the scent bag. It all points to only Milica, at least for the obvious portions. Though anyone could have used the disruptor, it was dropped in the middle of the fight where likely only her and Jovan were, in melee range of the most brutal fighting at the start. But it’s all supposition without her and she’s dead.”

“Yes, yes, dreadful business. I looked into it and they weren’t even supposed to be on that delve but The Rakish Raiders were given a lucrative contract last minute to go elsewhere. And yes, we are digging further but it appears the credentials, if not the credits, for the job The RR were pulled onto were faked.

“We are trying to see if there was anything special about Verdant’s Valorant but nothing is really coming up. They are ostensibly backed by Teodor and I really can’t see him being this sloppy.” Katarina took a long drink from her hallucinogen tea. Then a long pull from her wine glass. At my raised eyebrow, she chuckled. “If you think this little will do anything more than calm my nerves, you need to get to know more nobility.”

“Maybe in better circumstances,” Tiesa and I said simultaneously.

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: Jinx.]

I burst into laughter and Tiesa gave a little prideful shoulder shimmy.

Katarina raised her eyebrow but Jasna shrugged. “She likely sent him an AAI message. She finds that very funny to do. You can tell because she sticks her tongue out of the right side of her mouth slightly when she sends messages quickly.”

“Guilty,” Tiesa said, “but I was trying to lighten the mood. At least one and presumably more people tried to have Terry killed but we don’t have to be all doom and gloom.”

[Incoming Message from Gabor Gogol: Image]

“Agreed, but let’s focus on the ‘suicide’ note.” I made air quotes and got confused looks but they mostly got the context. “Gabor just sent it over.” I forwarded it to everyone in the room but Gabor had already sent to them – excluding Maksim – as well.

Inbox etiquette error.

The note Gabor sent us read:

Dahlia, I am so sorry, I just can’t go on knowing what I’ve done. What we’ve done. It was too terrible, not just to that transmigrator but also to Velez and even the Kingdom. I am leaving my payment here so you may recoup it. May this act reclaim some of my dignity.

-Milica Alekna

“Gabor sent me a follow-up that Dahlia is in custody already. Well, essentially under house arrest at the estate. Councilor Azarov is calling this an utter farce and is not allowing the guard in to see her without a full, public vote of the Council. Which he knows can’t happen today because Katarina is ostensibly sick.” Tiesa looked around the room.

“I am sending a message to Marko. You heard him at dinner Terry, this seems out of character, even for Dahlia. She’s impetuous, yes, but assassination? I was shocked the little whelp had the essence stones to even do what she did.” Katarina left the room, presumably to compose a message in peace.

Oh man, the dreaded 30 word email that needs to convey 20 pages of subtext. Won’t miss that.

“Essence stones? She didn’t need any though?” I asked.

“It means the guts to do something. Better than referencing anatomy.” Maksim turned back to perusing the library.

The three of us rested, ate a considerable amount of food – yay 18 year old cultivator body –, and went over the highlights of my final fight in the rift.

Unfortunately, it was only via my recollection as AAI was still blocked at that point.

At least Risto can’t smack me for every missed step from the recording.

Katarina returned 20 minutes later with a glass of wine in each hand. “We are still in the negotiation phase but I think he will let us see her. She has an alibi for the entire night – a gentleman caller was ‘entertaining’ her from essentially 5 bells past midday until 3 bells past midnight – yes, I know but the staff assigned to her villa all corroborate her story, there was too much noise for her to have snuck out during that time, at least to kill Milica. I mean, we all agree Milica didn’t commit suicide, right?”

At no objections, Katarina muttered, “Unlucky but smart of Dahlia that she didn’t record it this time.”

Lots to unpack there.

Tiesa just nodded. “Yes, Dahlia is a rather high stamina delver, it’s not a surprise. Back to the point, let’s not bring out the scent bag but can you bring out the AAI disruptor?”

“Buh, buh, buh, not in the house!” Katarina screeched and then started yelling something else but I couldn’t understand it as I had reacted quickly, pulling the device from my ring and holding it in my hand.

I quickly passed the shiny cylinder to Tiesa who started poking at it until it finally turned off, my interface and understanding winking back to life.

“You foolish girl! What if that damaged my infrastructure. I’ll take it out of your wallet and your hide!” Katarina rose but immediately sat back down at the look from Jasna who was now standing between her and Tiesa.

Tiesa slowly turned her irate friend to look at her. “Okay, let’s calm this down. Jazzy, she was just angry. If she tried to follow through, I know she once was a competent delver but she’d be de-armed in less than three seconds. Yes, that means I’d rip them off,” she said, poking her head around Jasna to stare Katarina down momentarily. “I sincerely appreciate your help though. Can I give you a hug?”

At the quick embrace between the other women, Katarina looked to me for help.

Consultant survival tip #84: When an argument is concluded and one side has lost, if there’s nothing to gain from it, don’t interject. Even if the losing side is asking you to step in. There is no reason to reignite the argument and potentially lose credibility with both sides.

Isekonsultant survival tip #18: Don’t. Piss off. Tiesa. Or Jasna honestly. If someone is willing to stand up for you with nothing in return, they are really in your court. Plus, they’re scary.

***

Tempers slowly calmed down as we made our way to Councilor Azarov’s estate. On the northwestern side of town, quite close to the wall, we found sprawling grounds almost the opposite of the Illeva residence.

Instead of one large building with gardens surrounding it, the Azarov estate had a main house that was much smaller but had five separate smaller buildings around it in a pentagram. Each building was painted with a focus on a different color: green was the most prominent as the first building as well as the main house, but there was one each for the same colors matching the Magister of Scans: brown, yellow, red, and blue. Everywhere I looked, all five colors were represented in the bushes and flowers. It was clearly well kept and meticulously designed.

“Why do I keep seeing those colors – green, brown, yellow, red, and blue – on so many things. Like that hilarious robe on the Magister of Scans?”

“Oh, those are the various prominent essence zones we have in the Kingdom. Or had, I should say. So there is a bit of a zeal around them,” Katarina said, laying a hand on my arm like we were the best of friends as we exited the carriage to enter the grounds.

Unexpectedly, at least for me, our AAIs only went down for a moment before coming back on with only recording restricted. Three household members including two guards ushered us towards the green building rather than the main house.

“Thank you for coming Kata— Councilor Illeva, this is an urgent matter and my daughter is falsely accused. Uh, yet again,” he finished uncertainly, looking at the two women next to the Councilor and me.

I was surprised he was the one waiting for us in the stark but gorgeous atrium, especially all alone.

“Marko, these people aren’t here to play politics. That said, even though she was found not guilty, we both know she tampered with those bracelets. I think her starting with admitting that would go a long way – this is the guard in question’s wife and his defeat in front of the Council has been weighing on her heavily.” With a gesture to Tiesa, the woman wilted before our very eyes.

Wow, she can act!

“It has? I thought you found it funny yesterday?” Jasna looked at her confused. With a sharp look and tongue poking out, Jasna said, “Oh… I mean, I was mistaken. It was I who thought it was humorous.”

Wow, she can’t!

It was all theater of course so Councilor Azarov pretended like it was perfectly normal. Both he and Katarina were used to the political aspects and I thought I saw a shared smile between them at the foibles of we rubes.

“Yes, yes, I will of course ask her again. Maybe she recalls something that did not come up in the hearing. There was a heated exchange that day after all.” He swept away with a small bow and Katarina rounded on Jasna.

Before she could even inhale to dress her down, Tiesa stepped in front this time. “Anything you say to her, you say to me. And you say to Terry,” she added slightly uncertainly. With a small glance and my nod, which I hoped was undetectable to Katarina, she firmed her face.

Katarina took a deep, calming breath. “In… and yes… out… You are right. He was not expecting us to be perfect. I was devising my plan on the way here and I failed to inform you all appropriately, believing it would be the two of us negotiating while you ate through their house and home instead of mine.

“So, while they are away, let’s build our quick plan of attack and contingencies. Terry, you seem more politically adroit so I will rely on you the most. Tiesa, step in when it makes sense. Jasna, I ask that you remain quiet unless spoken to directly and then only be brief. I will make it up to you somehow later.”

[Incoming Message from Jasna Zupan: But that’s what I want. I am confused.]

Tiesa chuckled merrily to my side and stuck her tongue out through her teeth.

***

“Really Father? You want me to apologize? To him? A simple commoner? He didn’t even get hurt! Ratmir said he was stronger than even he’d hoped for! It helped him, he should be thanking me!”

Dahlia was in her petulant mood again. Still in her nightgown – I guess if she was up that late, she’d sleep late… – and with her alibi from last night having just skedaddled upon being dismissed by the two Councilors, Dahlia was radiant and defiant.

“Councilor Azarov… can we dismiss the sarange. It’s just us and your brat of a daughter. And yes Dahlia, you were a brat when you stayed with us growing up and you haven’t changed much since.” Katarina looked to Marko pleadingly.

“Father! Are you going to let her—”

“ENOUGH! Dahlia, I know as well as you do this is an act.” He paused and sighed, becoming more resigned and tired by the second. “Or at least partially an act. These people, these ‘commoners’, are your lifeline. I can’t get involved like I did two days ago. Not even if I wanted to, which I don’t.” He ran his hands through his hair, clearly at wit’s end.

“You are accused of what will likely be deemed a treason offense, at least at the city level. That is forced labor for a decade at best! Almost certainly execution and you’re lucky if they don’t work you to death first. This isn’t just some delve mishap!” Marko was frothing mad by the end, and picked up a vase, looking like he might throw it before setting it back down and taking a breath.

“Marko, Dahlia, shut the jebbie up for a second. Let’s take a breath and then lay out facts. Buh, buh, buh, no Dahlia. Thirty seconds then we restart. No, then I restart the conversation. Jasna, you have my permission to punch anyone who breaks the silence.” Katarina nodded to the typically stoic woman, though this time she had a lopsided grin.

Cute but… nope, not gonna go there.

After we waited for a full minute, Katarina sighed. “Oka—” Tiesa caught Jasna’s fist going for Katarina’s gut.

“She meant no one could break the silence before the 30 seconds.”

“I know, I was testing your reflexes,” Jasna said with a smile.

Jasna sent me a quick AAI message [She asked me to do that. No idea why. Fun though, right?]. Her lopsided grin was all I could focus on for a second – nope, not going there, shut up 18 year old body.

“So, let’s level set here. Dahlia, you are accused— now what?” Katarina looked genuinely pissed this time as I stepped forward.

Ignoring her, I approached the pouting woman of the house. “Dahlia, tell everyone why you did it. Ah, I mean tampered with the bracelets. Give everyone here your reasoning.”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it. They thought you might be some kind of key to dealing with that awful null essence without it crippling people. We could get back to delving. Daddy’s businesses need delving. And I’m so bored. I don’t even get entertainment because of you!”

I truly can’t tell what is an act and what isn’t.

“Are you sorry you messed with my bracelet? Be honest. It’s important,” I said as I approached her and held her gaze, even through two eyerolls.

“Like I said, it would help the town. And the Kingdom. We needed a solution. So no, we need to get working on a fix now. And as much as I don’t like you, you seem to be the start of one.”

“So, then why would you try to kill me?” I asked, pretending to be genuinely curious.

“I wouldn’t! That would be dumb as <redacted>, I am not some jebbie-ing moron here. What would that achieve? Nothing but bad. Sure, I don’t like you but you aren’t worth my time or effort. And it might actually hurt what I do care about. Plus I was here and the only thing I could do was invite Leonas over. I. AM. BORED.” She threw herself back on the pillows with a dramatic sigh.

Consultant survival tip #222: Shitheads only look out for themselves. If you can’t find a reason for them to do what you want, look for a reason for them to not do what you don’t want them to do. The same comes when investigating who did what or who should do what. Always look to their incentives.

“Two things: first, I don’t think the attitude is fake and second, I agree with her. What is her motive? And she probably had the means and opportunity but only if she really worked at it. And I don’t think she was in the mood for that.” At their blank stares, I explained, “To commit a crime you need motive: a reason to commit the crime; means: the capability to commit the crime; and opportunity: well, an opportunity to commit the crime.

“Motive is extremely shaky at best and likely exactly opposite to the crime; and to actually commit the crime, she’d have needed to orchestrate the team escorting me getting another offer. And then she would have to make sure that it was her team that was chosen and get Milica the scent bag and the AAI disruptor. Hell, she even had to know I’d been selected and which rift we were going to delve to get a rift-specific item like the bag.

“If she was free to move around and chat, sure it would be tough but doable, but the internal security staff provided an AAI-backed guarantee her communication has been blocked and they haven’t detected the block falling, so she’s presumably been here the whole time without sending messages out. It’s likely she was chosen as a scapegoat.”

“Thank you, I was so worried after her little… dalliance with… well, you know, the whole ceremony, that you might hold it against her. That’s great, just let the guard know they can stand down and this will all be over.” Marko looked extremely pleased.

I sent a message to Katarina [Hold them to the coals or let them go? I am thinking coals :)]

Consultant survival tip #71: In most instances, it’s simply better to let things go. Trying to hold things over people is likely to create tension and as the external party, one who is extremely easy to fire without any real legal means to fight back, look to keep everyone generally on your good side.

Isekonsultant survival tip #19: When you have an asshole and have a lot of leverage on them, milk them for what they’re worth. And find a better phrasing for that…

Katarina let out a tittering laugh and said, “Oh my,” reminding me of a former Captain Sulu. “Looks like you won’t be getting off that easy Marko,” she said with a hungry smile.

            

    
        Chapter 13, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Katarina’s pleased smile never faltered on our way back to her mansion in the carriage as she worked on her AAI.

Tiesa looked slightly confused. “Why did you negotiate for such an odd assortment of things? I understand the Pitola trip personally but why do you want an audience with their Adventurers Guild leader? And qi stone usage while there? An appraiser for the AAI disruptor and scent bag?

“I get the funds for a co-delving team and a higher-Tier group of guards – thank you for getting us double our normal pay and priority rift access –, a skill for when you reach the peak of Tier 1, 20 gold – though that was too little I think.”

She was ticking things off one by one on her fingers. “The new armor makes sense, and sponsoring a vote for a pay increase for guards – Gabor already sent a thank you for that – but why, especially, did you negotiate for delicacies for Vana’s inn? That seems like you were playing games.

“And then Katarina with a dungeon boon token, I’ve never even heard of that, and his look when she asked. I… just… yeah…” She lost steam and resigned herself to shaking her head.

I was surprised Jasna stepped in. “The appraiser is for—” she looked at me then to Katarina and I nodded for her to go on, “his ring and he’ll use the AAI disruptor as a cover for it. He mentioned it had a weird pull in the rift and took some essence. Qi stone, he doesn’t have a clear picture of his,” she whispered very quietly what I guessed was ‘Innate Capability’, “so he’ll go to the Adventurers Guild to use theirs.” I nodded as she was 100% so far.

Jasna tilted her head slightly then nodded. “He will also potentially get quests from the Adventurers Guild there – they would not give him the time of day without an official letter of introduction from someone important, you know Selim Koval, he sucks. Terry only has a bit of time to get an answer since the visit will only be a few days. And he is banned from Zalano so he can’t get Guild membership there.

“Lastly, Tilda has been causing trouble at Vana’s and we weren’t able to warn Vana ahead of time last night due to the necessary secrecy. She would beat his backside bloody if he didn’t warn her about more missing days. You know she’s got a great punch and her Cap is about using improvised weapons. That broom could knock him through a wall.”

Good to know. Terrifying, but good to know.

Jasna held her hand up and nodded again. “He also didn’t ask for anything too expensive or outlandish, which made the Councilor much more agreeable. The token Katarina asked for seems to be expensive but the rest was something his estate surely makes in a day or two, maybe even a few bells.”

“Ding, ding, ding, you got it all. You win!” I presented the pastry I took from my ring like it was a great prize and Jasna just ate it off my hand.

“You know, sometimes you terrify me. How did you figure that all out?” Tiesa gave her a warm smile despite the potentially harsh words. “Really, I am very impressed.”

“He’s actually very basic.” HEY! “We know his goals – to get stronger, both personally and politically – and we also know he takes care of those around him. Though whether that is as a friendly gesture or a sense of self-preservation, I have yet to decide.”

“He’s right here you know?” I tried to keep my tone light but that had been a bit brutal.

“Yes, and what part did I get wrong?”

“I’d like to think I don’t do things so selfishly. I want you two with me for my trip because I trust you and want you to also get compensated. And Vana does deserve to get something there, Tilda is a lot. You also missed how much going from normal asks to random-seeming kept him off guard, right? And the Vana thing was more of a joke at the end to make it a little more light-hearted but it seems he actually wanted to impress by providing some high-quality ingredients so why not? Maybe we can use it as a co-marketing event to advertise his family’s food trade?”

Consultant survival tip #140: When you are negotiating, you want to come to a mutually beneficial agreement where possible. But if it is a contentious negotiation, look for points of leverage and ways to keep them off their guard. If you go for everything you want, always at their detriment, you are likely to create a contentious relationship instead of a partnership even if you can actually come to an agreement now.

Isekonsultant survival tip #20: Leverage exists to be used. Don’t let the asshats off the hook. Press your advantage. Keep it to reasonable but let people know messing with you has a price to their pocketbook and their pride.

[Incoming Message from Gabor Gogol: Come to the station by the eastern gate. Lots to talk about. Rest of team Verdant’s Valorant are being held but we are considering release. One even provided an AAI-backed guarantee and some recordings and nothing seemed suspicious to our investigative team. Your ready stance needs work big time. I forwarded one to Risto and he had some choice words.]

Rolling my eyes, I shared the message with Jasna and Tiesa as we arrived at the Illeva estate.

“Katarina, unless you have any immediate needs, we are going to head to the guard station,” Tiesa said.

Good strategy, tell don’t ask.

“I think we hit everything necessary and relevant. I was shocked they had a token on hand that they would hand over. I will send over an information packet on its use. It’s only Tier 1 so don’t hang onto it too long. I want you powerful enough to be useful to me after all.” She gave a theatrical wave and a tittering laugh, turning her back on us as she disappeared through her opulent front doors.

***

The station visit was actually brief. Tiesa and I wanted to talk to Gabor and a face-to-face was easier than trying to do via AAI.

They need group texting here. I’ll see if there is anything available. Maybe that’s my first real business opportunity. Oh god, am I going to try to recreate mass communication and social media?

After a quick discussion with Gabor, his lead investigator Pavel Platon, Tiesa, and Jasna, where we went over some case facts, I decided to quickly say hello to the remaining members of the delve team and let them know I didn’t blame any of them for what happened.

But not to be left alone with them either.

Hurt people hurt people. And they might want retribution against me even though I didn’t betray them.

Stefan was the most pissed but wasn’t coherent enough to get out a sentence.

“I just. What? Why? This isn’t like her, she’s… I don’t know man. Who rushes back to town like? Ya know?”

Jovan seemed resigned but not all that troubled. “I honestly don’t get it, why would she do something like this? She wasn’t in major debt, at least as far as I know. And yeah, we know it wasn’t a suicide, the rushing back to town just to slit her own throat makes no sense. She was in damage control mode as we were leaving.” He let out a large sigh. “Will suck finding a new team with this hanging over us. I don’t think I can work with Vesna, she doesn’t seem like she’ll ever trust me again. Not sure I would in her shoes either.”

He looked me straight in the eye for a few seconds and then bowed his head slightly. Returning to meet my gaze, he said, “I’m sorry, I voted we leave. I was hurt – that <redacted> probably let it happen. Vesna tried to convince us to go back. I thought we just didn’t have a choice, we’d get killed with… yeah, you probably don’t care.”

“I get it, Gabor reviewed the footage. He said he’d probably have left me too.”

At the hopeful look, I just clapped him on the shoulder. “We were both set up, I don’t blame you. At least I won’t when it isn’t so fresh. I still feel like you owe me but I’m not sure that is actually true. Either way, good luck out there. And maybe screen your team better next time.”

Couldn’t help but throw that jab. Not sure if he deserved it but petty me feels better…

Vesna was essentially inconsolable.

“I,” sniffle, “can’t,” sniffle, “believe,” sniffle, “we left,” gasp, “you there. TO DIE!” Sobbing suddenly, she ran and hugged me. I was so shocked, I did my best impression of an inanimate object. Slowly, her tears started to recede and she tried to wipe the snot off my jacket.

“Why? Just why? I don’t get it? We had been together for over six months. What could she have been thinking?”

Money or power probably. What did it matter though at this point?

I tried patting her and Tiesa quietly but firmly shifted me out of the way to give the grieving archer a better consoler, giving the woman a very deep and reassuring hug.

Show off.

After a good two minutes of slowly receding tears and sniffles, she looked over Tiesa’s shoulder at me. “I am sorry. I could have done more. I’m not sure what but—”

She stopped at my raised hand. “Gabor – her husband,” I said pointing at Tiesa’s back, “is a smart man.” Tiesa scoffed and I rolled my eyes. “Pretty smart in these matters at least. I trust him, I trust his judgment. Well, mostly.” Tiesa’s silent laugh was evident from her back moving up and down. “He told me that in your place, he would have left.”

I looked her in the eye and got her to focus on me through the tears. “Not just you personally but as anyone else on the team. You had your main tank refusing to go and down a weapon, your frontline damage dealer was essentially crippled, your mage’s skills were ineffective. And you, you were out of arrows. Tossed out of your quiver by a betrayer. With what you knew, you would have essentially been throwing your life away.”

Tiesa pushed her back and got her attention next. “I know losing people can be tough – trust me, I’ve lost a lot of people I’d call my brothers and sisters – but there’s a saying about not throwing good money away after bad. It’s callous to say it about people but true. Don’t throw your life away simply because someone else lost theirs.”

At Vesna’s mute response, Tiesa squeezed a little bit and lifted the woman to stand at her full height. “I want you to repeat after me. My life has value and I won’t waste it.”

After three times mumbling it, Vesna finally said it loud enough that I could hear it clearly.

“Good, now go get yourself cleaned up. I have asked Gabor to put in an official commendation note in your file for the Adventurers Guild as well as the local associations for ‘bravery in the face of dire circumstances’ or some other sarange. The Council will need to vote because of the politics but I think we have a few people who will give it a yes.”

Vesna looked like she was going to protest. “And no, don’t you dare fight me but also don’t thank me, it is what you deserve, nothing more.” Tiesa let the woman go and she looked like she didn’t know what to do with herself. At a nod, a guard came over and began escorting Vesna out.

“Good gods damn woman, I really do love you. You are going to be an amazing mother.” Gabor entered the room fully and hugged his wife – he apparently had been watching from the doorway behind me. Then he looked to me. “I won’t even have to do anything!”

At a soft slap on the arm from Tiesa and a more dangerous punch from Jasna he had to dodge, Gabor took out a bag that looked oddly familiar.

“Milica had neither next of kin nor a will. We aren’t even sure where she came from, just likely the southern coast based on what people said of her accent. You were ‘grievously aggrieved’ – wow, that phrase is awful – by her and the investigation has ruled that she must make recompense.

“Meaning,” he made an awful racket with his mouth that I assumed was supposed to be fanfare, “this is yours. Congratulations on your very own storage bag!”

At my confused look, he said quietly, “Now no one will have to know about the ring. We will have to get rid of the wolf bodies somehow but I know a guy. Now, go outside for a bit with Jasna so I can talk to my lovely yet scheming wife.” He said the last bit loud enough for Tiesa to snort.

Tiesa came out three minutes later looking slightly flushed and I gave her a scandalized eyebrow.

Jasna saw and just laughed. “No, they only kissed a bit. They take much more time if they sneak away for sex.”

I thought Tiesa might be a bit upset at Jasna announcing that to multiple people near us in the guard station but Tiesa just shrugged and smiled. “Yes, it was mostly about us,” she pointed to herself and Jasna, “escorting you to Pitola and a bit about what happened. He and I both agree, it’s best to leave town now rather than hunker down. They will investigate some leads but the only thing you can be here is bait and they aren’t ready for that. And don’t forget to tell Vana so she can head off Tilda.”

“Can we swing by there on the way out of town?” I asked. “Plus, I want to empty out this storage bag so we know what’s in it.”

“That’s not how that one will work. We’ll have to overload it first and then it will be a few days before it recovers after spitting everything out.” At my incredulous look, she shrugged. “I think that ring you have is a weird one, that’s pretty standard.”

After a quick trip to visit Vana – she was delighted about the new supplies but firmly declined buying a bunch of bleached-looking wolf corpses – we went to Tilda’s. Post her badgering me to buy something to compensate for missing more dinners, we stopped by Ratmir’s tower. I handed over my recordings and tried to my bracelet but he told me to keep for now as I would likely be delving on my trip.

Penultimately, we hit a few pastry shops to stock up my new bag, and finally headed to the school to speak with Risto. He sent me a few training ideas and asked Jasna to oversee my training on the road.

At a scandalized look from Tiesa, Risto laughed. “Tiesa, I love you to death but come on. You will vacillate wildly between too hard and too soft on him. Jasna will just go too hard. And she’s better with knowing how to train close melee and control fighting than you. Yes, you can bruise with the best of them but you cannot teach it worth a sodus. Now off you trot, I have other children to deal with.

***

Our path to Pitola was actually a pretty easy one, especially as Katarina had provided a nice luxury carriage for the journey. It was going to be two days but the carriage itself came with two guards and a driver, meaning Tiesa and Jasna were able to relax.

It was not the most talkative of carriage rides I could imagine as Tiesa was on her AAI, reviewing the potential Tier 1 delve escort teams I might work with.

“Explain this delve escort thing to me? It kind of sounds like what team Verdant’s Valorant were supposed to be but with less – hopefully no – assassination? And that isn’t going to make me stronger. So why do I want to do it and not just go in with you two?” I came off as more petulant than funny but Jasna didn’t seem to care if she noticed.

“It’s easy. You don’t want someone far above your Tier going into a Tier 1 rift with you. It will spoil the reward. Rifts don’t reward those who don’t risk. Sometimes they won’t even produce monsters or will make them a few inches tall so they are hard to find and stomp. A Tier 5 or 6 going into a Tier 1 rift will mean you get a bar of mundane iron at best. Or a few rifts seem to exclusively provide coal. We call them the naughty prizes.”

Heh, maybe Santa is real here?

“Spoiled rich people hire teams to take them through rifts. But instead of just giving them an allocation bracelet and keeping them safe, they try to get the client to competent. Competent at fighting, working in a team, that kind of thing. It’s also the team’s job to secure delve slots and protect the client. It’s about getting someone to good rather than Tiering them up as quickly as possible.”

“So, it’s a combination team, trainer, guide, and guard duty? Anything I’m missing. I assume this pays well?” I asked.

“It’s a strategy for those without significant backing – or luck or money I guess – to advance relatively quickly. You stay at the peak of a Tier for a year or two and build up credit to advance quickly to the peak of the next Tier and do it again. Though it’s rare for Tier 3 and not that common for Tier 2.”

“Why? That feels odd to me.”

“Maybe if someone was quickly advanced to Tier 2 without training, they will still need an escort team at Tier 2. That’s usually someone who was carried through Tier 1. Or if someone has been a solo delver and doesn’t know how to be a good teammate – inside a rift or out – it can happen. It’s too bad in a way, the Tier 3s don’t get a great opportunity to advance. By design. That’s when the military comes calling.” Jasna had a sour look on her face.

“Is that what happened with you?”

“Let’s focus on your language learning and not my history. I don’t know you well enough yet.”

Brutal but honest. Gotta respect it.

***

“Oh, can you take a quick look at this, I found it in the rift and it does something but I have no idea what.” I produced the flower from my spatial ring, dripping some dirt onto the carriage floor that the seasoned adventurers couldn’t give a single sodus about.

Jasna looked from the flower to me, tilting her head. “So, you thought keeping a flower, a living thing, in a ring that accelerates decomposition, was a good idea?”

There was not judgement, just confusion but the missing rebuke stung all the same.

“Yeah, I kind of forgot about it in all the assassination, investigation, fleeing town, and so on,” I said testily.

“Oh, yeah, that makes sense,” she said turning back to look at the flower more closely.

Even through the shaded windows, it looked strange to me. If you weren’t looking at the center through the small gaps in the curled up petals, it looked like a dying plant that had even the color drained from it, only some slight purple veins running through it. Like an extra varicose vein on a zombie made from the pastiest person on Earth.

But the center portion, where the pistil and stamen and the rest would normally be, were like the pictures of far distant nebulae, a riot of slowly-shifting colors across the entire spectrum. It felt like it was calling out with possibility. At points, it felt like it resonated with me and other times like it was repelling – and repellant to – me.

“Jebbie if I know,” Tiesa stated simply. “We have our garden and I can make things grow but I know nothing beyond what they are. Never been much of a flower girl though don’t tell Gabor that. At least says he’s putting in the effort.”

“Why—” Jasna started to reply but cut off at a look from her nearly sister. “Ah, just one of those weird couple things. Got it.”

“Anyway, back to the flower?” I pleaded. “I assume you can feel something from it but if you have no idea what it is, what do we do?”

“Easy, stop storing it in your awful ring and let me put it in my stasis-enhancing one. I have a few slots in this necklace that are a thousand to one time dilation. That flower looks like it could keep going for a while but no need to muck around with it, you know?” Tiesa said. I tilted my head at her when she didn’t store it. “Uh, it’s your spoils, I kind of need you to agree before I do it.”

“Fair point. Dearest Tiesa, second fairest and third wisest in this carriage, I give you my full and undivided permission to store this flower of pretty colors and weird feelings, the official and most correct name.” I gave a little bow, pushing my hand to my stomach, despite us all being seated.

At an eye roll, she did her own hand flourish and the flower disappeared.

“I’m confused,” Jasna said and then clearly went back to doing something with her AAI, not waiting for an explanation.

***

“Okay, what about this team?” Tiesa forwarded me an information packet on a team that had been peak Tier 1 for a few months.

“Um, their credentials look great but they are all women. I don’t have a problem with that but it feels, I don’t know, weird? Like I am not trying to build a harem!” I laughed awkwardly but quickly shut up at their confused faces.

“Why not?” Jasna asked. “It seems like it might be enjoyable to be the one with the harem. Or at least for some. I tried joining a polycule but it was very much not for me. Enjoyable experiment nonetheless and I learned a lot. About relationships and in the bedroom.”

Tiesa nodded. “Yeah, many nobles – and yes, with you being here about seven days and already causing this much trouble, you are going to be a noble, something equivalent, or dead within a year – look to form harems. It means you don’t have to actually settle down.”

“Though I do not recommend taking dating advice from her. Look at who she ended up with.” Jasna released a scream of mirth at her own joke so loud, it spooked the horses driving the carriage.

Tiesa and Jasna bumped shoulders amicably, a large smile painted across Jasna’s face.

I shuddered at the thought. “I tried dating two women at the same time. They knew we weren’t exclusive and it felt so utterly terrible and I didn’t have the bandwidth and… it was not for me. Glad it works for some but yikes. And hiring a bunch of frankly attractive women to teach me a lot of things feels weird.”

“Isn’t that exactly what you are doing with us? I think he’s saying we aren’t attractive.” Tiesa gave a pout and then I saw her tongue poking out. Jasna’s face went from hurt to smiling.

They are ganging up on me. Great.

“I’m not dignifying that with a response. But what do you recommend I look for in a team? I think four others sounds good. Learning from another control-focused frontline fighter would be amazing but that might mess up team dynamics if we have two? Do I even want to be control-based if I don’t need to solo delve with my affinity?”

Crap, do I have to rethink everything? No, I actually really enjoyed myself – outside of the pain and mortal terror – in that last battle.

Or was it actually outside that? Oh sodus, please let it be outside that…

“No, I want to continue down that path. So maybe look for someone similar, a stamina focus that whittles enemies down. So that’s one, anything different?”

[Incoming Pledge from Vesna Toth; a ‘Life Debt’ has been officially registered with the City of Velez. This is not a Pledge you can decline.]

“Okay, hold up, what is a life debt? I mean, I kind of get the general concept but—”

“Don’t do it! Whoever asked for it, I am going to kick their— what?” Tiesa’s face went from a furious storm to the calm after the storm but wary. It feels like we’re in the eye of a hurricane.

Jasna had a completely blank expression but that somehow worried me more.

“Uh, Vesna pledged a life debt to me in Velez. I want to make sure that doesn’t mean anything for me and see if I can get her out of it,” I said, trying to look sheepish.

“That idiot girl. I swear, I am going to beat her damn backside when I get back.” Tiesa looked furious but at least not at me. She hugged Jasna and whispered something to her. “We will discuss this further when we get back to the city. There are some complications that little – actually, she’s kind of tall – that tall little sodus just added to our lives.”

We discussed teams and the puts and takes. I turned down four good but not quite great teams. I didn’t go with either Tiesa or Gabor’s top two recommendations – The Torch of Titan sounded too pretentious and The Bringers of the Light and Dark didn’t mesh well – but both agreed on their third place team: Aspirations of Ascendancy. I was surprised that both recommended a team based out of Pitola; but then Tiesa told me one of the members was the niece of someone they both served with in the army.

As we continued our uneventful journey onwards, I practiced my language skills heavily and reviewed footage of my new team delving together. I even shared some of my goals and ambitions as we planned for the future.

***

“Hey, let’s go over what you’re looking for out of this trip again. And what you want to achieve in general.” It was lunch time on the second day of our journey and Tiesa had found a nice meadow by the side of the road for us to eat and chat.

I took them through everything, forwarding my entries in my notes app – at least the ones that weren’t personal.

Tiesa gave me her patented ‘I’m going to say something harsh’ look. “Uhh Terry, are you sure your stated goals really align with what you want to be, what you want to do?”

“What do you mean? Everything on there is reasonable and makes good sense for my progress.”

“She means you’re so full of sodus they can smell you in Zalano.” Jasna took a big bite of her sandwich and then leaned over to smell a flower like what she said was a comment on the weather.

“I was going for a bit more tact but, yeah, pretty much that. You were so excited about your delve and the fight but all you talk about, even in your stated goals here, is about safety and security.” She put her hand on my shoulder and held up her other hand, stifling my defensive retort.

“Think on it for a few minutes and just enjoy the scenery?” she asked, pouring me some chilled fruit-based alcoholic drink.

Right as I took a big bite, Tiesa pounced again, knowing I was defenseless to Vana’s victuals. “Back to my point: safety and security, they’re not what makes your eyes light up, they’re not what gets your blood pumping.”

Jasna started talking despite a mouthful of food. “Didn’t you say you had a boring, predictable life before? Why is your goal to do the same thing here? Your little notes to yourself, they say ‘survival’, not anything more. That seems stupid.”

Tiesa gave her a look but I couldn’t respond. I really wanted to fight back, to thrash against what they were saying.

But I couldn’t.

Sodus, am I really just going to build something ho-hum again? Is all I want survival? Do I want to make the same mistakes again? But there’s also going on tilt and just doing nothing but risky things…

I need to think further on this.

Either way, grateful for the wake-up call.

“Just look at what you did in Velez. People came after you and you left. It was ‘the smart’ decision but it probably wasn’t the fun one.” Jasna shrugged at Tiesa’s incredulous look.

Tiesa opened her mouth and closed it six times.

“I recommended it too. I want him alive. But it isn’t about what I want, don’t you tell me that a lot?”

The stoic woman turned towards me, grabbing my attention fully. “So Terry, what is it you want?”

Tiesa contemplated for a second and then simply smiled and walked over and hugged her friend.

We sat in companionable silence – though I was pretty sure they were exchanging AAI messages based on Tiesa’s tongue on full display. Instead of giving them grief, I reflected on my actions compared to my goals – and if my stated goals were in line with where I was headed – for another 20 minutes before we resumed our journey.

            

    
        Chapter 13, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                “What do you mean we can’t enter the gates?”

An irate Tiesa was staring face-to-face with a guard that had barred our carriage’s passage.

“Ma’am, you need to respect the guard and what we do. I know you delvers think you’re all hot sodus but—”

“Her husband is vice captain of the Velez city guard. And her brother-in-law works as a guard in Zalano,” Jasna said calmly, just watching the altercation. I had wisely stayed in the carriage and was peeking my head out to check the holdup.

Clearly seeing his way of belittling the woman had gone awry, he just paused, looking rather stupid. “Uh, well I know then you understand orders, right? You get I don’t have a choice?”

“Yes, and I am asking for a reason. We were assured this was fine by two members of the Velez Council. Are you overruling them?” Tiesa was like a dog with a bone, refusing to let go.

Or like my old yellow lab, refusing to drop the moldy food she found on the ground. Or give me the ball after having chased it during fetch. Better not tell her about those mental pictures.

“I don’t know but you are holding up the line. I am going to need you to move your carriage, fancy as it may be, back across the bridge to the holding and inspection area. This isn’t a request. Family in other city guard or not.” He motioned to the driver and the carriage actually starting backing up without having to turn.

Probably some weird magic that lets the driver move it a bit while the horses are along for the ride?

45 minutes and six Tiesa frustration screams later, there was a knock on the door. Jasna was off doing something so Tiesa put me behind her and opened the door, at the ready.

A late teens to early 20s woman stood there, dressed in studded leather and with two short swords in a scabbard at each side, though her hands were at least a few inches away in a clearly friendly posture. Her short-cropped blonde hair reminded me of the absolute mess still atop my own head but hers was well-kept. Her bloodred eyes scanned us, a quick glance to me but mostly staying on Tiesa.

“Aunty Ruta said you were a twitchy one. Wait, you are Tiesa and not the other one right?” Her confident tone faltered slightly but she hiked a look of satisfaction back on her face. “Nope, got it in one. Aunty says you owe her 3 gold, a new longsword, and a bowl of rat stew.”

“That moron and her spilled stew story. I swear, one eensie tiny bar brawl that knocks over her favorite stew and you never hear the end of it. You must be Inara. Sorry but the carriage only holds four so your crew will have to wait.”

I leaned around a bit to see three other figures waiting calmly at a respectable difference. All were color-coded, wearing dark greens and blacks, much like their sigil – logo? – of a green bird on a black background ascending to the sky. Simple and got the job done.

Consultant survival tip #39: Branding is hard. Very hard. Don’t underestimate the marketing team. In their ability to spew BS, in their ability to be creative, or in their ability to drink you under the table. They can save your bacon or they can sink your project. Buy them booze too, they love that.

Inara climbed into the carriage and gave a low whistle. “Nice digs. I heard you had done okay since you left the military but damn.”

“It’s the carriage of a Councilor from Velez. How much were you briefed? Do you know much about this one?” She indicated at me like I was an inanimate object.

“Right here you know. Hi, I’m Terry,” I said, extending my hand.

She shook it without really looking at me. “Give me an assessment of his capabilities. Is this diaper, papoose, leash, or babysitting? And he really doesn’t speak the language, where did you find this guy, space?”

I sent Tiesa a quick message letting her know it was okay to read Inara and team in on the basics of my background and my affinity plus the testing we were doing.

“Actually, yes. Some <redacted> with a weird lab brought his soul from another planet, maybe even galaxy. He is a bit of a political challenge given some other <redacted> in a copy of that body caused a lot of issues for Zalano and I think Pitola bigwigs, right Terry?”

“Yeah, Tilda said he escaped to here and in ‘lying low’, he slept his way through the Pitolan upper class too. Though not as destructively since I think he was only here for a few weeks. We didn’t get into a ton of specifics.” I was waiting for a reaction, either horrified or intrigued, but Inara just nodded.

“Back to my question. What are his capabilities in a rift? It’s his job – and I guess your job too – to take care of all the political challenges. We are here to train and teach in the rifts and a bit about how to be a teammate, nothing more.” She turned to me and looked me in the eye this time. “Nothing more, got it?”

“Uh, yes. That’s what you are hired to do. Why would I expect you to do something outside of your contract? That’s where you charge extra. Never give them the freebies!” I laughed to myself, knowing I looked weird but it brought up old memories of clients trying to get me to do insane things well beyond the agreed scope.

That look on that CFO’s face when he expected me to guarantee margin expansion estimates. What a clown.

Consultant survival tip #25: Never overpromise and never deliver outside the Statement of Work. Painting outside the lines can even invalidate the contract. Know what you are supposed to focus on and if they try to throw in extra requirements, throw in extra invoices.

Inara shrugged and looked back to Tiesa. “Well?”

“God, you really are related to Ruta,” she said laughing. “Okay, he literally never fought before coming to this planet.” Holding up a hand to forestall an expected outburst, she plowed forward. “Risto, if you know him, has been training him and he already survived an assassination by rift ambush.

“I’ll send you the details but the team that delved with him – the members not part of the assassination attempt – all complimented his demeanor and willingness to listen to direction. And yes, he doesn’t speak the language but is actually learning it reasonably well. His pronunciation is usually hot garbage but he’s picking up the grammar nuances better than I expected. And he’s paying for supplies and just got a windfall, so expect nice accommodations when not camping.”

I shot Tiesa a dirty look at the last part. She shrugged and said, “Look, if I trust Ruta – and I do – then I trust Inara. I threw out a perk. And now here is a warning for her.” Turning back to Inara, she looked at her for a full 10 seconds. “He is not just a friend, he is literally a key strategic Kingdom-level asset. Train him to protect himself.”

She paused for dramatic effect. “You might want to prevent any injuries and I will guarantee that is the wrong call. Let him take his non-crippling licks. He wants this and we – you, me, your Aunty, everyone – needs this to work. Are you up for that?”

At a simple nod, Tiesa sat back. “Good, Terry give her some two-day-old pastries. Inara, you call in your guild leader, and let’s chat.”

***

Apparently, the Guildmaster of the Adventurers Guild branch did not appreciate ‘some Podunk little village dictating terms’, so we were required to prove our worth before a meeting or even entering Pitola.

That meant clearing a particularly nasty Tier 1 dungeon they thought might break soon. Dungeon breaks were more dangerous than rifts because the monsters often coordinated or were slightly more intelligent. This dungeon was acting very strangely and had managed to kill two teams in the last month, one of which he even deemed ‘competent’.

I thought Tiesa and Jasna would be upset by the gate to entry but they both said that was actually easier than expected. By their estimations, Selim Koval was a ‘colossal kurac’.

Deep into the afternoon, we arrived at a horrendous-looking cave mouth, almost like it was dripping liquid stone despite nothing moving. I thought a dungeon might be kind of cool but apparently, they varied significantly. I was promised a deep discussion of how they worked ‘when there were nerds present’ – I took that to mean Ratmir – but the basic goal was to get to the dungeon core and run some scans to see if we could repair it or needed to shatter it because it was too far gone.

“Yeah, usually dungeons are pretty great boons for areas. Take longer to charge up to good rewards but everyone involved in a delve usually gets something from defeating it, not just one thing from a reward distortion. If you shatter the core, the reward is typically pretty amazing, but that’s a treason offense in most cases.” Tiesa was checking my gear just before we entered.

“So papoose then, got it,” Inara called out.

“Har, har, very funny,” I replied. Signaling with my head to chat privately, Tiesa briefly stuck her tongue out and Jasna appeared beside us.

“Okay, what did you want?” Tiesa asked, looking slightly worried.

“Did you review the packet Katarina sent? I am way under the sub-Tier for this dungeon – 1.0 versus 1.5-1.6 – so it feels like a pretty good opportunity to use it. But I want your opinions,” I said, trying to keep my voice low.

“If this is an infected dungeon, something I had never even thought was a real possibility until today, no. Absolutely not. That would mean it somehow became sapient – something extremely rare I also thought was a myth – and it’s now insane; a boon might be something that if you defeat one final, you get an incredible weapon. But the monster’s invincible.” At an eyebrow from Jasna, she looked a little embarrassed. “That’s the point Jazzy, I don’t know what it will do so it’s not worth the risk.”

“You want to get strong. Trust your gut but you need to take risks. This seems like a great place to do so.”

Looking at Tiesa, Jasna shrugged. “He wants our advice, not our protection. I am giving him what he asked for not what I think he should have. I would tell him it’s too risky but if it were me, I would assess and if it felt right, use it.”

She turned back to look at me. “I trust your judgment. I believe in you.”

I could feel a flush creeping up my cheeks but tried to keep my eye contact. “Thank you. Both of you. I forgot, I know you are getting paid but here, I wanted to show you I really appreciate everything you do for me.” I handed each of them three gold.

Or at least tried to.

Tiesa refused to put out her hand then stared at Jasna who took it right away and put it in her pocket. “What, it is a gift and something I want: money. It is rude to refuse a gift, right? So I didn’t.” She walked off before either of us could say anything and climbed into the carriage.

“That woman…” Tiesa said.

“Is infuriating sometimes, especially when she’s right? That seems like a good person to have around.” I held out the money for another 30 seconds before Tiesa snatched it.

“I’m treating you to something amazing in Pitola. I hope this little place I used to go to is still open… damn null… sorry, I know…” she held up a hand.

“Um, I’m not null. I have no actual relationship to null essence other than I can absorb the essence. Like none. It has destroyed so much here. Whoever did this, they should pay.”

“You think someone did this?” she asked sharply.

“Let’s not get into that right now but someone let something slip that makes me think it’s a possibility. Anyway, wish me luck. Usually, you say kiss for luck—”

I fell over backwards to avoid her as Tiesa leaned in for a kiss. From the ground I shouted, “What the hell!” My soon-to-be teammates looked over but quickly went back to chatting like nothing happened.

“Heh, guessed as much. It’s not a big deal in our culture but yes, I was messing with you. As much as that idiot adores me, I adore him more. We are both dumb like that.”

I shook my head at her wistful look and got up, hoping I hadn’t looked too strange to my new team. None of them had batted an eye so I guessed they dealt with weirder.

“You finally ready?” Inara asked.

“Let’s lay out a plan before. I have some delve recordings from before it all went to sodus and we can set out contingencies.”

Proper planning and preparation prevents piss-poor performance. And my death.

“Ha, no sodus. I meant ready for our training.”

***

“The rules of this are you follow my instructions. If you don’t, first, that invalidates the protection clause. And second, I put my team’s lives above yours. If you follow instructions, your life is put above ours, at least according to the contract.” Vidas Lysenko was a 6’5 (196cm) gruff drill instructor type, sporting close-cropped dark brown hair, one orange and one green eye, a lot of scars across his face and arms, and a miniature, bright green hat at a jaunty angle.

It was enchanted to protect his entire head but it still ruined the look a bit.

I replied, “Okay, that makes sense—”

“No, Terry. I want you to confirm your agreement. That means military discipline. This was in the notes. You did read them, correct?” He gave me a patronizing look.

“Yes, I did—”

“That’s yes, sir.”

“Really? You really need this out here? When we are in the thick of it, I get it, we need cohesion, you need to know people are going to do as you say. But really? I’m not a child.”

“Barely out of his boy clothes and he’s this arrogant,” Vidas said to the rest of the group. Turning back to me, he simply replied, “I hope we won’t have to tie you up, that always makes things harder.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #1: Don’t take sodus for no reason. Stand up for yourself when it makes sense. Don’t make enemies for no reason but don’t let people push you around.

“Look, I want us to have a good working relationship. You probably don’t know my history – I have no idea what was sent to you. I will trust you and your instructions but I am actually older than any of you.”

At their collective scoff, I held up my hand. “No, not full of sarange. I was pulled here from another world. I am actually closer to 36 in your world, at least according to time alive. Basically, don’t treat me like a kid, I am not some brash idiot. I need to get stronger but I don’t give a rat’s… well, backside, I don’t remember how to say that one.”

Trying to regain my bravado, I soldiered on. “I don’t need to prove anything to you. But I am also here to contribute where I can. That means I need to grow from the liability I am to something much more. So cut the sodus. Now. I’m not some stupid kid. I know how to work in a team, been doing it for many years.”

Pavel Lysenko, his shorter but handsomer brother, stepped in front of Vidas. The man had long, wavy dirty blonde hair and an air of amusement and mystery about him. I thought he might be a bit of a troublemaker, especially with the ladies, but Tiesa had the lowdown as he was engaged to Inara. She had him wrapped around her finger according to Inara’s aunt Ruta.

“Look Vidas, we have two top-tier delvers here vouching that he isn’t a moron. Let’s go with that assumption.” Turning, he gave me a big smile. “We are serious about the contract. Don’t be an idiot and we will protect you. Listen to what we say. You claim you can do that? Then do it or die. If the latter, will still get a fair bit of our rewards and can move on to the next client. Fair?”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #2: When a reasonable deal is presented, especially one for equal footing, take it. Don’t look to win every negotiation when only pride is on the line. Gain allies and strength, not ego.

“Sodus yeah, can we get on to the actual training to work together?” I asked.

Vidas looked like he was going to argue but the team’s ranged damage specialist, Romie Serva, put a hand on his arm. The unassuming archer wearing hides and sporting a cowl that would make any edgelord jealous simply said, “Look, we have agreement. He’s been vouched for. This isn’t some bratty noble. He’s green as the essence…” They faltered for a second before continuing, “He’s new, he knows he’s new, he doesn’t have bad habits, he is willing to work with us. Accept it. Move forward.”

“Sodus Romie, that’s the most you’ve said in a week!” Inara laughed and then punched Vidas in the arm. “My aunt Ruta is a massive pain in the sickna and trusts no one. She will bad-mouth me to my face and treats everyone else the same. She would not shut up about how much she loves Tiesa and trusts her judgement. She says the kid is good, isn’t actually a kid, and will behave, I believe her. So put the kuracs away, you can compare and contrast them after the delve. I’ll even volunteer as judge!”

I looked to Pavel to see his reaction to his wife-to-be’s crass finisher.

He was doubled over laughing silently.

Vidas clearly wasn’t happy but finally nodded. “Okay, let’s practice some of our formations. I know you want to learn more control-based fighting and Pavel and I do that together rather than having a damage dealer and a damage soaker. Inara is our shot-caller and is focused on quick in-and-out style to distract and debilitate as well as using [Restricting Vines] for battlefield control. Romie is pretty easy, they are an archer and shoot things.” He chuckled at his own joke but no one else did. “Going forward, we can snare some monsters for you to safely fight. Let’s walk through how that would look.”

We spent the next few hours training intensely and I was able to share my simulation programs with them so we could work on additional tactics and how I’d stay out of the way to prevent friendly fire concerns.

The dungeon was usually populated with large insectoids with hard carapaces and sharp cutting blades and pincers/mandibles. They were very hard to simply battle one-on-one but were exceptionally stupid. They essentially tried to swarm but only when you were within the range of an individual creature. So if you worked slowly and didn’t let them get bunched up, it was fairly easy to take them down as a group one-by-one.

At least historically.

There were a few whispers of new monster types from the last successful delve but the team didn’t submit the AAI recording or a full report. And during the odd delve, like any rift or dungeon, it had produced a wide array of other monsters. Specifically here, there had been wasps, spiders, ants, and more.

“So we know that The Warriors of the Mark were actually competent and the one delve recording of theirs from a different rift showed they used sound tactics and teamwork. Which means we have to expect something to be different in there since it wasn’t a particularly hard dungeon historically. I don’t think they would have been caught out easily when it killed the previous team to delve. I am guessing enemy swarm tactics are no longer only on proximity.” Vidas had a large presentation board that he could project some basic things onto from his AAI and was using a stick he found to point to a list.

I want that program, it would be so helpful! Or do I…? I do not miss giving presentations… I will have to ask him about it later.

“Terry, this means you at the rear at all times but be alert. There are some insectoid monsters – though none that have been found in this dungeon before – with great stealth skills so,” Vidas paused to come and look in my eyes, “you need to keep yourself safe. And always follow my directions. I know better than you. We know better than you. I will try to have Romie or Inara near you but if a wave hits, you’ll need to be able to fend for yourself for a bit. Understood?”

He had backed off from the drill sergeant routine but was still pushy. That said, it didn’t really bother me. I needed to be prepared and, while I could run circles around them on a value streams analysis or financial projections, I had only been in two rifts ever.

And in only one real fight where I very nearly died.

Nonetheless, I’m betting on this team getting me to where I need.

We whiled away the last of the sunlight and then had a quick dinner.

“We’ll tackle the dungeon at one bell past first light. I want everyone doing stretches and preparing yourself mentally before that.” Vidas came and made eye contact with each of us. “First watch is on—”

“Yeah, we got it,” Tiesa said, pointing to herself and Jasna and then the guards from the carriage. “You little munchkins get your beauty sleep.” She ruffled Inara’s hair and to my surprise, the young woman leaned into it.

“Aunty Ruta said you were really only good for scratching your own sickna but I think your head massages aren’t that bad.” With a grin, she ran off to the tent with Pavel.

***

NOTES APP

End of Day 8 Needs and Goals


Needs:

Reformat entire list

Reflect on ‘drive to thrive’ instead of mere survival and update this list

Rename ‘drive to thrive’; Loren was right, I shouldn’t be allowed to name things

Get to more power and start to build out political, financial, and personal power bases




            

    
        Chapter 14 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                “Sodus, dodge left!” Vidas shouted as a huge, green and white bipedal mantis-like creature came rushing at me, sporting enormous blades on each of its arms.

“Confirmed!” I shouted, diving into a roll under its awkward swing and bringing up my morningstar to parry the follow-up and shoving my shield towards its chest.

It took an aggressive step forward and I quickly moved back to the wall. While it would limit my future options, the sudden loss of opposing force made it stumble.

CRACK

My swing created a huge, weeping fracture on its left shoulder chitin, essentially immobilizing the arm. I shoved again with my shield and dodged to the right.

WHOOSH

The giant monster swung with tremendous force to where I just was, creating enough wind I actually felt it through my armor and clothes.

The shiny scythe of my would-be demise embedded into the wall. I quickly smashed the back of both legs and leapt away as it swung its enfeebled arm at me.

With one arm stuck in the wall, one weakened considerably, and both legs struggling to support its weight, I used a two-handed overhead swing and smashed its head down into its body.

Not sure if that would actually finish the job, I smashed the only good arm, severing it from the body and releasing a spray of disgusting smelling green ichor.

I spun to see Pavel and Vidas engaged with two of the giant mantises and two enormous ants dripping an acidic goo from their mandibles, leaving small pits across the ground.

“Release one of the mantises to me!” I shouted. I knew it might be arrogant but while they were much tougher than the recordings, they also seemed crazed, meaning they were easy to bait into dumb decisions and finish off.

“Are you sure?” Vidas yelled, parrying a blow with his longsword and shoving the mantis into the path of a swinging ant mandible, taking off its arm at the elbow.

“Yes, let the uninjured one at me. I can take it!”

Pavel cleared away from it and I got its attention with a throwing dagger, managing to plunk it between the eyes and causing a sharp ‘yarp’ that got multiple creatures’ attention.

I used one of the blunted daggers as I wasn’t quite arrogant enough to throw into the middle of a battle with three of my teammates.

Next time. That was a perfect throw.

I didn’t let the exhilaration of killing a monster on my own and my excellent aim lull me into a false sense of superiority.

As the mantis charged, letting out a truly disgusting sound like a rusty nail across a chalkboard mixed with a dog’s yelp when you step on its paw, it stumbled slightly.

Romie had shot an arrow, hobbling it somewhat.

“I had it! Focus on your own monsters!” I yelled.

My momentary distraction almost cost me. Regaining some lost momentum, it started an ungainly charge, finishing with a swing of both blades simultaneously.

I misjudged my shield angle, only making solid contact with its right arm and needed to turn quickly to keep my right shoulder where it should be – attached to me.

It still managed to catch on my chain shirt, ripping through a few of the links that were left flowing behind me as I moved quickly.

Realizing I might have fallen into the arrogance trap already, I prepared for a long battle of attrition. I managed to heavily chip both of its blades by parrying with my morningstar but my shield felt slightly inadequate as one of the sharp scythes pierced an inch in.

That gave me the leverage to unbalance the slavering and screeching beast enough to smash a knee while protecting my head from its increasingly frenzied swings and bite attempts.

I opened my mouth for a battle cry with a fierce swing towards its head.

The creature’s eyes bulged slightly and spray of the disgusting green ichor went directly into my open mouth, immediately causing me to gag.

As I prepared for a desperate defense while I was trying to eject the foul liquid, Vidas’ head replaced the mantis’ as he had cleaved it off its shoulders.

I tried to look around and forgot the liquid in my mouth momentarily, which actually caused me to vomit through my now-deceased foe’s legs, directly onto Vidas’ pants and shoes.

His look of triumph slowly faded to one of annoyance while Inara started literally rolling on the ground in laughter.

She stopped quickly after as she rolled through a small puddle of acid and burned a hole in her shirt at her mid-back. Pavel quickly picked her up and looked her over, finishing with a quick peck on the forehead and a hug.

“Ugh, get off me. This cretin is threatening my virtue!” she bellowed, still giggling.

“Shut the jebbie up!” Vidas whisper-roared. At her incensed look he held up a hand. “Not pissed, just think for a second. That was way too hard for an initial room. I’ve had boss fights that were easier for a rift of this level. Being loud could call in more enemies. We need to exit and get Tiesa and Jasna’s perspective. This is worse than we thought.”

Inara’s face went from mutinous to contemplative.

Huh, was expecting a bit more petulance. I guess these people really are a good team.

With a wave, Vidas headed back through the entrance into the initial safe room. As I went to follow, the large man turned back, his rough features looking ashen.

“What, did you rethink and decide we should continue? It will mean the best rewards after all.” Pavel looked a bit confused.

“No… the entrance is sealed. This is… not good. But it explains The Warriors of the Mark falling. Though maybe they are still in here and we can find them. Long shot but there’s hope.”

He’s grasping for straws.

“I haven’t heard of this. Causes?” Romie said, looking concerned.

“I have no idea. I’ve heard rumors about stuff like this but all of it sounded like nonsense. Maybe this place really has gained a bit of sentience. That would be bad. Very bad.” Vidas shook his head like we were already doomed.

“Okay, this is obviously less than ideal but let’s sit down and gameplan,” I said, trying to get everyone to rally back to the jubilant mood of only two minutes ago.

“At least he can take care of himself,” Pavel said, indicating me with his head. “We’d be dead if we had to deal with someone like Br—” at a look, he cut off abruptly, finishing lamely with, “our last client.”

“We are going to need to rely on you Terry. Not as a full member of the team but we might need to send some monsters your way,” Vidas said.

I explained the concept of a safety valve and we added that to our formations.

“This is going to be tough, but I think we can do it. At least these bracelets are working, I really only got a small bit of null, didn’t even distract me during the fight.” Pavel put his hand on my shoulder and nodded appreciatively.

“We’ve got this,” Romie said simply.

I expected a joke from Inara but she just looked simultaneously focused and pissed off. “Yes, yes we jebbie-ing do.”

***

“Terry, you at the back but also acting as lookout. Shame you don’t have a potion belt or we’d give you a few of our stock. The contract included a few extra that we brought.” Vidas was wrapping up his presentation, which was slightly awkward in the heavily root-covered brown and green starting room as it was barely large enough for the five of us.

“I’ve got a storage bag, that should work, right?”

“Oh go on Vidas, there isn’t an actual rule, just your own silly guidelines. Besides, that contract was pretty hilarious in everything we got.” Inara was rolling her eyes while holding out my hand like I was a doll.

As Vidas plunked down three of the healing potions, two green and one purple that said poison on the side, I turned to Inara. “What do you mean? What did Katarina put in it?”

“Eh, this had Tiesa vibes to me,” the young woman said with a large smile. “But it included all sorts of reserved funds we got so we have to cover future expenses. Healing potions, rations, water, two storage items to grab corpses, just everything I could think of and more. Hell, it included backup clothes. I’ve got 12 pairs of your underwear in my underwear right now!”

At my confused look Pavel sighed. “She stuffs her storage bag inside her clothes and tucks it through her underwear waistband. And yes, she makes that joke all the time.”

He put on a high-pitched voice that sounded nothing like her. “’You want this meat? It’s been in my underwear all day! Ha, that pillowcase was in my nether regions for the last week you weirdo.’ That kind of stuff. I love her to death but, you have to take the god awful with the good.”

Vidas looked like he was worried about my loss of respect or something but I decided not to make it weirder and shrugged. “So, we’re ready to go then?”

At three affirmatives and one pout from Inara, we geared up.

The dungeon, at least for the safe room and initial room beyond, were a dully glowing green and brown rock with extremely stark streaks of white throughout. The white drew your eye in in such a way that it felt like the matter was simply missing, not a white-colored rock. The light was too low so the team used glow stones. They illuminated the area around a person for about 20 feet (6m) and the light wasn’t impacted by shade.

When I asked how that worked, ‘magic bullshit or whatever’ was essentially the response.

The walls and floor were covered in vines, making footing slightly precarious at best.

Very thankful I can’t roll an ankle as a Tier 1, this would have been my nightmare.

Similar to the walls and floor, the ceiling was covered in vines though these sported a number of leaves and flowers across green, brown, red, and the occasional white. Most were sickly looking, wilting like my ex’s plants when I forgot I was supposed to water them while she was away. The most disturbing were the flowers that appeared ready to swoop down and devour. They almost had small, anguished faces painted across the leaves in a crimson close to the color of blood.

“They could really use a better interior decorator,” I said as we neared the end of the first main room. Inara snorted softly while Romie looked like they pondered how that would work.

I tripped, stumbling slightly.

I swear that vine wasn’t there when I stepped.

“Sorry dungeon, I didn’t mean it. The place is lovely and you are a wonderful… thing…” I finished lamely. At the incredulous looks, I merely shrugged. “If it’s sentient, does it hurt to be nice?”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #3: When dealing with a sentient monster that may or may not be trying to kill you, politeness might go a long way. Again, pride is overrated.

“Eh, it sounds stupid but whatever. Dungeon, I think you are very pretty and probably give out amazing rewards,” Inara said laughing.

“Focus up,” Vidas barked. “This place is dangerous, stay on your toes.” With that, he hacked down the hanging vines over the exit to the first cavern.

The second room was much more vibrant with large plants everywhere, including some that felt a little too Little Shop of Horrors for me, large enough to eat a person and with what looked like sharp spines along their leaves.

“Let’s hold here for a minute,” I said. Vidas gave me a sharp look and I shrugged. “I’ve seen things like this – well simulations like this. What if those plants spray something into the air. We want to know that before we enter.”

Just as I finished, one of the plants – it looked like a large fern had added small confetti cannons all along its shafts – shot a mist of yellow pollen into the air. Wherever it touched the ground, little pockmarks formed. “Romie, can you take it out?”

A bow materialized in their hands and they quickly lit the tip of three arrows, lining each of them up simultaneously.

Inara leaned over to me. “They form a triangle of fire, they’re not an idiot. Minor enchantments on the bow and the arrows but not that expensive.”

Romie fired, creating a beautiful light show as the projectiles danced through the air.

The three arrows swirled around each other and the archer waved their hand downwards just as the flaming projectiles flew over the massive fern; they split into a triangle that drove directly downwards. Right as the arrows were about to make contact with the ground, the fern spewed its acidic pollen into the air. I pulled Vidas and Pavel back as best I could and shoved Inara and Romie to the other side of the opening.

“What the hell was that ab—” Vidas started to roar as a massive explosion of fire rocketed towards the opening.

With no one worse for wear other than some singed clothing – Pavel needed to change his pants lest his butt hang out of his destroyed trousers. Inara campaigned loudly for him to continue as is but lost out – we prepared to enter the room again.

“How did you know that would happen?” Inara asked.

“I didn’t. But I’ve seen people throw flame at all sorts of things and flour is one of the most devastating. Couldn’t tell you for the life of me how it works but I realized small particles in the air plus fire might be bad.” I shrugged and got my shield and weapon in the ready position.

As we entered, we saw the fern was likely out of commission but the explosion hadn’t destroyed it completely.

“These are some resilient buggers. Expect ambush from the plants themselves. Inara, be prepared to cast [Restricting Vines] as it might interrupt control by the plants themselves. Let’s carefully clear our way through, chopping down the plants as we go.” Vidas started directing us all into position.

It turns out that insects designed to protect certain plants are not happy when you destroy said plants.

We quickly settled into a rhythm of fighting retreat, advance and destroy a plant, move backwards and prepare for the incoming wave.

“Okay, only two plants left to go. I think we are in good shape,” Vidas confidently said after we managed to prevent any injuries despite the massively annoying task of killing tens of house cat-sized enraged ants. My morningstar was particularly effective.

He just jinxed us, didn’t he?

Indeed he did as the next wave dropped on us from above, a series of spiders that ranged between the size of a normal earth tarantula and… much bigger. Three of them made the ants look small and shot sticky webbing at all of us.

My shield was ripped away almost at the start and I had to fight a stomp-heavy retreat. Luckily, the much-maligned boots I bought from Tilda held up.

Unluckily, Romie was not quick enough and got a bad bite on the neck as one descended without them noticing.

I continued to back up and swing my morningstar down, squishing the eight-legged aggressors into the vine-covered floor.

In all the confusion and melee, the other remaining plant was destroyed and two leaping insects joined the fray.

Surprisingly, they went after the spiders first, killing two of the largest three arachnids. It was a pyrrhic victory as each of the leapers were covered in at least two smaller spiders that began biting them, quickly slowing them down.

Finally, Vidas got behind the last large spider and cleaved it in twain with an upwards slash, sending spider guts and some errant pieces of webbing raining down on all of us.

“Gross,” was all Romie said, then collapsed to the floor.

“Antidote. It should work on venoms, we got the good stuff,” Pavel said.

“Terry, watch our back, I’ll watch our front. Keep an eye on the ceiling.” Vidas turned towards the exit into the next room – a round wooden door – without checking to see if I’d comply.

Scanning the room, I saw what looked like a coconut above me growing alarmingly fast. Before I could say something, it fell, directly on an intercept course with my head. I was easily able to dodge it and the round, fuzzy object hit the floor, breaking open. Prepared for an ambush, it was just a solid object all the way through.

That would have hurt.

“OW!” Vidas yelled as I looked at him glaring daggers at his own furry projectile from above.

As we waited a few minutes for Romie to recover, seven more objects fell from the ceiling.

“Uh, dungeon. We are sorry we destroyed your room that you worked so hard on,” I said, working on a hunch. Two more growing ceiling bombs stopped their expansion and we had no more attempted assassinations from the sky.

I sent an AAI message to everyone. [I think this dungeon might be insane but not in the way we thought. I’m not sure how we want to proceed but it can hear us and is reacting. Do we have ideas?]

Thus started a silent 10 minute conversation that greatly would have been improved by group chat.

I really guess I’m going to have to create that…

***

[Incoming Message from Inara Maric: No, it’s already created, it’s just insanely expensive. Generally considered not worth it unless your team operates via AAI or you’re in the military. The patent was supposed to expire four different times but the company somehow made ‘enough changes’ to get a new one.]

Same sodus, different planet.

My first big business idea was not going to work. But I did wonder how open source worked in the Kingdom.

Focus.

Deciding we had pretty much finished our planning, I said, “Okay, let us continue with this challenging and extra gorgeous and brilliant dungeon.” We weren’t sure how vain or even intelligent the dungeon was but it felt like the right play.

It was not the right play.

Upon opening the wooden door, we saw a room filled with green glowing liquid and a series of square platforms, each about 20 feet (6m) apart with vines hanging down that looked iffy relative to supporting weight.

On each platform stood a different guardian. A giant ant and a giant mantis from the first room on the first two respectively, a large spider from the second room spinning its web in its hand, a plant that was wildly swinging its bulb around like it was a ball and chain, a massive wasp, and finally what merely looked like an enormous housefly.

“Well, this sucks,” Romie said helpfully.

“Couldn’t agree more. Dungeon, this looks pretty bad, can you drain the liquid?” Inara tried but instead, vents opened above each platform and started to slowly drip more of the green liquid onto it.

The platforms started to melt under what was clearly acid. Fortunately for us, the monsters themselves were also immediately hit with the corrosive liquid and started screeching wildly.

Vidas turned to Romie. “You still have those increased force arrows?”

“Three left. Choose and do it fast.” The ranged fighter manifested their bow and quiver, reaching in to the empty hole and pulling out three arrows, two of which they handed to Inara.

“Ant so we have initial clearance, spider so we don’t get stuck, and wasp.” By the end of Vidas’ list, the second arrow was away and the ant was dissolving in the acid below.

The spider fared somewhat better due to its webbing but barely reacted in time, losing three of its legs below.

The wasp seemed only able to hover but its stinger was the only thing that briefly touched the glowing green liquid as Vidas lifted his brother and threw him onto the first platform without a word. Pavel was clearly ready as he landed and pirouetted to catch the quickly launched Inara. He looked at me, “Jump or throw.”

“I trust your judgement.” Half a second later I was soaring through the air to be caught by Pavel.

Briefly glancing down the center of the platform where the acid was eating a hole, I called out, “Not sure if these platforms will hold too long, it’s eating at the support!”

Vidas landed as softly as a cat jumping away from mischief it had just caused and assessed. “Dungeon, this is pretty crappy,” he said. And the spouts from the ceiling started undulating.

“Toss me first, I can take a flying swing at the mantis,” I offered and Vidas laughed, again launching his brother. I watched as he soared through the air with his spear and shield in the same hand.

Something manifested in his free hand that he launched at the beast and I realized it was the coconut-like weapon from the previous room. It beaned the giant monster in the head, doing absolutely no damage but still distracting it enough for a spear thrust through the abdomen. He quickly leveraged the beast into the air, only getting a few inches off the ground but enough to toss it over the side.

I wasn’t sure which was better, the pretty decent rush of essence or the comedic sight of us bumrushing ‘the acid room’ trap.

It all went well until we got to the wasp, which had climbed back up and was clearly not pleased. The acid somehow made the stinger more jagged and it was all Pavel could do to fend it off. Vidas went to jump himself but I convinced him to have me as the second.

As I landed, the first platform, which had held the ant, fell into the liquid below with a splash and an ominous amount of noise as it quickly dissolved.

“We’re on a time limit!” Vidas roared, looking for his own opportunity to jump across.

Romie took the opening where they and Inara were stuck to pepper the housefly with arrows. It simply stood there impassively as they thunked into its body.

The wasp was incredibly fast, easily dodging Pavel’s attacks and managed a thrust that he barely got his shield up in time to defend. The stinger pierced through the metal like a hot knife through butter and Pavel quickly pulled back to reclaim ownership of the shield.

I swung for the wings, knowing if we could ground it, the wasp would be a much easier opponent. Scoring a direct hit, I took a second to celebrate my brilliant strategy.

Letting my guard down as it took back to the air immediately.

Oh yeah, magic sarange.

The bite and stinger attack were a blur as I barely dodged its clamping mouth but the stinger was headed right for my abdomen. Pavel blurred, throwing the shield in front of me and getting a stinger through the arm for his trouble.

“Jebbie, you idiot, keep your guard up! What are you doing!” Vidas’ less-than-encouraging words snapped me to attention.

As Pavel went to try to get the stinger out, I shouted, “Wait, leave it in. Sorry!” and ran around to the back of the wasp and began smashing into from behind as quickly as I could. It took seven swings and two screams from Pavel but we eventually downed the wasp. The rest of the team joined us as Vidas stored the beast in his spatial bag and gave me a dirty look.

Pavel quaffed a potion but Vidas wasn’t about to send him first onto the final platform. We heard two crashes in quick succession – the mantis and spider platforms.

“Let me make this up to you,” I said. “I can handle a simple housefly, even if it’s the size of a horse. But hopefully it’s not a horsefly.” The joke fell flatter than a crepe.

Vidas shrugged. “We’ve got the recording, you said it. Hyah!” he yelled as he threw me at the final platform before I could change my mind.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #4: Don’t volunteer to be cannon fodder. Especially to the guy who is probably blaming you for his brother almost dying mere seconds before.

As soon as I landed, the housefly darted at me, staying low to the ground and moving in a direct line. I dodged to the left, diving into a roll, and it immediately backed up and started again, making the exact same charge, though slightly quicker.

I noticed this platform didn’t have any acid spout.

Faster and faster it went as I continued to dodge but my stamina was steadily ticking downwards. It was going three times as fast as when it started and was actually getting close to hitting me. There was no way someone could jump on the platform as they would crash into the fly or me, spelling at least one of our dooms.

Finally, I had an idea that was half brilliant, half idiot video gamer.

I lined up with the final platform that held the door to the next room directly to my back as I heard the crash of the second to last other platform.

“If this doesn’t work tell—” I realized final words were less important than getting timing right.

The fly charged and instead of dodging, I leapt as high as I could and braced my knees with a slight bend. The fly crashed into me and to both my delight and dismay, it continued forward off the platform. As the massive beast was not Wile E. Coyote, it started to plummet the second it was off the edge but I used the momentum to launch backwards, twisting around to face the exit platform.

My stomach landed hard against the edge and I started scrabbling to get purchase. The vines were slippery and did not seem like they could bear my weight for long.

I managed to get a leg up onto the platform. But it slipped off and I began to lose my balance.

My hand slipped and I started to fall.

***

“Ha, you should have seen your face. Didn’t even realize I was right there and you were slipping because I was lifting you.” Vidas was in much better spirits now that his brother was mostly patched up – using one and a half of their healing potions, which their leader claimed he’d bill me for later.

At fifteen minutes to recover and eat on the exit platform, we decided to head deeper into the dungeon. The acid was actually starting to rise to a noticeable level and we wanted to move forward rather than risk it. Even if it would be another 20 minutes until it reached the exit platform, which was supported against the wall rather than from below, it was best to not piss off the clearly angry dungeon any further.

Vidas nodded to each of us. “Okay, we’re ready. Inara, no traps on the door? Great, I’ll pull, Pavel you at the ready.”

As he opened the door, it was utter madness.

Even worse than either the first or second room, this one was packed with insectoid monsters – some we recognized and some we didn’t.

Each enemy type was in a group of five in their own sickly green spotlight. They were clearly contained there, at least for the moment. Even as we watched, the spotlights started to noticeably expand, and the gaps between them began to shrink.

“Sodus, race against time! We need to clear for the door to appear! This is a way harder version but it’s common for this dungeon. Pavel and Terry, take the first group with cover fire from Romie. I take it you won’t celebrate early again?” At my nod, he simply dashed off, Inara at his heels.

I could barely see there were seven spotlights in all, some housing familiar enemies and some not. We might have been able to rush through the room, avoiding all the spotlights, but as Vidas said, there didn’t appear to be an exit.

The first spotlight was filled with the ants, which were a great opponent for shield users. They were strong but not enough to easily overpower a shield as they couldn’t get a great grasp and had a tough time getting leverage for a significant downward strike – ants were built more for lifting than tearing down.

Pavel and I circled as Romie took potshots, managing to hit two in the eye, killing one and half blinding and enraging the other.

“Morningstar will be more effective at cracking than my spear. I’ll distract, you smash?” Pavel asked rather than demanded.

I stopped for a full two seconds, trying to access the spatial ring in a pouch around my neck.

Stupid to not have moved this to my bag.

Finally, the warhammer manifested and I tossed it to him. He caught it but gave it a frown. “I’ll be even less effective with this, sorry. Let’s get to work, time’s a wasting!” And with that, he used a shield bash to knock one back against the barrier of the spotlight and I darted in, crippling two legs on the left side and slightly injuring one on the right.

We worked as fast as we could for another minute, eventually getting down to ants that were essentially immobilized.

“Let’s move on!” Pavel called but I shook my head.

“Finish the job. Not doing that almost killed me. I’ve got these, you head forward with Romie.” And with that, I ducked and weaved the still quite ambulatory mandibles looking to slice me in half and started the awful process of braining each of the massive ants through their exceptionally hard carapace.

As I finished the last one off, I felt a jolt of pure ecstasy. In my moment of distraction, I felt the ring pull in some more of the essence but I was pretty sure it wasn’t from my own essence channels.

Jasna explained the feeling of taking essence from your channels to feed items or spells and this felt different. It’s like willfully and happily sharing with a friend, not the metaphorical equivalent of the family dog sneaking a full slice of your favorite pie off your plate when you weren’t looking. Damn Heidi, that was grandma’s last blueberry pie she ever made!

I think I just broke through to Tier 1.1. Hurray. Now it’s time to make like Tommy Lee Jones and go squish some bugs.

I saw the distance between the first and second spotlight had shrunk considerably, probably over 50%.

Well, sodus. Gotta get moving!

Vidas and Inara had slaughtered what I guessed had probably looked something like a cockroach, though the remains were too far demolished to really tell. Inara, Pavel, and Vidas were in the next spotlight and Romie was peppering the fast leaping insects that looked like grasshoppers wielding buzzsaws in the fourth.

I approached and saw the crab-like insects with scorpion-like tails, with only two of the five down. It seemed Pavel was trying to distract two of them simultaneously while Vidas held off the third and Inara did quick in-and-out strikes to incapacitate the third.

“Pavel, coming in on your right!” I yelled, blocking a strike from the stinger with my shield. He would have been able to dodge but might have lost his spear to the pincer of the scorab – see, great at naming things, Loren! – on the left.

“Great timing, these are even harder to take down than the ants. 12 jebbie-ing legs! Or at least what I’m guessing are legs, ha!” He let out a jubilant laugh as, freed up to use his spear, he managed to cut off the stalk holding up his scorab’s eye.

The creature went berserk and it was lucky Vidas and Inara had already finished theirs off as it rushed the woman. She feinted to the left, where it didn’t have proper vision, leading it to extend its pincer enough for Vidas to cleave it clean off, not having to deal with armor.

“Guys! We are about to have a real problem if we don’t thin out these jumpers!” Romie called.

“I’ve got the last one, you guys go on,” I said, keeping the attention of my scorab with a quick jab at its claw and I saw the other three quickly take off.

Okay, perfect time to practice. AAI overlay on and time for my lessons the last two days with Jasna to pay off.

I started with a shield bash and spin to the right, getting quickly to the scorab’s left side where it had its smaller pincer. I quickly smashed down, scoring a large crack in the carapace.

I’m not fast enough to get around to the back to incapacitate the tail so I’ll knock out the pincers, then I can take out the eyes, then the tail.

I continued to dodge and weave, landing hit after hit on the hard shell, finally smashing into the soft flesh underneath, eliciting a loud screech from the monster. Both arms started to tire from the constant pressure of trading blows, especially from the tail strikes, and my shield didn’t feel long for this world.

Finally, I landed the last blow to completely tear off the second pincer and quickly dove in for a strike to the undefended eye. Following up with a second, the monster started to scream in agony. Knowing I didn’t need to destroy, only incapacitate the tail, I swung around to its back, making as little noise as possible. It wasn’t able to strike backwards so once I landed two strikes, the stinger slumped lamely against its shell.

Finish the job or hurry on? I don’t care, not leaving an enemy at my back again.

I took another 30 seconds to finally find the right spot on the shell to smash into its brain and end its ever-present screaming.

There was a reverberating screeching sound and the dungeon floor vibrated for a few seconds, causing me to look around wildly.

“Terry, hurry it up!” Inara yelled as they were entering the toughest battle yet in the sixth and seventh spotlights.

The sixth had hulking caterpillar-type beasts twice as long as a person and able to reach most of that height. They had sharp, dagger-like points on the tips of every one of their legs and chitinous plates protecting all but their legs. It looked like the best way to take them down was to remove the legs but obviously easier said than done when they had over 20 each.

The seventh spotlight contained smaller creatures but they were flinging projectiles at incredible speeds, causing a mostly defensive battle, and the team was keeping the caterpillars in between them and the shooters.

None of the caterpillars were down and only one of the shooters was with an arrow through the mouth. The shooters looked exceptionally mobile and the spotlights were about to overlap, meaning they would have the run of the room.

“Inara, cast [Restricting Vines] on the shooters! If they can surround us, we’re done for!” I bellowed, joining the fight. I managed to quickly smash two back legs on the caterpillar Inara and Pavel were ganging up on. I spotted Romie, who was quickly retreating back across the room away from the shooters, holding a limp arm. Hopefully it just got hit and not knocked off. How is that just a simple thought I can have and not freak out now… Focus!

Inara called out something to Pavel and spun away, casting vines throughout the area where the shooters were bunched up. It looked like it fatigued her and she barely got out of the way from the spike that whizzed past her head and another glanced off her shoulder.

Hoping all three of my hunches were right, I kept my shield in front of me and dashed towards the shooters. The shots were forceful but didn’t manage to break through the shield. Two did get stuck in and I saw the absolutely hideous looking barbs on them.

Once I got close, I started to swing around behind the shooters, almost pressed directly against the far wall from the entrance.

Nowhere to dodge if I’m wrong. It’s been fun. Mostly?

I peeked around my shield and saw I’d been right. All of the shooters were trying to spin to fire at the closest threat – me – but the [Restricting Vines] kept them from turning their projectile cannons on me.

Like a kid with ADHD and anger issues playing whack-a-mole at the county fair, I started wailing on the shooters, dispatching the remaining four in short order just as the spotlights finally overlapped, giving the remaining monsters full freedom of the room.

“Inara, shooters down, what are we doing shot-caller?” I yelled as I flung some red bug flesh from my morningstar and rushed over to help with the caterpillars.

“I’m back in, though probably only at half capacity!” Romie roared over the screaming of the fighting.

“Terry, they aren’t that fast. Lure at least one away. Try to get two if you can! Oh god, what is that smell, did you piss yourself to death?!” Inara yelled.

I had the scent bag in my hand and managed to get the attention of all five of the caterpillars unfortunately. I started running away as fast as I could, and quickly stored it in my storage bag. Then I remembered I didn’t have proper isolation in there and took it back out and tried to store it in my ring.

“What in jebbie-ing jebbie are you doing!?” Vidas yelled, chasing after the most damaged caterpillar with his brother, trying to regain its attention while arrows peppered the beasts, mostly ineffectually.

Guess the scent bag isn’t just for wolves? I really need to get it appraised apparently, might actually be useful.

Finally getting the scent bag into my ring, the disgusting smell started to dissipate though I still stank like I’d taken a bath in a giant outdoor piss trough that had been baking in the hot sun for a few days.

Three of the enraged beasts continued to chase me but one peeled off to chase after Romie after they struck it in mouth with an arrow. I saw from the corner of my eye Vidas leap onto the back of the most injured monster and begin to cleave it in two while Pavel and Inara kept most of its free limbs occupied.

A giant screech came from the dying caterpillar which seemed to send the remaining beasts into even more of a frenzied rage and I had to speed up.

At least I only tired my arms out previously?

Inara showed up next to me, looking like she was on a light jog compared to my sprint. “Hand it over piss boy,” she said with a smile. I summoned the scent bag after a second of trying, and went to hand it to her. “That looked like you were genuinely urinating. We’re gonna have a talk after this. Byyyyeeeeee!” she called and took the remaining three caterpillars chasing me with her.

I ran to join Pavel and Vidas in trying to save Romie from the giant fuzzy monster of death that was still apparently hellbent on their and only their destruction.

Pavel managed to interpose his shield in front of Romie who was really struggling with an arm that looked more dead than alive, bleeding freely at the shoulder and ashen skin from the visible wrist and hand.

I swung in and managed to cripple two back legs with a strike and went about trying to unbalance the behemoth, taking out as many legs on one side as I could while Pavel and Vidas kept its attention. We quickly knocked it over onto its side and Vidas called for us to help Inara.

“No, never leave an enemy at your back. Finish the job!” I called out in a bit of manic panic.

Too much adrenaline. I’m going to sleep like a baby tonight.

Pavel nodded to me. “I’ll distract, you smash the head in.” He used his shield expertly and got me into position to finish it off with two quick, well-placed overhead swings to the back of the head.

Shaking gore and ichor off my weapon, we worked with Inara to peel off the next one and repeated the process.

With two to go, I started smiling.

We’ve got this!
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                We didn’t have this.

As we peeled off the second to last caterpillar, I began my typical process of smashing legs. But I assumed they all fought the same way.

That was my undoing.

And nearly my death.

I took down the three rearmost legs on one side, expecting the caterpillar to topple over and moved to get into position for the final blow. Instead, the beast moved faster than I could imagine, getting down on all of its remaining legs and whipping its hind quarters at me, multiple dagger-like points looking to pierce or slice me to death.

This time, Vidas put his arm up to stop his brother as Pavel went to dive in front of me again with his shield.

Time slowed. I felt like I could see the individual hairs on each of the legs that would take me from yet another world, another life. Realizing what was happening, I tried with all my might, all my concentration.

Not to block. Not to dodge.

To access my ring.

As the flying wall of impending death was about a foot away, my salvation emerged directly in front of the swinging abdomen of my destruction.

Oh yeah, decomposition is accelerated in there I thought as a mangy corpse exploded.

My mouth filled with rotting wolf parts as it rained across my face. Luckily, I had thought better raised my shield in time too.

Between the corpse and a sane person’s protection method, I merely broke my shield support arm.

Too stunned to care about my arm, I went berserk with my morningstar, essentially turning the back half of the caterpillar to mush in seconds. Long after it was dead, I kept swinging.

Even after the group had finished off the final beast, I kept swinging, making a slurry of my would-be executioner.

Inara came up behind me and put a hand on my shoulder, eliciting a swing of my morningstar that Pavel easily blocked.

“Down,” was all Vidas said and pointed to the ground.

Maybe I’m not taking this isekai and constant threat of death stuff as well as I thought…

I simply laid down and curled into a ball, putting on music, turning off AAI communication, and dulling any outside sounds.

***

Inara Maric, Lead Field Tactician and Debilitation Specialist, Aspirations of Ascendancy

“Uh, should we wake him up?” Inara said, looking to the rest of the group.

“Nah, this is his first real big scare. Or at least it should be. Idiot keeps getting overconfident. Needs to realize that to actually finish the fight, you don’t let your guard down until it’s over, not just kill the maimed beast now rather than later.” Vidas crossed his arms and shook his head.

He’s clearly not having it. Still, gotta stand up for the guy, he’s been more help than hindrance so far and that’s a new one for us.

“Look, we need to have a chat with him but I still think he’s likely to be one of the best people we’ve worked with, maybe the best, if we train him up right. This is an exceptional circumstance. Terry’s been even thinking about fighting for less than half a month and he’s already this good and brave. If he just stood in the back this delve, he’d almost certainly be dead and probably at least one of us would too.” Inara cast her gaze down at the comatose man in what she considered essentially a big boy’s body.

I wonder if that impacts his thinking? Probably giving him too much leeway but Tiesa and Jasna seem to really like him and he’s been here for less than two weeks. His selflessness was misguided but appreciated, ha.

Pavel shot his betrothed a strange look as she was giving her lopsided grin at Terry. She caught his eye and stuck her tongue out, just like she usually did.

“Well, let’s let him rest for now since we don’t have a door forward and I really don’t want to open the door to the acid room,” Pavel said.

“Agreed,” Romie chipped in and took out their self-cleaning water bucket and started to strip to their underclothes and wash their soiled clothing and armor.

“Oh god, I just realized my bag doesn’t have good isolation. Now everything is gonna smell so bad!” Inara whined.

“Give it here,” Romie said and quickly stowed the awful-smelling bag Inara was waving around like it was a bag of literal urine.

Inara started taking things out and luckily, they didn’t smell too awful according to everyone in the group.

“Look, I know we are distracting ourselves from the moderate horror of charging in the room but what’s up with this dungeon? We finished the challenge room. We’ve searched everywhere here. It hasn’t created a door for us to advance. The entrance is presumably still blocked. What are we thinking?” Vidas asked the group, likely trying to keep them all calm.

“Shouldn’t we have this conversation in AAI?” Pavel asked.

“Honestly, it hasn’t behaved when we’ve tried to bargain with it so I question if it’s actually sentient. Or if it is, it’s a bag of kuracs and we’re not going to get anywhere being nice to it.” Vidas shrugged.

I don’t agree but Romie is our dungeon expert.

“Romie?” Inara poked, trying to get something out of the laconic archer.

“Never heard anything like this. Can probably read our AAI.” They looked slightly confused and scared but didn’t say anything more.

The dungeon floor moved slightly, vibrating in a rhythm for a few seconds.

That almost felt like it was laughing at us.

Vidas slapped his knees, clearly coming to a decision. “So, we’re agreed? Plan 13 is a go? Pretty clear there is something going on here.”

Vidas is less asking than telling but he likes to give the illusion of choice… Still, he’s right, this dungeon is a danger at best. We have to destroy it.

***

30 minutes past the start of my meltdown, I woke suddenly to a light brush against my mind. It wasn’t quite like an AAI connection but it wasn’t far off.

The only thing I could equate it to was the cries of the husky puppy I tried to foster for a local shelter and lasted all of two days. It was cute but waking up every hour to take it out, trying to prevent it from destroying everything at all times, and listening to it howl when I left – okay, the actual last straw was the noise complaints from the neighbors – just made it not a fit.

It was a weirdly animalistic call for help.

No, no refence to the Leia hologram.

I sat up and wiped away the snot, quickly realizing my arm was still broken.

“Uh, my arm is broken. How many healing potions is that to fix?” I asked to the group who were sitting in a circle a small way away.

“One should do it, especially since we aren’t in any hurry. The dungeon hasn’t provided us with a way forward. We might have to tear our way forward but we’re okay to relax for a bit and recover our— OW!” Vidas said as a coconut fell from the ceiling onto his head.

“I swear you little shit, when I get to your core, I’m—” Pavel covered his brother’s mouth and the two wrestled for 20 seconds before calming down again.

“Why don’t you wash your clothes and armor, maybe change into a new set while we wait,” Inara suggested.

[Incoming Message from Inara Maric: You can wash your face too.]

I nodded and took the bucket to the other side of the room and began washing everything. I even used some of the soapy water in my mouth to get the taste of decomposing wolf out.

Wow, brings back memories of my parents washing my mouth out with soap when I swore. Jebbie that sodus!

The pang of homesickness was less every time I remembered something from my past life. Which was a blessing but also worrying.

Am I losing my old self? And do I really mind?

Upon returning with the bucket, hopefully much less smelly, I motioned to the side for Vidas to chat.

“I’m sorry. I got too cocky. Again. I thought I knew the pattern. I don’t want to, it’s like there is an arrogant gene or something that activates. I won’t let it happen again.” I gave an awkward half bow.

He just looked at me funny then clasped a hand on my shoulder. “Look, I’m pretty pissed at you for that. But at the same time, you shouldn’t even be fighting. I’ve told everyone else to behave in a battle like you are cannon fodder who won’t do the job right. Basically, protect themselves and not save you. With that knowledge, you can do what you think is best for you. And I don’t know that I actually expect them to follow-through on my order…”

He seemed to be expecting me to protest and fight back in some way, that I might yell.

“Hey, can you forward me your contract? I need to see exact wording on some things.”

Sighing, I received it via AAI shortly thereafter. He stood awkwardly while I skimmed it.

“Ah, okay. Your AAI is still recording right? By the way, I want to know more about storage capacity and all that for AAIs but let’s discuss that when we both make it out.”

Vidas nodded at me, looking confused. “It’s been recording this entire time, as per the contract.”

“Yeah, yeah, just making sure. Okay, as per article 14, section six, subsections one through seven, I hereby release you from your ‘protection at all costs’ orders for the duration of this delve. I am not making this under duress. I am sending a signed AAI message of the same.”

Vidas looked confused. “Uh, what just happened?”

“Are you not the one that handles contracts?” I asked. “You’re the leader.”

“Pavel! Get over here!” he called to his brother. “It’s actually Romie but Pavel is the backup and he’s easier to actually get information from.”

When Pavel arrived, I sent him the same AAI message and gave the same declaration.

“What the jebbie did you say to him?” Pavel rounded on Vidas, true fury in his eyes.

“That I’m not his number one priority for the rest of this delve. And I agree, I shouldn’t be. There is something truly wrong here and trying to focus on protecting me will probably get us all killed. So I need to look out for myself and you all need to finish the damn delve.” I smiled at Pavel and walked away before he could say anything.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #5: Sometimes, you just need to be the cool guy walking away from a conversation after a mic drop. And it’s okay to call what you did cool.

Just as I did, there was a rumbling noise and the door came into being on the far wall.

Video-game ass cut scene ending. Nice.

I felt a slight bit of mirth touch my soul.

Okay, what the damn hell?

Everyone started to group up and get ready for the next room. The door was positively enormous which was a worrying sign.

“Romie, I need you ready. Probably a fire arrow if you have one. Fire rarely can spread from room to room and this floor doesn’t seem flammable. So we should prepare for a big monster that’s hard to kill. That’s a wild guess though of course, nothing about this place makes any sense.” Vidas motioned for Inara to check the door for traps.

At her shake of the head, he looked to his brother. “Same as usual, I open you are there to the side to deflect anything that might come hurtling through. Ready? Let’s count it down, 3, 2—” he stopped as the door slid to the side on its own.

We all saw inside; in the middle of a spacious chamber was a truly massive entity made of a Frankenstein’s monster-like amalgamation of many of the insectoids and plants we had fought to date. It had an expressive face but simple voids where its eyes should be.

“Romie, fire!” Vidas called and the arrow sailed up to land on its face, catching fire midflight. It struck true and the beast started to catch ablaze. It tried beating at its own face to put it out but was clumsy and ineffectual, spreading the fire more quickly to its own body. Over the next 15 minutes, it slowly burned to death, howling the entire time.

“What the jebbie just happened?” Inara asked and then gasped, looking like she’d been suddenly punched in a sensitive area as an absolute truckload of essence filled my core. It felt amazingly pure too, no taint of green in it at all.

Looking at the rest of the team, she seemed to be taking whatever was happening to them the best of any.

“Uh, yeah that was a massive inflow of essence but… isn’t that good?” I asked.

“Too much null essence. The ratio feels like it changed or the bracelets didn’t do their job. I don’t think it did damage but it was close. Babe, you okay? My essence channels feel like they were scoured for all they were worth. If there’s another one of those, we might need to retreat and figure out a way for you to kill it.” Pavel was shaking his arms out.

“The door disappeared,” Romie said in a confused voice.

“What are you talking about Romie? It’s right here.” Vidas pointed to the door into the room. Romie just pointed to the far wall. “Are you kidding me! Another room with no exit? What the jebbie, this place has gone insane. I’m glad it’s barely sentient. We have to—” He stopped suddenly and looked guilty.

Confused, I went to say something. [Incoming Message from Vidas Lysenko: Don’t say a jebbie-ing word.] At my confused look, he simply held a finger up to his lips.

We entered the room, the stark white walls of the weirdly chalky material we’d seen before creating an ominous atmosphere.

I felt a rumbling, almost a grumbling, touch my cores.

“Hey guys, are you feeling anything strange with your cores? I have felt it a few times and—” What felt like someone saying shush drifted over me. Then a happy noise.

“What are you talking about? Are you sure you’re okay? Maybe we should leave him in the room when we fight the next monster.” Vidas looked to the rest of the group.

“I vote we continue forward as we have,” Inara said, raising her hand. I did the same as did Pavel.

“Door’s back,” Romie added, then raised their hand.

“Okay, but if this goes south, the blame isn’t on me. Got it?” Vidas said, poking his brother’s chest.

“Whatever, you are so uptight. Have some fun! It’s just our lives on the line!” Inara jumped on Vidas’ back and gave him a noogie and affectionate peck on the cheek.

The door slid open as we approached. There were three smaller amalgamations similarly made up of random limbs and other parts of monsters from the dungeon shuffling around aimlessly. The room was about as large as the last though none of the monsters could fit through the door. This room was back to being covered in vines and made of the softly glowing stone.

“Uh, so we should get less essence from each one so it shouldn’t hurt as bad, right?” Pavel looked around like someone would have an answer to his question. At four confused shrugs he clearly gave up and turned to Romie. “More fire arrows?”

“Eh, mundane fire. Don’t want to waste,” they said and took out some rags soaked in oil but kept two very separate from the other that they tied around the end of an arrow and had Inara light while they made ready to shoot. The flaming arrow again landed on one of the horror’s face.

It only took 5 minutes for the rush of essence. The rest of the team reacted like it was uncomfortable but not dangerous.

“Man, I wish we had more items to channel this into. Still, my spell is getting leveled up pretty well. Romie, light up the next one!” Inara called and the process repeated twice more.

As the essence zoomed into my core from the last of them, an opening appeared in the back wall with a large glowing crystal orb beyond.

“Uh, I guess that was the boss? What the jebbie is going on here?” Pavel asked.

“This might be a trap. Everyone be cautious. Terry, at the rear. If this is the end, once we touch the crystal, it will take us into a separate space briefly to reward us individually. Inara, at the front checking for traps.” Vidas snapped out commands and I slightly expected some grumbling from Inara. Instead, everyone moved forward in a loose but clearly rehearsed formation.

I felt a gentle giggle, like it was a friend laughing while holding onto the back of my shoulders.

All four of the members of Aspirations of Ascendancy entered the room and touched the crystal. I could only see Romie from the side but their eyes looked blank. Just as I was about to enter the room, a chute suddenly opened beneath me.

I bet this is where Wile E. Coyote would have a ‘Well, sodus’ sign.

I plummeted fifteen feet (5m) straight down but the chute quickly changed in slope and leveled off. Unfortunately, it was as coated with vines as most of the rest of the dungeon. I came flying out of the bumpy slide, still at a reasonable speed, and fell into a heap in a completely black room. Either my glow stone didn’t work or it had been broken in the fall.

2/10, would not recommend. Ass bruises and probably a leaf or stick stuck somewhere it shouldn’t be. Ending in a dark and damp room was surprising but ultimately not a good ending.

“Yes, sorry about that. I’m not used to making slides. They seem a wonderful invention though,” a feminine voice said as light started to rise throughout the room.

It was a cube, about fifteen feet (5m) in every direction, with a glowing orb about the size of a basketball floating at stomach height.

“Crap, did I smack my head on the way down? Just what I need, to hallucinate.” I started trying to check my head for bruises but found none, only a reminder of my truly awful haircut.

“Well, I can provide you some extremely powerful hallucinogens if you’d like. That doesn’t seem like a great reward for clearing a dungeon though, does it?” The voice gave a tittering laugh that seemed to send a wave of amusement deep into my cores and soul. I tried to look for a source of the sound but couldn’t find anything, it simply suffused the room.

“It was you wasn’t it? The feeling of someone being with me?”

I stepped forward and examined the core.

It looked like the result of an angry teenager with only access to green and white had painted a clear bowling ball with an LED embedded in the center. The white streaks were jagged and sucked the eye in, not like a comforting eggshell, more like a white that spoke of nothingness.

“Yes, that was me and yes, that is the null infecting me. Luckily I was able to dump enough into those monsters, especially at the end, to get back to… let’s not say normal but at least I’m not lashing out in anger in a vain attempt to purge myself of this awful taint. It was driving me insane. As in literally.”

The orb seemed to stop glowing, almost contemplating. “But you my little – okay, not so little – friend, seem to be my answer. So, I’m going to make you a proposition. No, not that meaning! Jeez dude! Oh, I like that phrase. Stealing it from you! Jeez dude!”

“You can read my mind?” I asked, realizing it was a stupid question.

“Yeah, not sure why. I did love your friends thinking I could read their AAI messages. That would be super cool. But I can generally get a sense of what people are thinking. Or at least I can since I gained my ability to think. Not really sure why. Anywho. Ooh, that’s another one I’m borrowing!”

I realized the voice was speaking in English and started throwing out all the swear words.

“Uh, sure dude… pretty weird.”

“Sorry, I’m just so sick of this redacted bullshit.”

“Oh, okay. Still, no more talk like that or I’ll wash your mouth out with soap. Ha! Oh, that’s a happy/sad memory. Weird. Okay, back to the point as I can’t keep your friends occupied much longer! I’m going to allow them to shatter my fake crystal. I will change the look of my dungeon opening and hopefully they buy it. I’m going to give them really garbage loot too, ha!

“Anyway, I need you to purge more of the null essence from me and then I’ll come with you. You can put me up some place nice and come purge the null and I’ll make sure to give you good loot. Sound good? Great! And no, don’t use the token now, use it when you come back through later today.

“And nope, can’t come with you now, would be obvious to anyone who knows their ass from a hole in the ground – awesome phrase there – that I wasn’t destroyed and those folks up there are hellbent on utterly annihilating me. Even despite the super easy last few rooms. How hilarious were those?!”

I was so happy to hear English, especially casual American English, I didn’t even think to push back on what it – she? – was saying.

“Okay, rambling. Here, take one of the items the groups who died in here recently had. And a couple of healing potions. Clearing me out is gonna be hard! I bet you can do it though! Okay, toodles! Ooh, that one slaps! And ‘slaps’ slaps. Heh, bye sucka!”

“Wait, what the f—”

Suddenly, I was outside the dungeon with the members of the Aspirations of Ascendancy in the midday sunlight. Each member had a weapon in their hands as well as Vidas holding onto a particularly jagged bit of crystal that had clearly cut his hand.

Heh, she’s petty too. I have to talk with Jasna and Tiesa about this.

“Well, that could have gone worse,” Inara said and went over to the carriage and entered without knocking.

The other members looked at me and I shrugged, following her to have a private audience with my two guards.

***

“What the damn hell!” Inara bellowed as Tiesa literally threw her from the carriage.

“Sorry, we need some privacy,” Tiesa called, laughter clear in her voice.

“You could have just asked!”

“You’re right, I could have.” Tiesa closed the door, smiling. Turning back to Jasna and I, she said, “I’ve activated the privacy enchantments but… yup, she’s trying to listen at the door.”

Tiesa opened the shade and unlatched the window with a deftness I didn’t think possible, shooting her hand out and lifting Inara by the scruff. “That’s naughty, my dear niece of a friend. I think Ruta would understand if you didn’t come back, don’t you? Or at least not whole.” Turning to Jasna, she mouthed something and the woman went from a ready stance to relaxed.

Turning back to Inara, still held in the air by the back of her clothing, Tiesa’s face got more serious. “I know you think this is all fun and games but here is an AAI-backed guarantee,” she stuck her tongue out for a second and then Inara’s cheeky smile faded and she gave a weak nod. Tiesa dropped her and she scampered away like a frightened cat.

“What threat did you use?” Jasna asked simply.

“Compound fracture a limb and prevent healing for two bells every time I caught her snooping around for the next two bells. After that, the threat expires and she’s back to being able to skulldugger to her heart’s content.” Tiesa looked serious while Jasna just looked contemplative.

“Pretty effective at the very least. I usually like to threaten removing limbs but that’s harder to heal so probably easier to follow through on. I approve.”

At Tiesa’s turn to me and laugh, I guessed my expression had gotten more and more horrified. I waited for her to laugh and say she was joking but it never came as she closed the window, rolled up the shade, and reinitiated the privacy enchantments.

Okay, reminder to not mess with Tiesa.

“Your AAI message warrants this. That dungeon isn’t only mildly sentient, it’s a full-blown person. And one that seems fun too,” Tiesa said, chuckling. “That’s extremely rare. We have to decide what to do about it. This could be a great boon, especially using your token you got from the Azarovs, but it’s dangerous as hell.”

“Can you walk me through what’s going on and why it’s such a big deal? I get that most dungeons aren’t sentient but I feel like this one must have been for a while, right? It’s not like they just grow sentience overnight? Or do they?” I was lost and wasn’t my usual crisp self.

Giving myself permission to be hot garbage. I almost died twice.

“First, no, I don’t know of a single actually sentient dungeon in the Kingdom. There are rumors but usually, they are destroyed – or at least said to be destroyed. There is all kinds of folklore about them—”

Jasna excitedly cut in, “Oh, I have a few great romance novels about this. The Darling Dungeon and the Doting Delver is probably my favorite but the writing is pretty bad. The sex scenes are way too tame. There’s,” and all I heard was static for a few seconds, “but it’s a little too focused on the sex and not the actual delving or the relationship. Then there’s—” she stopped at a hand on her arm from Tiesa.

“Let’s talk about consequences and actions now, erotica later?” At a pause and then an agreeing nod from Jasna, Tiesa continued like there hadn’t been any interruption. “There are many stories about sentient dungeons but as far as I knew, it was all just that: stories. This could change a lot about how we think about dungeons. And maybe even bonded creatures and how they gain sentience. And the idea that dungeons can be moved could cause riots and even war between cities. Any attempts to move a core previously has resulted in the core shattering. Or at least that’s what we’ve been told…”

She took a breath, looking contemplative, then focused back on me. “To sum this up, first, this is big. Like potentially huge. Second, this is going to get out and we have to plan for that. Third, I know you can’t trust it, and fourth, we need to destroy it.”

Jasna shook her head, “This is exactly the kind of opportunity he is looking for.”

“Jazzy, this is going to be a nightmare. And he’s already a hot-button issue. We need to get him away from this with as little controversy and fanfare as possible or someone is just going to say he isn’t worth the trouble and have him killed.”

Tiesa grabbed Jasna’s hand. “I say you and I should destroy it. We should talk to the Aspirations of Ascendancy but for me, this is a done deal. Especially if it’s clever enough to trick them into thinking they destroyed it and modifying its entrance to look like the surroundings. They already had orders to destroy it if it was gaining sentience, especially after it killed a few teams. It’s just not worth the risk.”

“Ahem, don’t I have a say in this?” I asked.

Tiesa simply said, “No.”

“Let me rephrase that. I do have a say in this. You didn’t feel what I felt. You didn’t feel the pain she is going through – yes, she I think, and no, not going to be trying to ‘delve her depths’ like that. I think we can trust it. Her. You heard both Inara and my accounts. This could have wide-reaching implications if we can purge null from a dungeon – maybe we can learn how to do it from a rift!” I was getting excited about the broad-reaching potential impact, especially if we got a cut from any monetary rewards.

“You just want the reward,” Tiesa said, seeing right through me. “And I am telling you, it sensed it couldn’t kill you all and conserved its energy to take you specifically down.” Tiesa’s arms were now crossed and she moved slightly away from Jasna, who looked hurt.

“I just think—” Jasna started but Tiesa scoffed and she stopped talking.

There was a huffy silence and I was planning how to approach getting Tiesa on board once tempers calmed down.

Suddenly Jasna’s face lit up.

“Tee-Tee, aren’t you always telling me to not act so impulsively? Let’s stay here for the night and talk with the Aspirations of Ascendancy about it tomorrow morning. Sleep on it and have a broader conference in the morning. It almost killed them too, I think they should have a say. That’s fair, right? Aren’t you always telling me to act more fairly?” Jasna was trying for a tone I guessed was somewhere between pleading and reasoning but it was too slow-paced, like she considered every word.

Tiesa sighed and shook her head. “Fine, yes, that makes sense. Now Terry, tell us exactly what it said to you.”

***

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked as Jasna pulled me bodily from my bedroll.

She had taken first watch after a subdued celebration at our dungeon clear by the Aspirations of Ascendancy despite the awful loot. Apparently, all of their rewards were pretty weak, with Vidas getting the worst of it, receiving three silver and a book called ‘How to Make Friends and Stop Being a Jerk’ with the author crossed out and written in English, it said ‘by D. Dungeon’.

I hadn’t received anything despite the dungeon’s promise, which was slightly disappointing but at least it wasn’t something so petulant and rude.

“This is your opportunity. You said you want to take the chance so take it,” she said quietly, then made a shushing gesture and moved quickly away from the camp, leaving me to scramble to follow.

We arrived at the dungeon entrance shortly thereafter. “Isn’t Tiesa going to be pissed at you about this?”

“Yes, but sometimes she needs to remember that the people she – and often we – lost wouldn’t have wanted their opportunities taken away from them in the name of safety. Yes, they would probably say they want very specifically their last opportunity taken away so they could survive but this is the life we live. If you truly want to become something and don’t have the luck to be a noble, you have to take what you can grab. When the world gives you an opening, not stepping into it is dumb.” She nodded as though there was no way to refute anything she said.

Do I want this? I really do trust the dungeon. It felt like any of the other amazing people I’ve met – Tiesa, Jasna, Gabor, Risto, Vana, even Tilda, Katarina, and Aras. She was trying to purge herself. This is my opportunity for growth but also to really help the region. And having a dungeon for me and my people could be really useful to start building that power base…

“Jasna, do you have a coin I could use?” I asked. She produced one of the golds I gave her earlier.

Heads, I go in. Tails, I don’t.

As the coin rotated slowly through the air, I knew what I wanted to do and charged forwards before it could even touch the ground.
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                “Nice, just gonna go ahead and seal that off.” I saw a shimmer of white and green energy snap over the entrance. “And we can talk strategy!”

The entrance safe room was much the same as last time, covered in vines and oddly glowing. Though the vines looked more withered and the stone in the walls had more of what I realized was probably null-infused rock.

“Uh, did you just seal me in?” I asked, already starting to regret my decision.

“It’s more about blocking others from entering but, as it stands, yup, you are sealed in. I can let you out at any point but I started deploying my senses shortly after I regained my wits and that Tiesa lady is going to destroy me if she gets a chance. Especially after she figures out what Jasna did.” The voice was slowly speeding up.

“I like her! Good head on her shoulders! Plus, I need to get AAI access to her so I can read some of those books she mentioned! I only have what’s been dropped in here! And it’s mostly cultivation garbage, some awful romance books, or one guy really loved books about snakes. I can’t even make them but I know so much about how the little critters work and live. They seem pretty cool but still, seventeen books about snakes? In your mundane backpack you take into a dungeon? No wonder I ate you bud.”

“Let’s go back to me being sealed in here,” I said testily.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #6: Set ground rules and keep everyone on task, especially when dealing with people – or entities – that clearly have both boundary issues and ADHD.

“My dude – ooh, I love that one – so, my dude, it is a need, not a want. If you don’t do what I need, I get destroyed. I’m smart enough to know that. Or even if you do and you take me to Tiesa, I don’t survive either. You truly are my only hope. What’s a Leia?”

“One, focus. Two, stop jumping into my mind. It’s creepy. Or if you do, don’t let me know. No one will like that so even if you survive this, you will piss off people enough you might get killed anyway.” I knew it was a testy reply but constantly being reminded of Earth after a long day of almost dying was no longer my idea of fun.

“Oh shit, got it. And yeah, couldn’t jump into any of their heads, only yours. Weird huh? Same for why I could put stuff in your ring. Lots of room after you got rid of that wolf. If they weren’t so null-heavy, I’d say leave the corpses here for me to eat!”

“You accessed my ring?”

“No shit Sherlock, how else do you think I gave you your reward? Wait, did you think I didn’t give you one? And you still came in?” She started laughing. “You trusting dingus – oh, now that… whoops, sorry – but you really are a dingus. Why would you believe me?”

I shrugged. “Our souls felt linked. I hate the kindred spirits mumbo jumbo from Earth – yes, mumbo jumbo is another great one,” I said as I heard her gasp of glee. “Anyway, I felt a spiritual connection like I was supposed to partner up with you. And no, not in the Jasna’s book way,” I quickly added.

“Yuck, you aren’t my type anyway! Wait, do I have a type? Well, if I do, it’s certainly not you!” I felt the image of someone sticking their tongue out at me.

“Uh, can we get to the point? Banter is fun and all but… the longer we delay, the greater the chance Tiesa first, discovers I’m in here and second, breaks in and destroys you.”

“Yeah, good point, good point. Okay, you’ve seen the recordings of delves from before things went to hell in a handbasket, right? Well, that’s basically what I’m going to do: release one enemy at a time but they are overloaded with null essence. I discovered towards the end there I could tweak the amount of essence in a monster and even the affinity of it. But I already had a set number of rooms for that delve from my not-so-sane state and could only adjust things so much. But that’s why my last two rooms were so… ridiculous.”

“Any reason you don’t do that again and give me some fire capabilities?” I asked.

“Yeah, one is that it didn’t purge the affinity that well. No idea why. And the second is that it isn’t what you actually want, you want a challenge and to earn it. Nope, not doing the mind thing – though English is so much cooler than any language here – I just heard you talking about it. Those enchantments on the carriage are utter hot garbage by the way, you should give Katarina so much grief.”

God, it’s like dealing with a puppy. Or a four year old who just had a bunch of sugary snacks before they crash.

“Ugh, that’s rude to think!” she said. “Oh yeah, it probably is ruder to invade your mind. We’ll have to work on that for the future. Good point, I will need a name. Let’s think of one when we’re through this, no need to rush. And no, Glados is not an acceptable name… though maybe I can give you a cake as a reward… Nope, no sugar, eggs, flour, or an oven here…”

“FOCUS!” I finally shouted.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Okay, I’ll be sending monster after monster at you but only one at a time. At least until you tell me to move it to more and more at once. I know you’ve trained for it and it’s the next step in the challenge, no? Now, get that cool shield out of your storage to replace your lame and dented one!”

I checked my ring and could sense many new things: seven healing potions, three universal antidotes, two potion belts, and a shield. I took out the belts first and slung them in a crisscross on my hips, all to the dungeon’s subtle booing at not starting with the shield.

Expecting it to be something like the Captain America shield, I was maybe a quarter right. It was more rounded than I expected but had what looked like missing pieces all around the edge.

From what Risto told me, these were used for snagging opponent weapons or the limbs of beasts – they were a slightly different coloring and I guessed they were a different metal since they would be the most fragile parts of the shield and could use some reinforcement.

Since the snagging could easily go both ways, getting your shield ripped from your hands, they were enchanted to only deploy on command. I pushed a bit of mana into the shield and the gaps filled in instantly.

Remembering I had a spiritual sense to check it out further, I felt for more enchantments. Since I was so new to the process, I had no idea what the enchantments I discovered did but the dungeon helpfully chimed in with hardness, self-repair, toughness, and minor enhanced bleed enchantments.

That last one is a little sinister for a shield.

There were no embellishments which I thought was a shame.

“Yeah, I actually removed the previous picture. It was of a scantily clad woman and that felt weird as hell,” the dungeon helpfully mentioned.

“Just who did you kill?” I couldn’t help but wonder out loud.

“Eh, that one has been with me for over a decade apparently so I can’t remember him. Not even sure they were a guy but would a woman walk around with a naked lady shield?”

It was extremely light and covered a significant part of my body. I wondered if it would be good to throw and tried once in the starting room.

“Yeah, no,” both the dungeon and I said simultaneously.

“Okay, I’m ready, bring on the parade of enemies,” I said and pounded on the shield with my morningstar, slightly dulling a spike on the weapon. “No one saw that,” I muttered to giggling from the dungeon.

“Oh, I won’t be able to talk with you outside of this room. If you need to rest or chat, come back here. I can hear you but can only send you feelings when you’re in the dungeon proper. Now, go clear out some null for me! And take off that bracelet, there’s no use since you’re the only one here.”

I did as she said and opened the door, seeing a large mantis about 60 feet (20m) from the opening and an impossibly long hallway after with a true horde of monsters, all seemingly waiting their turn.

“Let’s do this!” I yelled and charged forward, only tripping slightly.

***

I was in a good rhythm, alternating between the large mantis creatures, ants, and spiders one after the other. I took a break in the safe room every five minutes or six kills, whichever was sooner.

The mantises were excellent for training my timing and using my shield for deflecting blows. Their arm swings were fast but mostly predictable so I was able to get my shield in the way and quickly follow up with a morningstar to the chest or on the arm I had just redirected.

The one time I went for a quick killing blow to the head, I almost got cut and my tunic over my chain shirt had a huge slash through it. I wasn’t sure if my armor would have fully stopped the blow if I hadn’t leapt backwards in a last second dodge.

Still, my pattern for the mantises were essentially a deflect and jab wear-down strategy, exactly how I said I wanted to fight. Feeling in control of the process was incredibly rewarding and I got faster and faster with dispatching them even if my fatigue was starting to increase.

The ants were great for training my footing as the heavy monsters tried to use brute strength and weight. Letting them tire themselves out as well as focusing on leverage and quick reversals was somewhat boring but let me gain a lot of experience in waiting for the perfect time to counter.

If my shield got a bit too much of their acid on it, I let it self-repair for a minute or so while channeling my otherwise useless mana into it but it never felt like it was in danger of taking any real lasting damage.

The spiders were pure chaos and the most fun. They loved to jump around and shoot webs at odd angles. One time, one managed to get its webbing to the ceiling above and I got a fair bit of practice with my throwing knives. Five were actually stuck to the webbing holding it above me before I got one to fully cut through.

The mass ‘yarp’ of six knives coming into range of my throwing knife vest at once almost threw me off my rhythm as I swung upwards while it plummeted, impaling it on my morningstar.

Which wasn’t a great idea as it didn’t immediately die and I was in range of its legs, which it tried to use to pass me to its mouth. I leapt back, summoned my warhammer, and summarily smashed the beast but learned a valuable lesson about trading an eventually fatal blow and leaving myself open.

With every kill, I felt the essence flow into me, as pure as I could ever hope for. The monsters looked far scarier being so null heavy, much like the wolves with starkly white carapaces and flesh but crazed purple-tinted dark eyes. Even the blood was odd, a sluggish black that seemed to absorb the light itself.

After I spent two whole hours mostly clearing the first room, I took a 30 minute rest in the safe room.

“What was that at the end? I felt you saying things to me randomly while I was fighting.”

“You needed more of a challenge and were too much of a small cat. Wait no a—”

“I got it, I got it. You wanted me to take on more at a time. Anyway, my spirit is feeling pretty full… I already Tiered-up to 1.1 last time but I feel… metaphorically stuffed?”

“Yeah, from the 15 different cultivation manuals I’ve got here, it looks like you just need to spend a bit of effort to direct it towards your kind of general ‘core area’ through your essence channels and then you can choose which core once it lands. Though most recommend mainly physical cultivation for Tier 1 with a bit to magical and with no real specialization in either of the two cores.”

“Can you read one to me? Whichever you think is the best one based on comparing and contrasting.” I was really curious as Stannis seemed to think my manual was so garbage I didn’t even look at it after leaving Zalano.

God, that feels like a year ago but it was barely a week.

As the dungeon walked me through a manual, I felt my ring trying to siphon some of the essence.

“Anything in there about allocating essence to items?” I asked hopefully.

“Other than ‘don’t’? I guess there is one that is a researcher-focused one. Seems like that is from more recently, about the time I started to gain sentience. Here, let me walk you through what it says.”

We spent the next twenty minutes going over it and I slowly fed small amounts of the essence I was cycling into my cores to the ring as well.

“Ooh, that ring is growing, that’s so cool! It can store more things than when it came in! That’s awesome! Wait, is that normal?” The dungeon seemed to be back to excited about anything other than the delve.

“I don’t think so – at least that’s what I’ve been told – and my guess is barely better than yours. Like it’s not unheard of for weapons and armor but it sounded like it was odd for items to get much benefit from essence.”

“Cool beans. Oh wow, that is a dorky phrase. I am totally using that one again! Did you want me to read to you from one of the romance books someone left while you wait?”

Without waiting for an answer, she started reading the most raunchy parts she could find so I quickly made my way back out and started taking on multiple enemies at once.

***

The wasp made a beeline for me, which almost caught me in making a joke to myself. My slip-up earlier in the day that nearly killed me and/or Pavel was still fresh enough for me to stay alert.

I feinted to the right, rolled to the left, and brought my morningstar in for a sweeping strike counterclockwise to smash the shooter and bring my shield up in time to catch the pincer with the grabbing nooks in my shield – I need to ask someone what those are called – and quickly broke the stinger off the giant beast.

It went berserk, trying desperately to bite at me while I tried to get enough leverage for a good strike while imposing my shield.

The second room had been mostly stark white plants but they were relatively easy to take down, especially with some of the torches in my ring and my throwing knives.

The third was similar to what we had done earlier in the day with spotlights that expanded until they overlapped, giving free movement for any beast that had been trapped in the spotlight to move much further.

However, there was a mechanism at the back of the room that reset the spotlights and dropped in new monsters. It had started normally but the shooters added in a new element as they could still shoot across spotlights, making positioning far more important.

With a shield bash and a quick overhead swing, I managed to break one of the wasp’s mandibles, meaning its bite was far less dangerous. Taking a calculated risk, I let it get around the side of my shield, bringing my shield and morningstar together, essentially squishing as best I could.

It landed a few feeble strikes with its legs but all they did was further cut up my clothing.

“Okay, looks like that is round three of fifteen. Time to go again,” I said to myself and hit the reset, jogging back to the start.

A giant caterpillar landed in the first spotlight, two shooters in the second, a mantis in the third, two more shooters in the fourth, and I couldn’t see well enough past that.

“I didn’t even get to call it! That’s BS and you know it dungeon!” I yelled while laughing, immediately running at the caterpillar.

It struck out with it front four sets of legs, an overwhelming attack straight at my center mass.

Instead of trying to weather the blow, I jumped slightly, deflecting the strikes downward.

As it awkwardly was forced towards the ground, I swung in an arc, crippling the top set of legs. Before it could react, I dove over its grounded back and paused for a quarter second before diving to the right and advancing towards the second light.

The caterpillar screamed as two hardened stingers embedded along its flank but I was focused on taking out one shooter before either could reload.

Sprinting forward, I tried a sweeping strike low at the two creatures that were essentially large crickets with a cannon on top. My goal was to take out a leg on each, making it far harder to aim.

These shooters were quite a bit more intelligent than the last batch as both lifted the legs I had aimed for – the forward leg that was nearly touching the other shooter.

Knowing this was a possibility, I enacted ‘Mission Topple Two, Create Bug Goo’, slipping my shield under the legs that were in the air and jumping as high as I could, knocking both shooters briefly onto their side.

The shooters from spotlight four both fired at me in the air but the momentum was mostly spent and each pinged off my shield as I looked for a place to land.

I considered a morningstar swing with my added weight from my enhanced leap but knew it would leave my back too exposed.

Instead, I did my best Jean Claude van Dam impression and spread my legs wide to come down in a stomp on each of the toppled shooters.

Neither blow was devastating but both accomplished my goal: hampering their mobility and damaging the shooting mechanism enough to leave them behind safely.

I quickly made my way past the single mantis, bringing up my shield to block a telegraphed blow. It was powerful and sent me sprawling sideways but it was still enough to get by. I paused to let the shooters from spotlight four get a bead on me before moving again. Unfortunately, they didn’t hit the mantis but that was acceptable.

I have this down. By the end of this, I’ll be able to take on a full set like we did today.

I tried again for a swinging low sweep at the shooters but kept my morningstar slightly higher, still trying to catch the legs. It worked, toppling both shooters. I roared in triumph.

Then shrieked in surprise

Both cannons were far more ambulatory than I thought as they aimed at me from the ground.

I brought my shield up and dove to the right, blocking one while the other grazed my calf. Limping slightly, I smashed the one closer to me in one angry blow, sending legs and viscera flying everywhere and pressed my shield on the other, sweeping its legs out and pressing it to the ground while it weakly shot another round into my shield. I rolled off and angrily smashed it two times with my weapon in sharp overhead strikes.

I don’t have time for the potion, moving beyond the second spotlight caused the other spotlights to expand faster.

“Anything you can do to help would be great!” I yelled as I ran back towards the mantis. The last three spotlights were two ants, two spiders, and two mantises respectively, something I could easily handle but not if they overlapped.

I used a fast shield bash and hooked the mantis under the chin, swinging over quickly and braining it. It managed to slash out as I turned back towards the last three spotlights but I jumped out of the way and it fell still.

The last three battles were frenetic as I prepared to have the caterpillar from the first spotlight arrive at any time. They weren’t that fast but it was still an ever-present danger.

Just as all the spotlights overlapped, I finished off the last mantis and sprinted to meet the caterpillar rather than let it charge me down, coming to a stop where the third spotlight had been with a dead mantis acting as a barrier.

I began with a fake of the move I’d used to get past it, letting it drive down towards me with multiple legs before jumping. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the same momentum.

My jump on a slightly injured leg wasn’t high enough.

The large beast crashed into my shield and knocked me over. I managed to bop it lightly on the head with my morningstar, drawing a slight amount of blood.

We entered a war of attrition, me slowly taking down its twenty legs, one by one, while it continued to hammer on my shield.

As I was tiring, I baited the furry monstrosity into a fatal mistake, showing it my side for it to dive at while I dropped my shield and morningstar and rolled underneath.

With a dagger in each hand, I slashed in a giant X, spilling the putrid guts and colorless viscera of four abdominal sections all over my face and chest.

It let out a piteous moan and I had to kick up with all my might, driving the daggers deeper with my boots.

I swung around and grabbed my shield and morningstar in case it countered but it wasn’t needed. I brought my morningstar down on its head and roared my victory.

THUNK

THUNK

My roar was cut short by a spray of red from my mouth.
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                I looked down and saw two barbs poking a few inches through my chest to malform my chain shirt. I tried to scream but my lungs were already filling with blood.

Turning in horror, I saw the shooters from the second spotlight I had left for dead.

My brain feels fuzzy. Something about jobs and finishing?

I stumbled over, barely managing to keep my shield in place as more projectiles aimed to end my delving career.

Just my career?

My clumsy swing managed to clip the first shooter I targeted. My stomp from what felt like an hour ago had slowed their mobility far more than I would have guessed and their cannons still took far longer to reload than normal.

Fighting as defensively as I could against the second shooter, I smashed the first with two overhead chops, waiting for the rush of essence before moving on.

Always finish the job.

The second was almost as mobile as me, at least when I was quickly losing blood and potentially consciousness.

The cat and mouse game of it trying to keep its distance and firing at me lasted far longer than I wanted.

Knowing it was my last hope, I used a shield charge and prayed a barb wouldn’t hit my legs.

I belly flopped onto the pesky pale projectile pelter with my shield and reached around with a dagger in each hand, slashing desperately as I lost blood.

With the rush of essence, I finally relaxed, knowing I won.

I felt something tickle my mind.

Oh yeah, dying here. Take a potion!

I materialized one of the eight healing potions I had left and downed it as best I could despite the blood seeping from my mouth.

I felt it start to take effect but knew I needed to get the hardened stingers out of my chest. Using the backs of my daggers, I pushed as best as I could back through my body and reached behind, pulling them out.

Maybe I should have pulled them forward?

I screamed with every inch they moved and had to take two more healing potions before I was done and resting in the safe room.

“Okay, I see we can up the challenge but I still have to account for your dumb ass.” The dungeon chewed me out for the last 20 minutes as I rested.

“I know, I got cocky. Again. I’ve been trained for decades on low consequences for getting a big head. Nailing a presentation doesn’t mean I get killed the second I congratulate myself on walking out of the room.”

“That’s not a valid excuse. Sure, it’s an explanation. But that’s the third time today. I’ve known you for about half a day and I already see the problem. What did you mumble? Finish the job? Can you really do that? That was three of the seven healing potions I gave you!”

“Eight. Well, I had one left over from the delve this morning. Nevertheless, you’re right.” I shook my head in exasperation.

“You can still do this but I’m running out of energy to change up my further rooms. I can’t even change the room you were in more than slightly tweaking the timing so the spotlights expand more slowly. I think this challenge is too great for you.”

“No, it’s perfect if I play it correctly. The spotlights don’t expand if I haven’t entered an adjacent one. I just need to be smarter.”

“Well, there’s something we both agree on.” The dungeon chuckled darkly.

Great, dealing with another smartass.

“You do recall I can essentially hear your thoughts when you’re in here, right?”

Well, sodus.

***

Another few grueling hours and three rooms cleared, I was down to my final healing potion.

“Well, I have bad news, bad news, and bad news. Which do you want first?” the dungeon said as I was resting up for the final charge.

“Very funny. What?”

“The first is that Tiesa discovered you were not in your bedroll and deduced you were in here. She is livid with both you and Jasna.”

“Yeah, we expected that once it was her time for watch. So bad but not surprising. What else ya’ got?”

“Tiesa just started trying to break through the barrier. I can hold her off but it is draining my reserves. That means both you need to hurry as she will probably be through in 20 minutes and I can’t make any changes to the final room. It will be extremely challenging. I can’t tell you more because of some restriction inherent to my nature.”

“Great,” I said, getting up and doing my final checks. “I guess I’ll have to move quickly to even get to the boss. Does that mean you are ready for your plan when I get to the core?”

“Yes. I am going to provide you a genuine sliver of myself you can use as proof I was shattered. Get your token ready. We have to move fast.”

Ten minutes later, I was at the ornate final doors. It had two knockers made from ringed plants and weighed down by metal human skulls.

“Nice touch, very ominous.” I felt a light chuckle touch my mind.

I reached up and the resounding boom echoed as the doors slowly creaked open, revealing a cavernous room filled with plants.

Worried that I was going to have to fight a beast wave on my own, I stepped forward and readied myself.

A giant mantis, almost fifteen feet (5m) tall, rose from a wooden throne. It was hard to differentiate from all the other foliage until it moved. It’s coloring matched the throne and it moved with a weirdly graceful stride that seemed like a long capture video of vines wrapping around a pole sped up a thousand times.

Hopefully there’s just the one.

As if it was triggered by my thoughts, I saw movement from the corner of my eye and brought up my shield to protect my right side. A massive round, furry ball exploded against my shield, covering me in a sticky juice. Worried it was acid, I prepared to take out my jug to douse myself with water.

It smells like coconut. Really?

Another faint chuckle tickled the back of my mind. In my distraction, the giant beast made up half the 300 feet (100m) distance between us and was picking up speed.

Keeping an eye out for more coconuts, I holstered my morningstar and took out four throwing daggers, beginning a sideways strafing run, trying to bleed off its momentum.

Praying more than even hoping it was clumsy, I was disappointed but began my ‘festival of yarps’ as I started launching daggers at its legs, aiming to hinder its movement even slightly.

To my surprise, each of the daggers struck true and lodged deeply into the colossal beast’s flesh.

Sadly, it seemed to do no real damage with sap slowly leaking out of the wounds. As I continued to strafe, I emptied my bandolier.

Crap, no way to sneak up on it if I make a huge noise when I get anywhere near.

It finally closed the distance and brought its massive bladed forearm down towards me. I got my shield in the way and attempted a glancing deflection to follow up with a strike of my morningstar.

The good news was that the arm blades were made of a softer material – likely wood – than the previous mantises, who had a hard chitin on their arms.

The bad news was the strike contained so much momentum, I couldn’t deflect it much less maintain my footing.

Oh bother.

I landed in a heap and quickly scrambled up to deflect the death blow I knew was coming.

Except it wasn’t.

I think it takes a while to get moving. How can I use that?

I dodged another large coconut and started running laterally to the boss again, managing to get close behind the giant insect.

Weird, it’s literally all made of wood. Wish I had that fire arrow now. 

A few of my daggers seemed to have hit something close to an artery as the sap leaking from the wounds was actually significant.

And with that, I got an idea.

Holstering my morningstar, I summoned my warhammer from my ring.

It’s pegging time! Wait!

The chuckle in my mind turned to uproarious laughter as I charged and leapt up, using the knife on the back of its calf area as a handhold to smash the dagger near the back of its knee joint with the hammer.

The monster made its first real noise, emitting a horrible cry that sounded like someone had stolen a seal’s ball and then punched it in the face.

A spray of sweet-smelling sap flew out from the bipedal mantis and it tried to reach behind itself. It couldn’t quite get to me with the giant logs included on its forearms and I chuckled at finding what I hoped was essentially a cheat code.

I swung the hammer two more times, driving the knife into the back of its knee all the way past the hilt.

No more adventuring life for you, though not an arrow.

And then I felt the world start to tilt.

The mantis went for a wrestling leg drop. With me attached to the back of the leg.

I launched myself off and collided with its falling crotch.

Glad there was nothing there and no one to see, I quickly scrambled away as it went to snatch at me, hitting its own not-really-private area with a giant log.

The dungeon boss’ reaction seemed to only be frustration, not one of pain despite knowing it probably just drove multiple of my daggers further into the back of its legs. As if to confirm, my vest let out a series of yarps as I ran to where I dropped my shield.

The giant wooden insect quickly rose and charged at me, leaving a small trail of sap behind it. A much smaller trail than I hoped for.

I realized my error too late: don’t get too far away or it will build up momentum.

I was again knocked off my feet, almost losing my shield and absolutely losing every bit of breath from my body as my own arm knocked into my gut.

“You suck!” I yelled. “Man, my banter game needs work before I start fighting people.”

I dodged another coconut fired from the walls and it plunked harmlessly against the angry ent. It charged again and I resumed my sideways run, chuckling to myself slightly as my chest made a funny noise once it got close.

Knowing I needed to start taking risks or I’d run out of time, I tried my old ‘feint one direction, dodge the other and then swing’ move.

It worked better than I expected and I landed a scraping blow against the leg of the wooden monstrosity.

I tried two more times and each strike landed but I was not doing any significant damage.

Accepting the need to try something different, I retreated into the foliage and looked through my ring for anything that might help.

I plunked out a crate of supplies and ripped it open, searching for something that could be my – and the dungeon’s – salvation.

A coconut whizzed just past my head, grazing my shoulder.

The mantis was searching the area and seemed to have better senses than just eyesight but hadn’t found me yet. I tried throwing something from the crate – a pickaxe – and the giant lumbering lumber-based monster moved over to where it landed before resuming its search.

Oh, that is an idea…

I took my target out of the crate, grabbed a pole, dodged a coconut that smashed into a tree near me, and started sneaking my way behind the boss as best as I could.

***

Rift Boss Charles Mantis

YARP YARP YARP

The mantis turned to the sound as his prey approached and wound up a monstrous swing.

Every time it came near, it made that sound.

Every time, the little squishy thing hurt the mantis and then eluded it.

The wooden insect smashed both of its forearms onto the small annoyance that was making the bothersome sound.

Done! Done?

However, it didn’t feel like its job was complete. Things were just heating up.

Literally.

***

Taking my bandolier off and praying my last-ditch effort would work, I got to work as quickly as possible.

I knew I could simply continue to hide and wait for Tiesa to burst through the shielding, watching her demolish the giant creature in a heartbeat.

And then watch her do the same to the dungeon’s core.

I grabbed the extendable pole from the crate and put the bandolier on the end, using it to catapult the black piece of fabric as far as I could into the direction the mantis was searching. Though it was an awkward movement, I managed to launch it 30 feet (10m) in front of the walking pile of wood.

I quickly snuck behind it as best I could, readying the second part of my plan while praying to every higher power, real or fictional.

YARP

The mantis turned sharply and charged at the noise.

That’s the signal!

I launched the three torches roped together at the walking kindling’s back. One torch fell out along the short flight but two struck. The fire sputtered momentarily as the torches rolled down towards the ground along its back.

Oh no.

And then one of the torches reached the seeping wounds at its knees, setting its legs alight in a giant purple whoosh of flames.

As it went to one knee, I swooped in, trying for a strike to its less injured leg and knock it all the way prone. It swatted at me, its arm blades now dully glowing with the spreading fire. The feeble strike against my shield showered me in ash.

Realizing I had likely already won but that I was also in a heavily forested area and a raging fire was starting, I began to panic.

However, the fire seemed mostly contained as any sparks sputtered to nothing on landing on the surrounding plants. Once the boss fell over, I swept in and smashed my morningstar into its head to hasten its demise, getting lightly scorched. With a final swing, I knew it was finally vanquished.

I raised my morningstar into the air in triumph. And took a coconut to the back for my trouble.

The essence from the enormous dungeon boss hit me harder than a truck trying to create an anime protagonist – wait, I’m an isekai… – and I breathed a sigh of relief.

The room continued to smoke ominously but failed to catch fire and after a few seconds of getting my breath back, I felt a push in the back of my mind to get on with it.

Grabbing my dropped shield, I looked at the ruined bandolier and charred remains of a few daggers in the burnt corpse and decided it wasn’t worth it to try to recover anything. Same for the crate.

Time is of the essence.

A loud noise emanated from behind the wooden throne and I rushed to get to the core, taking the Token from my ring.

As soon as I broke the plane of the door, the dungeon started yelling. “Hurry! She’s about to break through. If she hadn’t been such a butthole, your reward would be even better but I don’t have the energy. Remember, give her the shard and tell her it’s done! Get me out of your ring as soon as possible, I’m not sure what it will do to me! Ooh, this is gonna hurt!”

As I slammed the Token onto the core, a flash brighter than even the camera at school picture day temporarily blinded me. It was accompanied by the sound of glass shattering and a feeling of a quickly silenced scream in my soul.

Suddenly, I was outside with Tiesa mid throwing a punch that was going for my head.

In one of my hands was a large egg, in the other a jagged length of crystal.

I ducked and dove to the right, managing to only lightly impale myself on the two foot (60cm) long lance of green glass. The egg was perfectly fine as it pulsed merrily with my spirit.

“IT’S DONE!” I yelled but Tiesa’s punch didn’t even come within a foot of my head. She had far more control than I did in stopping her blows.

“You!” she bellowed and we started to hear noises from the camp. She went to grab me by the scruff but saw my stance, ready to fight. She took in a breath. “At least you are developing the backbone you so desired. Now, we need to talk. Privately.” With a head nod towards the carriage she stalked off, anger radiating from her posture and her slightly stamping walk.

“Guards! Watch is on you! We will make sure you are paid properly for the overtime!” Tiesa bellowed as she walked to the carriage.

Jasna suddenly appeared next to me. “I already got chewed out. I hope you didn’t really break it.” I shook my head with a small smile. “Good. Quick, give it to me and I will take care of the core so she doesn’t find it.”

I gave her what I thought was an innocent and confused look.

“We both know that fragment is real but not from you destroying the core. Now give it here. A storage item in a storage item deteriorates both extremely quickly and then both are destroyed. At best, you end up with just the items breaking. But it often has far worse effects.” I shuddered and she nodded. “I can’t imagine a giant compressed storage space like a dungeon is going to be any better and likely far worse. It’s probably in agony too. Chop chop.”

A basketball-sized orb that was far more green than when I’d seen it earlier appeared and Jasna looked at it for a second. At hearing noise from the camp, she grabbed it and scampered away.

Be safe dungeon. We still need to name you. Okay, time to hide the truth but lie as little as possible so Tiesa only wants to murder me if she finds out I didn’t shatter the core.

Upon entering the carriage, Tiesa stuck her head out and said to the approaching Inara, “We discovered the fragment you brought back earlier was fake. A clever ruse by the dungeon. It’s now destroyed. Go back to bed and let’s leave this from the official reports.” She shut the door in the woman’s face as the young adventurer started to form a question.

Knowing how pissed Tiesa was, I decided not to start.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #7: Don’t start a conversation where someone is going to yell. Let them look like they are the bad guy from the start. Why be the target when you can be ‘the reasonable one’?

After what felt like five minutes of huffing and puffing, Tiesa glared at me, clearly trying to keep calm. “I’m not mad, I’m just upset. No, that’s not how it goes. I’m just disappointed? No, jebbie that, I’m furious.” She went to throw a punch at the side of the carriage but thought better of it.

Yes, let’s please not destroy the property of our only powerful ally.

“What, you really aren’t going to say anything? You’re just going to sit here like you’re innocent?”

“I did what I thought was best. However, you were right. It was a test beyond my abilities and I had to get creative to survive. Here is a shard of the core to prove its destruction. It’s authentic, you can test it.”

“I’ll be doing that. And don’t think I’m going to let you off the hook simply because you said I was right. I’m not some preening idiot like my husband!”

At my eyebrow raise, she looked contrite. “That wasn’t fair to him. He can be so forgiving. I envy that in him. But I am just so pissed at you right now. At Jasna too. You want to get stronger. But if you died in there, the whole Kingdom suffers. Are you more important than our Kingdom?”

“I don’t think that’s a fair question. I need to be able to defend myself. Is my ability to continue to be an asset to the Kingdom for potentially years more important than helping clear a few rifts once? I too can make a strawman argument.”

She appeared genuinely hurt so I held up a hand in apology. “Sorry, that was petulant but do you see my point? I need to be good enough to survive. I can’t have you babysit me and be strong enough for what I think is to come. Can we table this for a bit and talk when both of our feelings have calmed down?”

“Are you telling me to calm down?” she asked flatly.

“Nope, not going out by suicide. I’m saying I need to calm down and my adrenaline is still high. As is my temper. I kind of assumed you were feeling the same.”

She let out a giggle. Then another. Then started full-on belly laughing. That broke the tension and I started laughing too.

“Wait, are you not actually mad?” I asked.

“Nope. I’m livid. I’m furious. I want to punt you into the sun. But you’re right. And I just need a good release. I’ve been tense since you were almost killed in that rift. If they go for someone next, Gabor is a pretty reasonable target.”

“Oh sodus, didn’t think about that,” I said stroking my chin that was just starting to grow in some wispy stubble.

“Yeah, you have a history of not thinking about consequences huh?” At my non-reaction, she winced. “Yeah, that wasn’t a great joke… wait, what the jebbie is that!” she said, pointing at my hand.

“The core shard,” I said, confused.

“Not that you idiot, the egg! Is that really what I think it is?” She started holding her hands out and making a face like the egg was the exact matching box shape of what you’d wanted all year and was your last present on Christmas morning that had been hidden behind everything else.

“That depends. What do you think it is?”

“A bond egg!” she bellowed.

“Oh, then no idea. I got it when I slapped the token on the core before that.” I indicated the shard with my head. “I popped out with the shard and this.” I tried a smile but she just rolled her eyes.

“Look, you should probably get it appraised but since you are mister risk taker now—”

“What are we taking risks with?” Jasna asked as she opened the door completely silently and without my notice.

“I think he got a bond egg. See.” She handed over the slightly glowing beige egg.

“Never seen one in person but looks like the real deal. Katarina is going to be insufferable, isn’t she? That Token paid off in ways we could have never guessed. And yes, the pictures from the Planet Web match perfectly. I vote to hatch it but I am already in trouble here I sense.” Jasna handed the egg back to me.

“Uh, should I maybe put it in my storage ring and we can ask an appraiser?”

Tiesa shook her head fiercely. “Nope, never put something alive or potentially alive in a storage ring. Especially yours since it freaking accelerates decomposition. Don’t make me pretend I didn’t hear about the state of the wolf you brought out to save your own butt today. Glad it exploded into your mouth, at least as far as Inara tells the story. Maybe it will teach you some kind of lesson.”

“That’s accurate. And it was only about the 15th most disgusting thing in or on me today,” I said wearily.

“In? Were you getting up to something we weren’t aware of?” Tiesa nudged Jasna who seemed confused. I saw her tongue poking out momentarily and Jasna just looked at me and nodded.

“In my mouth. No… not like that… you’re worse than Gabor,” I said tiredly.

“That grave insult to my person might be the thing I’ll be most upset with you about in a few days. So, your choice: tell us about your delve or start feeding your bond egg your essence. And be ecstatic that idiot Koval made this a required mission as it means no taxes on that.” Tiesa put her hands on her hips.

“Not sleep?” I asked hopefully.

“You lost that privilege. I know we are joking here but I really am angry and honestly hurt that you’d do this,” Tiesa said tiredly.

“Oh, it was me. I convinced him. Did I not tell you that?” Jasna looked at her friend confused.

“Terry, leave us for three minutes while I yell at this imbecile.” The door opened without me even seeing either woman move and I quickly clambered out, taking the shard and egg with me.

Five minutes later, two extremely red-faced women emerged from the carriage.

“Okay, we screamed it out. Would have been nice to beat it out on each other but we must make do with what we have available and we’d have to go pretty far away and leave you defenseless or risk destroying the camp and carriage. Now tell us about your delve while we walk you through how to bond your essence with your egg.” Tiesa pulled me in by the front of my shirt and I jabbed myself again with the shard.

“Oh, yeah, let me take that. We have a lead-lined box around here somewhere, don’t we? Can’t put it in storage since it was part of a dungeon.” Tiesa grabbed the shard and started searching around the compartment. Jasna looked amused and finally brought a thin and long box out of storage.

[Incoming Message from Jasna Zupan: I used the carriage’s lead box. Whoops.]

“Great thanks, now shut up and tell us what happened. And no, I don’t care if that’s a contradiction.”

***

We finished the conversation as the sun started to rise outside. I was slowly cycling the frankly frightening amount of ambient essence in my spirit into and out of the egg as we talked.

Jasna wanted to go over my AAI recordings for further study and to develop a training routine.

“Uh, the dungeon tricked me into shutting it off?” I tried but both women just rolled their eyes at me.

“We need to give you a literal checklist for the start of a delve, I swear. A little note on your lunch bag,” Tiesa grumbled.

“He has only been thinking about delving for about ten days. It’s understandable he is still a moron about it in many ways.” Jasna nodded towards me like that was a huge help.

“Thank you? I don’t know how to feel about that,” I said.

“Absolved but dumb,” Tiesa replied with a cheeky smile.

“Agreed, that is a good way of putting it.” Jasna nodded like there wasn’t any humor in what Tiesa said.

As I went to defend myself, I sensed something from the egg. The beast inside started to move slightly and I felt it trying to figure how to get out through a burgeoning connection.

“What, no defense?” Tiesa teased but then saw me focusing on the egg. “Is it about to hatch? It’s supposed to take days! Or at least hours. Then again, you do have a ridiculous amount of ambient essence in your spirit right now relative to your Tier.”

Suddenly, a tiny little fist broke through the shell in a clear punch; it looked almost like a monkey’s hand. Mental pictures of a little primate in a funny vest and fez with an organ grinder sitting on my shoulder ran through my head.

More and more fist strikes made their way through both sides of the shell. The egg split almost perfectly in half like whatever was inside planned to make the most ostentatious entrance possible.

A tiny creature emerged with massive eyes, protruding ears that stuck up and out like a bat, a snout with long whiskers, a long tail, and skin flaps between its front and back paws.

“Um, is that a flying squirrel?” I asked.

After a quick pause and a tongue sticking out, Tiesa said, “Nope, that there is a sugar glider. And he wants to make some biscuits.” The little animal was already kneading phantom dough in the air. She let out a soft squeal of appreciation at the cute little bugger.

Jasna reached up and snatched the little beast from the platform that was my hands and immediately put it on top of her head. It turned around three times, making a small nest and immediately laid down, falling asleep and emitting little purr-like snores.

At my eyebrow raise, she simply shrugged. “Now, look up the best diet as it will want to eat soon, I’m sure.”

“He,” I corrected based on what I felt through my connection to the tiny, giant-eyed mess of fluff perched atop Jasna’s head.

“Oh crap, I have to think of a name, don’t I?” I said, terror gripping my heart.
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                “Aaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” the woman screamed, making her way towards me, hands extended towards my neck.

I quickly went to dodge but she was too quick, getting one of her paws onto my shoulder and grasping firmly.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she bellowed and swiped her hand across my throat.

Just as suddenly, the woman was launched by a thundering punch to her side, flinging her away into a nearby tree.

Jasna stood next to me and gently patted the small creature resting on my shoulder. He was taking squished grapes from my fingers to gnaw on them, emitting happy noises and making a general mess.

Inara got up from the heap she found herself in and didn’t seem to have noticed the rather forceful ejection from my personal space, her face just as elated as when she charged. “For all that is good and holy, that is the cutest thing I have ever seen. Will ever see. What do you think you are doing not giving it to me IMMEDIATELY to pet her for eternity!?”

At a scoff from Pavel, she turned slightly. “Eh, you are more handsome than cute. Plus, you can’t come close to competing. What’s her name? Is this what you got from shattering the dungeon core? How do I get one? What’s her Cap? Can we get her a little hat? What about a vest?”

Inara’s questions continued on into unintelligible squealing as she crept closer and stared at the little glutton dribbling juice and food down both sides of my shirt from my shoulder.

“Where’d you get the grapes?” Pavel asked and then, at the absolutely incensed look from his future wife, held his hands up and backed away. “I just wanted a few grapes…” I heard him mumble to himself as he headed back to the rest of the Aspirations of Ascendancy to share the news about what had Inara so riled up.

“It’s a he and I don’t have a name yet. And his cores aren’t ignited yet. At least I don’t think?” I said turning to Tiesa.

“Nope and yes, yes, he’s adorable but we have a long journey back to the city and if we hurry, we can be there by early afternoon. I’ve sent word to the Adventurers Guild and they want a full debrief on the dungeon as soon as possible. Was told ‘Selim Koval has deemed this important enough to allocate you some of his precious time,’” she said, putting on a pretentious voice and clearly reading out from an AAI message.

“Let’s get a move on! <Five minutes> until we go!” Tiesa yelled so the carriage guards and the rest of Inara’s team could hear the command and quickly make to finish their breakfasts.

As the carriage driver got the horses hitched and ready to go, Tiesa looked the Aspirations of Ascendancy over. “Good job getting ready quickly, most teams I’ve worked with would take triple that. Vidas, Pavel, with us. Jazzy, you’re on lookout duty on the roof.”

“Don’t we have guards for that?” Jasna asked, mildly confused.

“We do but consider this part one of your hundred part punishment list.” Tiesa opened the door and beckoned the two brothers and myself inside.

The little pest on my shoulder squawked indignantly at being taken inside the carriage and not being fed for the entire seven second journey but quickly settled down as I started to feed him some scrambled eggs from the heaping pile Tiesa had prepared and plated for me earlier.

“Uh, I appreciate being included but I’d think Inara or Romie might be a better person than me for whatever you want to discuss,” Pavel said as the door closed. “I get that I’m this idiot’s brother but still, I’m mostly fighting focused.” He ran a sheepish hand over the back of his head.

“Yeah, Inara wouldn’t be able to concentrate with this little guy,” she reached up and fed some scrambled eggs to the small sugar glider, “and Romie doesn’t talk much so it would be like pulling teeth. You are here to help a bit in the decision making but also to relay what we are discussing to the team. That way, Vidas can focus on planning and making choices instead of note taking.”

“Got it,” he said and then appeared like he was going into virtual scribe mode. “Wait, I can’t record.” He looked confused.

“Well, we need to get the story straight for the Guild, why would we want that recorded?” Tiesa asked, shrugging her shoulders.

“Oh… sodus,” Vidas said.

***

“Okay, so we are clear on the chain of events, correct? The nice thing is they are the true chain, as long as we use a bit of creative interpretation,” Tiesa said, laying a hand on both the men’s shoulders, an intimidation move she’d used multiple times in the last ten minutes.

“Yup, got it. We were all tricked by the dungeon on the first run into thinking we shattered the core, Terry felt something strange and went to investigate and got pulled in and trapped, just like we did on the run we all did together. You tried to get in but Terry destroyed the core before you were able. Seems airtight, why were you worried?” Vidas asked.

His brother cuffed him on the back of the head and pointed to me. The sugar glider took that as a challenge, shrieking and raising onto his back legs to begin miming boxing while making noises I guessed were supposed to be intimidating.

“Pipe down, we’re allies,” I said. With that not working at all, I sent the feeling of being friendly through our burgeoning connection and the little monster settled down, mollified by more food.

Pavel looked at his brother. “Sorry, but think man. There are going to be questions about why he went in alone. It makes sense, especially since it had us all fooled. ‘A sentient dungeon gave us all garbage when it realized we were going to shatter its core’ is believable. It’s that Terry, who is not the most beloved person around, through no fault of your own,” he held up a hand like I was going to be upset.

I shrugged. It’s true and actually not my fault so why would I care?

After a tentative pause, he continued, “So, we have someone people are already suspicious of and many are probably looking to attack or undermine politically. And then he just so happens to wander in on his own into a mythical dungeon that is sentient, defeats said dungeon that was exceptionally hard for a full team on our run-through with people at the peak of Tier 1 versus a single poorly trained delver at 1.1 – no offense meant – and then he happens to get a truly legendary reward? Even if it’s not actually suspicious, someone is going to use false suspicion as a reason for making a move. And, again, no offense, but it’s suspicious.”

Tiesa gave Pavel a beaming smile. “Got it in one. But since we’re all on the same page with the same story, it should probably prevent anyone from acting on said suspicion, real or fake, at least in the open. Now, on to Terry,” she said, gesturing to me.

Somewhat surprised, I tried to look contemplative, buying time.

[Incoming message from Tiesa Gogol: Really? You need to figure out if you want to work with them going forward and how.]

“Yes, so Tiesa and I hadn’t discussed this yet but I wanted to talk about our continued relationship going forward. You were really excellent in the delve, saving me more than once, and I’m starting to like you, even Inara,” I said, giving them a genuine look of gratitude.

Pavel laughed at my joke and threw me a big smile.

Tiesa, Jasna, and I had spent most of my post-delve time discussing exactly this: were these the people I wanted to work with going forward and what would a good mutually beneficial relationship built on trust look like?

Consultant survival tip #7: Mutually beneficial. Say it with me. Always strive for something that also benefits the other party. That means understanding their wants and desires and crafting something that gets both sides what they want to at least a moderate degree. That way, it’s about both sides versus the world instead of each other.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #8: Build out the ally base and build it on something meaningful. Not just financially beneficial but something that can’t be easily bought away. Find the shared vision and drive towards it together. Make friends and allies the same thing.

I looked both men in the eye, Vidas then Pavel. “I want to continue working with you but, as you can see, things are… complicated.”

“Heh, you can say that again. But we are being well compensated, you are competent headed towards good, aren’t an utter sickna-hat, and prepaid for quite a bit of time with us, some of which we already spent. Basically, we are pretty stuck with you.” Vidas looked unashamed at being so blunt despite Pavel’s wince.

“Okay, and if I said you can keep most of the money you’ve been paid and didn’t have to continue with me. What would your answer be then?” I asked.

I need partners who aren’t simply in it because they have to be.

“I can’t speak for everyone but I still want to continue. The rewards are probably better than we’ll find with another person but we’ve ended lucrative contracts multiple times because it was too risky protecting their dumb… their not nearly as wise as you selves,” Vidas corrected himself, looking at Tiesa with some slight amount of fear.

I glanced at her and her face slowly morphed from angry to far more pleased.

She really is good at acting.

“Yes, that’s actually a good point. Part of this agreement, I need someone to act as my public face when there are political issues. I will do it more and more as I work past the issues of my body double but it’s still important after all. Are you comfortable doing that?” I asked.

“Nope, but we know just the person,” Pavel said quickly.

Vidas groaned.

“Let’s come back to that,” Tiesa said lightly. “Back to the topic of are you prepared to spend the next year or so with Terry, getting him through Tier 2?”

“Through Tier 2? We are only contracted for getting him through Tier 1,” Vidas said confused.

“And if we sweetened it?” I asked, picking up on what Tiesa was laying down.

“I mean, we’d have to know terms but honestly, the entire team would need to discuss and we’d need to spend more time with you than literally one delve that went terribly awry. I’m not prepared to give you an answer on that right now.” Vidas looked apologetic but Tiesa and I glanced to each other.

“Right answer,” we both said and then sent each other an AAI message of ‘jinx’.

“Now, back to this public persona, let’s hear who you have in mind.” I was steepling my fingers and trying to keep the excitement from my voice.

***

Tiesa convinced me to dump my remaining decomposing wolf corpses well before we got back to Pitola.

“No one will buy them in the state they are in. And if they aren’t worth money, is a rotting corpse stinking up your ring really worth anything?” she said. Even at my explanation that my ring had isolation, she wasn’t hearing it.

Maybe I just don’t want to forget my first real victory?

I bargained with her and she helped me clean the rift boss’ skull as my only souvenir.

We arrived at the gates a little after midday and Tiesa, Jasna, and I were summoned to the Adventurers Guild to, as the AAI message said, ‘Meet With His Esteemed Leadership, Selim Koval, Guildmaster, Adventurers Guild’. They sent a follow-up message that merely added ‘(Pitola Branch)’ as if we wouldn’t notice.

“This guy is going to be worse than I’m expecting, isn’t he? And I’m expecting pretty bad…” I turned to Tiesa while Jasna was petting my as-yet-unnamed new beast bond while feeding him an array of different things, all of which seemed to somehow be his favorite.

“Yes. He’s probably my third least favorite person. The first is the man that slaughtered my parents and the second is the man who got my uncle executed.” Jasna used a babying voice while speaking as she was looking lovingly into the sugar glider’s eyes.

Tiesa just sighed. “There are a few ways to play this but no matter what, he’s going to be a sickna. I sent word to Katarina and she said we could throw her name around but that it probably wouldn’t do much good as the Illeva name isn’t all that strong in Pitola – and has gotten weaker with her main ally in Aleksandra Podlipa moving to Velez after losing her power here. We could play up Jazzy and my military and delving accomplishments, maybe Gabor’s guard status?”

“That’s a whole lot of maybes regarding power it sounds like he, at best, will ignore and more likely actively try to push back against,” I said. “So, what does this guy want? What is the thing that gets him going the most?”

“Ego. Jinx,” both Tiesa and Jasna said.

“Okay, is that private ego, like simply us fawning over his brilliance to send us to this dungeon? Is that public ego and we want to have him throw a ticker-tape parade in his name for ‘eradicating a vile and dastardly threat’ to the Kingdom?”

“What’s something parade you mentioned? It didn’t translate properly. And no, I do not want to throw him a parade…” Jasna looked very upset at the idea.

“It’s a big celebration with lots of people showing up and being excited for someone or a group for some reason. And I meant we could provide him with the ammo to give himself all the credit while we don’t get involved – he gets what he wants, we get what we want, and it doesn’t really hurt anyone else too much. Maybe the city’s coffers but that’s it.” I tried to lay out my general plan for dealing with powerful asshats that you couldn’t avoid.

Isekonsultant Tip for Thriving #9: Sometimes you have to give ‘the bad guys’ something to keep the peace. When it matters, don’t. But being able to give up concessions you don’t care about in the slightest and playing them like you do can keep them away and mollified. You don’t need to slay every metaphorical/political monster, especially the second you come across them.

We continued to discuss as our carriage wound its way through the streets. The Aspirations of Ascendancy offered to accompany us but we declined. They were able to report in to the gate-adjacent Guild office and debrief with a reasonable person, per their AAI messages. Then Inara took them all out for some food.

Twenty minutes after the rest of my delve team were already out on the town, we finally arrived at the Guild headquarters in the center of the city. We were escorted past the guards stopping all but the most important people and entered the extremely opulent, four-story building.

It had towering stained glass windows that depicted various heroic deeds, from fighting monsters in rifts, to healing a group of sick, to fighting off what I guessed were foreigners from their horrifying visages, to just looking heroic and attractive.

The actual décor was even more ridiculous. There were tens of rugs made from beast hides and skins, including one that seemed like it was sewn together orange-tinted squirrels. Everything was covered in leather, not just the furniture but the dark wood book shelves sported a leather lining down the dividing planks and every single one of the thousands of books was leatherbound. Even the glass trophy cases showing various monster parts and weapons had leather accents.

There was a massive main reception desk with fifteen receptionists working but only two people actually speaking to one of them. All of the attendants had the posture of someone ready to serve but the facial expression of someone zoned out watching something on their AAI.

It truly was a sight to behold in waste in order to serve ego.

This is like that exec where we went to a dinner party at their house and he clearly had too much money and no idea how to spend it, just an innate need to spend to look sophisticated and important. His wife recently left him so there was no one to stop his awful interior decorating decisions. That was a bit sad but this is more ridiculous and infuriating.

We were escorted into a conference room off the main atrium that was closer to an interrogation room than a welcoming reception. Tiesa said they sometimes had someone that specialized in intercepting AAI messages in the building so we should keep the conversation light and about essentially nothing.

My bond fell asleep on my head immediately.

“So tell me again why you won’t give him a name?” Jasna asked.

“I have a little superstition about this kind of thing. I haphazardly named a hamster as a kid and it died a few days later. Then it happened again. My friend did the same when she adopted a dog and it passed quickly. Don’t ask about Cat Benatar. I didn’t know I’d have a pet – or a bond, is that more correct? – about six hours ago so I want to really think. I don’t have a name for a boxing sugar glider locked and loaded.”

“You’re weird Terry,” Jasna said, shrugging.

After ten minutes of waiting, I started practicing with both women on my language skills again.

“You are still quite bad at this,” Jasna said. Or at least that was what I picked up from a few of the words and her tone plus body language.

Tiesa turned and said something sharply at her, then returned to speaking to me like I was five. It was endearing she was trying.

At twenty minutes of waiting, a receptionist came and told us to follow her. She took us through the winding hallways and I was pretty sure we went in a circle at one point, she opened a door to another conference room.

We waited another fifteen minutes until a sharply dressed woman in a flowing dress that looked suited far more for an anime protagonist than an adventurer or someone who worked a desk job walked in and sat down.

“You aren’t Selim,” Jasna said in a dull tone.

“No I am not. Unfortunately Guildmaster Koval is occupied. Therefore, we ask that you come back later today to speak with him and he may be able to fit you into his schedule. You may leave.” Without another word or even looking at us, she exited.

I was expecting a blow up but instead Tiesa started laughing uncontrollably until she completely lost her breath, an impressive feat for someone of her Tier. “What.” WHEEZE “A.” WHEEZE “Sickna!” WHEEZE “Uh, let’s go. Jazzy, that shop you contacted is just around the corner.”

***

To my surprise, the first place we stopped was a tailor. Jasna opened the door with the biggest sodus-eating grin I had seen on anyone in my entire time on Putijama.

“Uh, look, I love you guys but this is my first chance to shop in the big city. I don’t really want to play dress-up. We have Deva back in Velez.” We were waiting in the lavish intake area while the head tailor and her three assistants finished with a customer in the fitting area.

“Oh hush, this is important,” Tiesa said lightly, then held Jasna’s hands like they were preteens waiting on their favorite boy band – or I guess K-pop group now? – to come out.

The extremely gaunt customer left looking happy as the proprietor came over, all shawls, dangling jewelry, and smiles, bowing slightly and smiling brightly. “Now what is this I hear about outfitting a sugar glider?”

I rolled my eyes at the squeals of delight and peals of laughter from my two friends.

***

We left with some soft and stretchy pajama-like outfits with minor stain and mess repellant enchantments for the little slovenly food compactor – one of which he managed to stain within three minutes of leaving – and Tiesa and Jasna dropped a full three gold on further outfits, including one that looked like it belonged on ‘White Collar’, fancy hat included.

In a much better mood than that morning, the two women agreed to show me around the city as their limited experience in Pitola – and large cities on Putijama in general – was far better than my downloaded map and constant Planet Web searches.

I wanted our first stop to be a bookstore but instead, we went to a shop that specialized in enchantments, including identification. They were able to tell me a bit more about the storage bag I had gotten from Milica. They couldn’t tell me anything new about my shield and, with the head of the shop away on holiday, the assistant lacked the expertise to actually properly assess my ring.

The bag was pretty middle of the road for a high Tier 1 cultivator without significant backing. They offered me 45 gold but I preferred the extra capacity and flexibility of having two storage items. It could hold 650 cubic feet (20m3) and had stability and toughness ratings in the mid to low C range. No item isolation but it did have rough compartments that would make it easy to keep messy things like carcasses relatively contained.

The appraiser immediately kicked us out once I brought out the scent bag so I couldn’t get them to look at the AAI disruptor.

Though that did mean we didn’t have to pay the fees we had accumulated, which was nice.

Upon entering the bookstore, I took a moment to just smile and take in the sights and smells. While they were far more rich and earthy – with a hint of some chemicals used to treat the bindings – than an Earth-based purveyor of the written word, it was still a momentary slice of heaven. A calm in the sea of turmoil and struggle that had become my life.

I walked out with fifteen more physical books, only six of which were for toddlers and five for young kids. I also added another two large digital compendiums. The proprietor was much more knowledgeable than at the shop in Velez and swapped AAI details with me so he could send me further information and potentially sell to me digitally if I had an account with their preferred local bank, Sprouting Jade Financial and Trade.

“Ugh, why do you want to go to a bank?” Tiesa whined as we exited the bookstore. “That is so boring. We can do that tomorrow. Or whenever. Or never.”

“A few reasons. I need to understand how financial services work here. I could be like Twoflower and ‘invent’ insurance for the entire Kingdom. I need to understand typical loan terms. How do investments work? Equity? Bonds? The greatest way to build out a trading or merchant company is with strong financial backing. The best way to get that backing is to actually be the backing ourselves.”

I turned to both women, and quietly took the dozing sugar glider from my shoulder, handing him over to Tiesa to try to win her over. “Plus, the people of Velez will suffer if they only have the Purveyors of Platinum to deal with.”

A man spit at my feet and looked furious. “You dare mention those cads here? They wouldn’t know fair practices if it bit them in the butt. Which would be pretty impressive for a concept.”

He was wearing clothes that seemed once nice but were quite worn and soiled. Probably someone down on their luck.

“I just said they aren’t any good…” I wasn’t sure if he was merely generally hostile or not paying attention and didn’t want to cause a scene. He muttered and walked off while I was surprised he had an AAI, though I received hundreds of acceptances of my translation request blast as we navigated the streets.

“Come in, come in. Welcome adventurers, how can we help you today?” A well-dressed man held open a door to the squat building. I looked up and realized we were already at the bank and then back at the grumbling man walking away. “Oh, don’t worry about him, he’ll be on his feet and rolling in the coins in no time. Those Purveyors did a number on his business but he’s smart, he’ll bounce back.”

“We are here to learn how you bank so we might start up a competing firm. Well, he is,” Jasna said pointing at me.

My face reddened and I tried to save the interaction. “Actually, I would like to open an account and start a relationship. We are from Velez.”

“Oh, well as long as you don’t try to raid our vaults or steal our employees, I’m sure that can be arranged. It’s great to meet another person so interested in financial services. Most adventurers and delvers just want to hack and slash instead of build through smart investments and the like.”

I was very confused but pleased with the person attending the door.

Uh, do they make the attendants learn all about financial services?

He seemed to read my mind. “Ha, our normal doorman’s daughter went into labor this morning. I’m covering for him. Hey Denisa, come speak with these lovely folks. And get the treats!” he called into the spartan reception area for the bank.

The woman came out and immediately squealed at seeing the sleeping ball of fluff in Tiesa’s hands. She rushed forward, which I thought was a terrible idea to approach multiple people in adventuring gear so haphazardly, especially pulling something from her waist.

It turned out to be a bag of treats and as soon as her hand was within two feet of the little guy, his eyes were wide open and he was making a racket, drawing the attention of the other customers dealing with tellers inside.

Denisa quickly handed over a treat into each of his hands and then gestured for us to follow while my bond two-fisted some dog biscuit-looking piece of crumbly food. Tiesa, the volunteer doorman, and Denisa all didn’t seem to mind the mess he was making.

“Okay, so you want to learn more about financial services here so you might open something in Velez. We would be happy to help. Both of our partners in the city were shut down and it was a nicely profitable area but also is of special interest for me as the wife of my brother-in-law is from there!”

Okay, let’s get down to planning the financial empire that will span the entire galaxy, nee universe! Or just, you know, allow us to build up Velez and help people out. Either way.

***

After the hour-long talk with Denisa, Tiesa smartly took us to a pet store that specialized in bonds as I had already fed the monster his bodyweight in treats and he didn’t seem ready to stop.

As we entered, I thought I saw someone I recognized and realized we had seen them outside the tailors and the bank. I sent off a quick AAI message [We’ve got a tail.]

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: Yes, your bond has a tail. It’s very fluffy. What’s your point?]

[No, we have someone following us. I’ve seen the same person at the tailor and maybe the bank.]

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: You just now noticed? We’ve had at least six people that have been following us around to some degree almost since we exited the carriage.]

“Yeah, that’s pretty normal, newly hatched bonds will eat almost non-stop for the first few days if you let them. You don’t want to let it go much past that though, it sets really bad expectations.”

I looked up as Jasna had been asking the pet store owner about what to feed my sugar glider.

We spent another full gold – provided again by Tiesa and Jasna – on supplies, including a rather fetching collar, and were able to secure a resizable allocation bracelet that would probably work for around his waist.

“Uh, did you want to do his Core Ignition here? We have the capability though are only licensed for bonds and can’t give a reading. Neutral essence, guaranteed, none of that null tainted garbage you’ll get out in the rifts. Five gold.”

Surprisingly, as long as the food pile placed in front of him was stacked high enough, my new bond didn’t seem to care one bit as we went through the process. Though now his tiny fists packed a slight punch.

As we exited, I tried to look nonchalant and check out our supposed tails.

[Incoming Message from Jasna Zupan: Do you have to poop? You look like you are having bowel problems. It is fine, we can find you a place to go.]

I gave a dirty scowl to Tiesa who genuinely seemed confused until I forwarded her the message and she literally had to lay down from laughing too hard. My little rascal bounded onto her and started also pounding the paved street, though treating it as a threat.

“Har, har, very funny ladies,” I said and Jasna seemed perplexed. “No, I don’t have to poop.”

“Oh, okay. Well, you wanted to get that flower examined, there is a magical herbalist near here that a friend said has a huge ego and is pricey but only mildly shady. Though, if they specialize in plants, maybe the shade is good?” She let out a scream of mirth.

Wow, these two are attracting even more attention than I’ve been…

Suddenly, a woman ducked into an alley and then came out, wielding something in her hands, shoving for my chest.

Neither Jasna nor Tiesa seemed to move despite clocking the woman. I took a defensive stance, ready to dodge as attacking with my weapon felt too premature – she was barely moving above unignited speeds. She thrust a pair of bright red underwear into my chest, sent me her AAI ID, blew me a kiss, and gave what I thought was an attempt at a sultry “I’ll see you later”.

What the damn hell? Really? I guess if you were a gigolo, that’s an easy client?

Then a man that was watching deployed some kind of obscurement array and did the exact same thing, though his boxer-like garment sported dragons both giving an exaggerated look at the front center.

I really hate Cornelius.

Gathering my gaggle of giggling gal guards, we set off for Melandra’s Magical Moss and Multiflora. To my surprise, it was very close to a lawn and garden center in the middle of the city with a large growing operation and an associated alchemy store operated by Melandra’s brother, Melaxander.

The stout woman, wearing something close to a beekeeper outfit that was glowing with runes, took the headgear off, revealing a rather toady and angry face. “Yeah, what the jebbie do you want?”

“Wow, great customer service,” Tiesa said, smirking.

Yeah, gotta step in before they get into a snit. Time for Operation Charm Offensive.

“Oh great Melandra, we came to your fine establishment as we were told it was the fairest – and most fair – in all of Pitola. We ask that you share your great wisdom with us as we are but simpletons to your knowledge, herbal and beyond.”

Not my best but still, probably a 6/10.

The look on Tiesa’s face had me revising that down to a 3/10 at best.

“What? Why are you talking funny?” she said, giving me a dismissive scowl.

“Didn’t you accept his AAI translation request?” Tiesa asked, genuinely confused.

“Why would I do that? It was some random blast. Rude as all get out. Anyway, stop wasting my time, what do you want?”

Tiesa was clearly not used to being spoken to like that but Jasna simply stepped forward. “Lora Zepa said you were egotistical and pricey but not overly shady. So we want you to tell us what this is,” she said, removing the flower I plucked in my first real delve, when Milica tried to get me killed.

“Oh, I like you. Don’t beat around the bush. And yes, that’s a plant pun,” Melandra said as her outer shell disappeared into a spatial item. “You can laugh.”

Jasna obliged, genuinely seeming to enjoy it. Melandra smiled and gestured for her to follow to a room off the side of the open-air plant and garden center. Melandra tried to shut the door before either Tiesa or I entered but relented after a few quick tugs to try to move Tiesa’s foot failed miserably.

“Two gold and a Tier 1 mana stone. That thing is going to exhaust my mana supply, I can already tell,” Melandra said the second we sat down. At Tiesa’s slight rise, she shrugged. “It’s non-negotiable. I just don’t have that much mana. And as curious as I am ‘bout this beauty, I’m dropping my fee from five gold to two because I like her,” she pointed at Jasna, “and he’s only mildly awful to the eyes.”

Jasna turned to both of us. “I like her too. We will charge this to Katarina as part of the general fees. I know she will agree when I speak to her.” Turning back to Melandra, she shrugged. “I don’t have any Tier 1 stones on me, do you have one for us to purchase?”

“At market rate,” Tiesa added quickly.

“At market rate plus 15% like is standard for absolutely anything here. I have to carry them as inventory and I need to be compensated for that,” the woman said with an air of finality.

Once Tiesa handed over a Tier 2 mana stone and got back some change, Melandra started to cast a spell, her hands glowing across the spectrum of colors and her eyes showing intense concentration. She started to sweat profusely, filling the room with a foul odor of wet fertilizer and a body in need of a bath. Or two.

As the light from her hands started to fade, she held the small Tier 1 mana stone and I could sense if not see the magical power flowing into her as the brightness emitting from her hands redoubled.

A full minute after she finished, the woman finally drew in a sharp breath. “Jebbie. Just where the jebbie did you find this? I’ll buy it off you. 30 gold sounds like a good deal.”

“First, tell us what it does,” Tiesa said flatly.

“Yeah, yeah. Well, it’s an Affinity Alteration Amaryllis. Basically, consume this – whether by eating it or via a treatment – and you can add a new essence affinity. You have to prepare it correctly though with a lot of other ingredients, otherwise you end up with just the affinity of the flower as is. And this one is null right now.” She gave a shudder. “And it’s deteriorating, even in your storage ring. Probably only good for another week or so unless you get a really strong ring.”

Come on, it’s not that bad. Wait, why am I defending null?

I sent Tiesa a message: [Find out first, how much it costs to make the pill or treatment, second how much it usually sells for, and then hit her with what she’s probably going to try to hide with how many treatments or pills can one flower make.]

“And how much would it be if we asked you to make us this pill?” Tiesa asked.

“Depends on the affinity but probably 30-40 gold on top of providing the ingredient. Multiple days of both my and my brother’s time and a lot of very expensive and hard-to-find ingredients. And it’s actually a body paste you have to smear over your naked body while under the moon. Full moon preferred but with a bit more of the other ingredients, you can make it work under any lunar phase. Real smelly stuff, probably not something you want to get involved with.”

Melandra is not doing a great job of selling us on not wanting it. I wonder if her brother is even worse.

“And how much would you be able to sell this treatment for?” Tiesa asked.

“60-70 gold, the cost of the flower would be the 30 in there,” she said unconvincingly.

“Oh, you’d be prepared to take an AAI-backed oath that that’s what you’d sell it for?”

“Uhh… okay, probably more like 100 gold. I’d probably keep it in case some poor sap got a null affinity and not anything else. That would be terrible.”

Jasna laughed but Tiesa held it together slightly better. Melandra gave us a strange look but shrugged.

“Okay, and how many treatments would one flower provide?”

Melandra’s face went from mildly annoyed to mutinous and she visibly clamped her mouth shut.

“Well?” Tiesa asked.

“…Three,” the toady woman finally admitted.

I sent Tiesa another message: [Ask her if she’d be willing to do a profit share. We get 50% of total revenue that they sell it for.]

“And would you share your profits with us?” Tiesa asked like she had just landed the master stroke but I sighed.

“Uh, no? What are you on about? That’s not how business is done.”

Well, sodus.

***

After our negotiations fell apart on the final question, Tiesa said we’d consider the offer and come back the next day.

“Ah, so profit sharing means we get a percentage of the profits that is predetermined. That makes far more sense than asking someone to share their profits,” Jasna said, looking like she was contemplating further. “But why would either side agree?”

“It means we are all incentivized to maximize profits. We are on the same side. If they sold the treatments for 150 gold instead of 100, both of us would get 25 more gold. It’s mutually beneficial. It’s not all sunshine and rainbows because they’d probably be supplying themselves and could claim high costs on the other ingredients but I wanted to see if that 100 was the actual price,” I said, genuinely enjoying my conversation with Jasna while we ate a late afternoon snack. My little food trash compactor had three meat skewers to each of our two.

[Incoming Message from Jasmina Zizek, Chief Attache to Selim Koval, His Esteemed Leadership, Guildmaster, Adventurers Guild: The Guildmaster will see you now, you have 10 minutes before he moves on to other matters and your report will be considered delinquent. Consequences are yet to be determined.]

“We’re halfway across town!” Tiesa said angrily.

“Jazzy Express, taking off in 3, 2, 1.” Jasna scooped me up in one arm and Tiesa in the other, stuffing my sugar glider down the front of her shirt to an indignant screech. I quickly felt him go from angry to comfy to asleep in a food coma in about six seconds. Meanwhile, my face was being rearranged like I was using a souped-up leafblower to try to bat my tonsils out the back of my head.

Jasna is fast…

We reached the front of the headquarters with 45 seconds to spare and Jasna easily leapt up the twenty stairs in front of the building and hastily yet gently opened the door.

“Sent her a message that we are here,” Tiesa said.

The same woman that dismissed us before gave a tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes and led us into the same conference room we’d initially occupied earlier.

“I’ll see if we can get you into Selim’s schedule,” she said patronizingly and left the room.

Looks like we’ll get to wait again. Sodus-head.

            

    
        No Friday Chapter - Impromptu (VERY Minor) Surgery

    
    
    
    
                Howdy folks, sorry but no Friday chapter this week. I went in to the doctor to have them look at my wrist and the doctor asked if I wanted her to take care of the bump on my wrist immediately instead. So I said yes and was promptly (spoiler for medical gross)


jabbed with a needle while she waved it around under my skin to take care of the issue.




So, it's going to take a few days for my wrist to chill out (even writing this is agitating it) and I don't want to stress it further. Hence, no Friday chapter.

Have a great weekend all and see you on Monday!


            

    
        Chapter 18 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                And wait we did. For almost two hours.

We had to cancel our dinner plans with the Aspirations of Ascendancy and ran into another issue that we couldn’t discuss.

[Incoming Message from Gabor Gogol: Quick update: looks like the funding for the team that got pulled was routed through the Purveyors of Platinum and they are refusing to give us any information. We think it was someone local and I have my suspicions but we’re at a bit of dead end right now.]

“Well, that’s great news,” I said sarcastically with a sigh. “Let’s discuss it when we’re on the road?”

“Sure, sounds good,” was all Tiesa said.

Finally, at one and half hours past when we arrived, Jasmina Zizek came into our conference room. She was wearing the third outfit I had seen her in that day, this one a bit more of a slinky dress of purples and dark blues that had enormous shoulderpads; it made her look like she was very confused about someone inviting her to a football game.

In a very officious and pompous voice, she called out loudly enough for the whole building to hear, “Selim Koval, His Esteemed Leadership, Guildmaster, Adventurers Guild, will deign to see you now. Do be quick and courteous.”

Three simultaneous sighs emerged from our group. My little bond woke at the noise and was staring daggers – which was not too intimidating with his enormous eyes – at the woman and grumbling for interrupting his nap.

She led us into an office that would make even the least confident or aware man think the owner was compensating for a lot of things. The room was decorated in literal gemstones embedded in the desk and wooden shelving, making the ridiculous lobby look like a pauper’s den.

“Yes, yes, thank you my lovely Jasmina. That dress suits you so perfectly. Why, the man who has the pleasure of taking it off you this night is ever so lucky.” An unctuous voice came from the massive chair that was turned away from us. It was behind a desk that was laden with trophies and other bric-a-brac but looked like it was never used as an actual desk. I spotted the small hand mirror he was holding to watch us but couldn’t get a good look at the man himself.

I went to sit as did Jasna; Jasmina let out a scandalized shriek. “You are in the Office of The Guildmaster. You do not dare to take a seat until he gives you leave! Such impudence! Should I show them away Your Leadership?”

I could hear the capitalizations on random words.

“No, no, my sweet and ever loyal Jasmina, it is okay. They are bumpkins who do not know better. Though at least one was not so foolish. Alas, you may leave us.”

“Thank you Your Leadership,” she said and bowed low for thirty seconds and left.

With a dramatic turn – or at least I guessed he wanted it to be dramatic – he spun the chair to face us.

Huh, was expecting something far different.

There was a rather plain if moderately handsome man of average height and reasonably athletic build sitting on a very cushy chair. His closely cropped goatee was deep black with bits of golden thread woven throughout. He had a massive scar under his right eye reaching from his ear to the other side of his nose. His gray eyes cycled between looking lifeless and full of malice.

His haircut was extremely similar to my own.

Really? This tool has this? I need to get it cut tomorrow.

“Yes, you are welcomed into my humble abode. Err, work abode that is. And isn’t a man’s office more important than even his home? Yes, the work truly defines us. Don’t you agree?” He gave a simpering smile like there was no way it was possible to say anything but yes.

“Nope,” Jasna said and flopped back down on the couch.

“Impertinent little… yes, yes. Well, let’s get this over with. I am sure you have some pigs to wrestle or something.”

Jasna turned to Tiesa. “There’s pig wrestling here?”

Tiesa’s tongue poked out of her teeth and Jasna gave a silent nod.

“Yes, well, get on with it,” he said, waving his hand impatiently.

“Sorry Mr. Koval, but I am not sure what you want me to get on with,” Tiesa said looking nonplussed.

“You will address me as Your Leadership The Guildmaster or simply Guildmaster. And there was some nonsense about a dungeon almost gaining sentience? And I know this fool isn’t him but do we have a bag we could put on his head or something?” he finished, gesturing at me.

“Your Leadership, I believe the Aspirations of Ascendancy have already filed their report but I can walk you through—” I stopped as he held up his hand.

“If I wanted to speak with a Tier 1, I’d… well, I’d never want to do that. You, the slightly less rude one. Report.”

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: I guess we go with the plan. You’re okay not talking?]

I sent a message back quickly [Our goals are worth far more than caring about this] accidentally sending instead of deleting when I remembered they might have some kind of message interception. [Yes, proceed as discussed. This is important.]

“Guildmaster, as you so wisely requested, we were sent to investigate a Tier 1 dungeon that had killed two teams, including one you deemed adequate.” Tiesa held a remarkably steady voice despite how much vitriol I know she wanted to add.

“We arrived at the dungeon with the team that will bring Adventurer Carver here to the peak of Tier 1, the Aspirations of Ascendancy.” She paused as he held up both hands this time looking furious.

“That thing, that weakling! He is not an Adventurer, at least not while I am the Guildmaster. He is never to be referenced as such. This is an official inquiry. Not report. Inquiry.” He looked like that was supposed to spook Tiesa but she shrugged and waited for him to signal her to continue.

“As I said, under the excellent direction of the Guildmaster, we arrived at night and waited until first light so the team would be well rested. The team entered at one bell past first light and—”

“Why would these sluggards and vagabonds wait that long? Every Adventurer worth their essence should be up before first light!”

“Yes Guildmaster, I will make sure to admonish them for their laziness,” she said with no emotion. “As they entered, the dungeon was clearly changed from prior recordings and it sealed them off from the exit. It then proceeded to throw an exceptionally high number of enemies at them far in excess to anything a mid-Tier 1 or even a peak-Tier 1 dungeon should. I reviewed the recordings as submitted by all five members.

“After three rooms of exceptional difficulty, there were two very odd rooms with monsters that, according to the Aspirations of Ascendancy, were remarkably high in null essence concentration – even above any monsters to date – but were extremely easy to kill with fire. The team dispatched one large creature and then three smaller of the same variety in the boss room.

“As had been theorized in your excellent team’s briefing packet Guildmaster, the dungeon had started to gain some degree of sentience. Just sealing the exit was enough to show that but it changed rooms around during the delve. At least that was the conclusion of the team members and I agree.”

“You really listen to Tier 1s? Pathetic. They know nothing, have accomplished nothing.” He swung his hand in a supposedly grandiose manner, knocking multiple things off his desk and freezing; he tried to act like he had meant to do exactly that.

“Understood Guildmaster. I reviewed the footage and came to the conclusion on my own.” At his nod, she continued. “As per Your Leadership The Guildmaster’s direction, the team decided to destroy the dungeon core.”

“At least they did something right,” he muttered.

“Yes, well this dungeon was apparently far smarter than we gave it credit for and it showed the Aspirations of Ascendancy a fake core and told them it hated them, giving them very weak items, even creating realistic fake core shards. Terry here received a potion belt that is empty,” she said, gesturing to me.

Extremely smart delivery Tiesa, glad you’re on my team. And glad we talked about that and I came up with that wording to get around any AAI-backed guarantee they might require. It is empty even if it wasn’t… and using the team name means it excludes me but he won’t care enough to notice the difference.

“At night, as Terry is more attuned to null essence given the experiments of Barry,” Tiesa started and paused as Selim literally spit. “Yes, he’s despicable. But as I said, given his affinity, Terry knew there was something strange about the area. He decided to investigate further and entered. The dungeon had hidden its entrance and he was trapped once he went inside.

“He subsequently delved the dungeon for a number of hours and it was supposedly a grueling time. When I discovered he was gone as I had late watch, I searched the area to find the entrance but it was blocked off from the outside similar to what it did on the previous delve. Before I was able to break in, Terry emerged with this dungeon core shard that I have authenticated, to the best of my ability, is real.”

“When you say ‘supposedly’, why are you saying it like that? Are you again believing the word of some silly Tier 1?” he said, looking like the cat that caught the canary.

Fell into trap one.

“Unfortunately, as he is a new ad— delver,” she corrected herself, “Terry here did not use his AAI for recording. Whether it was blocked, we’ll never know.”

“Really? You had discovered a sentient dungeon and didn’t think it worth recording!?” the man exploded from his chair to point in my face.

Jasna warned me this was apparently a tactic he used to get people to fight back so he could punish them, especially extracting significant fines paid directly to him.

“Yes, I apologize Your Guildmaster—”

He gave an insolent noise of rage, returning to his desk. “Either Your Leadership The Guildmaster or Guildmaster, never Your Guildmaster!”

Trap two: show incompetence. Though I guess not recording was actual incompetence…

“Yes, sorry Guildmaster,” I tried to sound contrite but really just wanted to laugh at the man. “Guildmaster, I have only been on planet for about ten days and this was my second real delve. Or I guess third.” I added, again hamming it up.

“Well which is it boy? Second or third? Can’t count?”

“I guess second and third. The first time through the dungeon was my second real delve and the second time through the dungeon was my third. Wait, is that right?” I was worried I was acting a bit too dumb but he seemed to eat it up. “So I simply forgot to try to record. I apologize.”

[Incoming message from Tiesa Gogol: Good job telling the whole truth, even if it is embarrassing.]

Potential third trap if anyone was actually monitoring communication.

“Yes, yes, that makes sense. I don’t think any of you, however many there are, with that body can actually put together a cogent thought. Barry focused on other features. Or so I’ve heard!” he added quickly.

I looked at him quizzically as if I didn’t understand he called me dumb.

Selim gestured to Tiesa to continue but she stood ramrod straight. Seemingly realizing he hadn’t asked a question, he looked momentarily embarrassed before returning to haughty. “Well, why did you, someone with an advanced Tier, not realize the shard they brought back the first time was fake?”

“Yes, that was a major oversight on my side. I have brought it for study as it actually does appear to be real on a simple examination. Apparently the dungeon was not just mildly sentient but was actually quite clever. Given there are no records of anything similar I’ve heard of, I didn’t think to question if it was actually a real shard.” She shrugged.

Trap four: actually point to our mistakes and mix them in with the other carefully worded twists.

“Yes, were you actively on the Guild roles, I would censure you. As is, we are giving the official rewards to the Guild for finding and subsequently destroying a sentient dungeon, to be used at my discretion.”

While frustrating, it was still something we expected. Greed and ego were a rather substantial part of his personality after all so of course he’d pilfer the money. At least they couldn’t do anything about trying to charge me for my bond.

Still stings to get so much taken away. That was going to be almost 100 gold for the discovery and destruction each so 40 gold to me.

“And you said you verified this shard and the destruction of the core?”

“I wasn’t there so I can’t verify beyond my capabilities but it matches the descriptions, supposed readings, etc. of a destroyed core shard. I saw the disappearance of the dungeon before my eyes. I can say with every confidence that, as far as I am aware, it is destroyed.”

That was the tricky part. I think she suspects something but not sure yet. But everything she said is perfectly true.

“Well, based on the debrief from this Tier 1 team that went with you, I have brought my own expert to authenticate.” He clapped his hand grandiosely but it was obvious he had just sent an AAI message.

An extremely hunched over old man in sparkling green robes and a tiny pink hat perched on the back of his head – as it would fall off the top – opened the door and, without saying a word, went over and grabbed the jagged shard, cutting his hand.

“Well, that’s test one,” he said, laughing. He proceeded to poke, prod, lick, sniff, rub against, and any number of other ways to interact with the shard. Finally, he cast a spell, his hands glowing a very faint white as he moved them up and down the now-floating shard.

“I can tell this came from a dungeon destroyed in the last five days, it was a green and null essence affinity, and I can feel something odd residually. If I didn’t know better, I would think it was thought or memories,” he said chuckling to himself and dripping blood and saliva from the shard all over the various animal skin rugs. “Was this a sentient dungeon?” he asked as if it were the world’s best joke.

When no one reacted, he turned to Selim. “Really? Is it really— ah, okay, you’re right, I’ll leave. Toodles.”

Shocked toodles was translated. Pretty clear he got another AAI message to leave.

“We’re done here,” was all Selim said. I looked to Tiesa and Jasna who were similarly not sure what to do.

“That means leave you cretins!” Jasmina bellowed from the hallway.

“Per the agreement with Velez, I can use your scanner crystal,” I said to the woman as we exited.

“Like we’d let you use the crystal here. You can go to a branch office near any of the gates. Now, you have <45 seconds> to leave the building before I charge you with trespassing.”

By silent agreement without even looking at each other, we took our time and leisurely walked out, making sure to stay well past 45 seconds.

Sometimes, it’s the little things.

***

“I invited our friends to join,” Jasna said as we were settling in to a table at a large pub.

“Jazzy, did you think you should ask us before doing that?” Tiesa asked.

“No, because I like them and you like them. So two against one even if Terry didn’t want them to come.” The look she gave Tiesa was that of an exasperated adult explaining something to a petulant toddler.

“That’s great Jasna, I’m glad you think I’d enjoy meeting your friends,” I cut in, heading off the argument. “What are their names, how do you know them?”

“Lora and Bruno Zepa. They’re a couple and have been on delving teams with Tee-Tee and me. I’m still technically on a team with Bruno but it’s been a while. Also, don’t accept their invite. Hi, over here!” she called out waving before I could ask what she meant.

Two people dressed in matching outfits of the Zalano style of very strange and sharp angles, buttons placed like from an AI art generator, approached and pulled back the hoods on their half capes. I would have guessed brother and sister over husband and wife as both had green-tinted sandy blonde hair and sharp blue eyes that scanned him before lighting up at Tiesa and the approaching Jasna. Both were tall and lithe though Lora looked to have a fair bit of muscle in the arms and torso.

They look like models. Ugh, hope this is better than that date…

Jasna brought them over to the table and got everyone situated.

“So, I hear you are causing quite the amount of trouble. Surprised you only got two pairs of underwear today. We didn’t get a chance to pass in the same circles as Cornelius but we still hear people talk about him with bated breath,” Bruno said the second his butt hit the bench.

“Wow, just going right into it I see, nice to meet you too,” I said with a laugh. “Yeah, that’s been a whole not-fun thing that already got me kicked out of Zalano. While it might open a few bedroom doors for me, it’s shut many of the doors I actually care about.” I was a little taken aback by the forward comment before hello but Tiesa and Jasna seemed to like them so I tried to roll with it.

“Oh, don’t mind my husband, he always loves to try to put people on the backfoot. Especially those ‘Mama Tiesa’ is watching over. Yes my lovely friend, I can tell you want to protect him like a mama bear. It’s cute though I don’t think it’s necessary, he seems like he can handle himself.” Lora held up a hand and summoned the server and ordered twice as much food as five people needed and three times as many drinks. “On us of course.”

“How has your delving been going?” Jasna asked.

“Eh, Tier 5 rifts are boring when you’re at the peak and there are so few here in the Kingdom. I’ve heard they are more abundant in The MM and quite so in the kingdoms across the sea. And I know I try not to stare at ladies’ chests but… did you have some work that was extremely poorly performed?” Lora winked at Jasna who reached her hand down the front of her blouse and produced a groggy and grumpy glider.

“YOU GOT A BOND AND DIDN’T TELL ME!?” Lora was equal parts excited and incensed.

“It’s his,” Jasna said simply and started to experimentally feed some of the spicy wings she ordered to the glutton. He made a face of discomfort and then begged for more after every bite.

“Yeah, hatched today. Not the sharpest crayon in the box if you know what I mean,” I said with a fond look. I could feel the massive swings in excitement, longing, contentment, and then discomfort from his food exploration.

“Ooh, what’s his name? I bet it’s exotic and erotic, right?” Lora asked, giving me a coquettish wink.

“Dear, not before we’ve had our meal. Fill up first then flirt.” Bruno didn’t seem to mind at all the strange behavior of his wife.

“Actually, I think I am ready to ask him. I have an old superstition about naming pets. I haphazardly picked the names of my first two hamsters and they both lasted less than a month. Then, I spent some time with my third one, Marissa, asking her to help me pick her name and she lived for three years. I don’t want to get into the cat we adopted but the family didn’t listen before picking one at random…”

“Wait, can animals on your planet talk?” Jasna asked, excitement sparking in her eyes.

“Not speech like we think but I don’t think people give them enough credit. Here, give the little sodus to me.”

“He did not poop in my hand,” Jasna said.

“He meant give the sugar glider to him,” Lora said fondly.

With an indignant screech at being taken away from his food source, I looked into his eyes and sent warm feelings down our metaphysical link. He quieted down as I tried to communicate that he’d get far more food soon but this was important.

“Feel free to throw out suggestions and I’ll see how he reacts. We have an instinctive link so I’ll know,” I said.

First, we tried a number of food names like Apple, Taco, Peach, Tostada, Lemon, Muffin, Biscuit, Pancake, Waffles, Nugget, and so on – even though some of the words translated strangely per everyone at the table – but all I got was the feeling that he wanted to try all the foods, not be named after one. We tried some flying related puns but they didn’t go over well with the little fussy monster or my dinner companions. Sugper-Man was especially hated.

When we moved onto regular names for the area as suggested by the others, Andrei, Ruslan, Maksim, Arthur, Nazar, Nemanja, Miroslav, Darko, Florin, Valentin, Milan, Ruslan two more times (by Lora), Bruno (also by a giggling Lora), Ferdinand, Radomir, Boris, Elton, Arben, Viktor, Ibrahim, Zoran, Mustafa – all were given as options and the little beast sulkily rejected all of them. I gave him a bit of food and he was less fussy but equally as dismissive.

“I was thinking Raymond or Ray for short. Do you like that? You seem to want to punch things and there were two famous boxers named Sugar Ray – Robinson and Leonard – on Earth. Plus, Sugar Ray sang Fly, a song I always loved, and, well, you know, you are supposed to fly. Or at least glide. What do you think?”

He gave a screech that everyone else interpreted as happy and thought it was settled which led to many toasts; unfortunately, it was actually an admonishment.

“What, it’s not like I’m just going to call you Steve or something,” I said grumpily.

He screamed with delight and even got up and did a little dance.

Seriously? Here is my sentient punching sugar glider, Steve. I guess it doesn’t really matter that much. If he’s happy, I’m happy.

We toasted the little terror and due to the excitement he was causing – apparently some people had messaged friends to come check him out too – the pub brought him a giant pile of food on the house which, once he checked it was okay with me, he literally dove into and started eating.

Getting back to our actual conversation, Bruno asked about my language skills.

“Well, as you can tell, I’m still using my native language though I am turning off other people’s translations more often. Tiesa and Jasna have been helpful, though Gabor and a few others think it’s very funny to make me say extremely inappropriate things or for others to say them at me as part of my practice.”

“Yup, that’s my husband,” Tiesa said with a mix of exasperation and fondness.

“Is there any reason you didn’t get the module to translate from your thoughts out loud?” Bruno asked and Lora gave him a reassuring rub on the back.

“Because it was ungodly expensive. I think it was 125 gold with zero guarantee it would work. I was only supposed to start with 30 gold but a weird set of circumstances set me up with a bit more. I don’t know how much I’d have to work but I can’t pull together that kind of money any time soon.” I realized I had been talking a bit loudly about money – and not insignificant sums – and blamed it on the drink.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #10: Don’t boast about wealth while holding an extremely rare delve reward and getting literal mounds of food while sitting with clearly wealthy people, especially as a Tier 1.

Should I ask for an escort to the bathroom?

Turns out, it wasn’t needed though there was someone who grabbed at my butt before running off. I wasn’t sure if it was a miss of my coin pouch or not.

Which coin pouch? No, BAD BRAIN!

Having sobered up very slightly, I came back. “So, why were you asking about language software? Seems like an interesting if esoteric topic.”

“I’ve got a buddy who heard about you and wanted to try to put a translation program together that is more universal. Well, it’s the kid of a buddy so he’s about 13 but he wants to do it since A Dragon Speaking Naturally costs a hoard.” Bruno let out a good-natured laugh.

I guess dragon myths transcend universes.

“And I am guessing he needs startup capital or something?” I asked warily.

“What? It’s software and he’s not looking to actually sell it. Kid just wants to mess around. Free to make on his AAI or his tablet. He just wants you to test it. Says it’s way harder with non-native languages to this continent, at least according to the people he interviewed who left the A Dragon Speaking Naturally team.”

“Sure, send him my way, sounds interesting,” I said.

I’ll have to have someone look over it so I’m not installing something brain melting but this could help. I still want to learn the language and I’m not too terrible after just a few days. I hope.

“So, we are heading out. Any of you want to come back to ours? Tee-Tee, I am guessing you’re a no. Jasna? Terry?” Lora asked.

“No, I’m good, but thanks for asking,” Jasna said cheerfully, showing a bit of a flush from all the alcohol. She had drunk two times more than any of the rest of us and was having a grand old time chatting to and feeding Steve as he luxuriated in the attention.

“For what, like a night cap?” I asked.

“For sex. They are asking if you want to go back and have sex with them. You are so naïve sometimes. It’s annoying. And sometimes charming. Unlike you, you’re always charming aren’t you?” Jasna’s attention wandered back to Steve as she started fixing his onesie.

“Uh, no thank you but… thanks for offering?” I said.

“Yup, any time. You have our contact info. For that or for anything else.” Bruno shot me a wink. “So nice meeting you Terry – yes and you Steve – and we need to get the band back together when we get a Tier 6 slot. Now give us some hugs you two,” he said to Jasna and Tiesa who obliged. Steve didn’t shriek which I thought was an improvement. Unfortunately, it was because he was slumped over fast asleep with some food hanging out of his mouth.

We headed back to our inn and sent off a few messages to Gabor and the Aspirations of Ascendancy. After going to my room I updated my to-do list, attempting to keep to my new format of only top six goals and failing miserably.

***

I woke with a start as someone was pounding on my door. I sent an AAI message to Jasna and Tiesa.

Or tried to.

The only thing I had were three temporary communication connection request acceptances with everything else unavailable.

Oh sodus, not again.

“Open up! By decree of the Mayor of Pitola, the High Council, and the Adventurers Guild, you are to come with us!” The door suddenly burst inwards and three people in full plate sporting swords and shields tried to enter my room.

While it was a nice inn, said room wasn’t that big.

How should I play this? I don’t have the backing here to go high noble… information gathering and playing innocent sounds reasonable.

“Hello, uh, officers?” I began. “Can you let me know what I’ve done or your plans?”

Of the two who fully fit into the room, one went to backhand me but the woman, who looked to be leading the squad, grabbed his hand. “He’s a Tier 1 moron. That might have killed him. Sir, you need to come with us, get dressed and get your things. If you try anything funny, at best we will maim you.” She said the threat so matter-of-factly, it was jarring.

Oh, come on, ‘don’t be obnoxious or we’ll cut off an arm’. Man, I’m hungover this morning and really don’t want to deal with this…

“And is there anything I did to warrant such treatment?”

“Jebbie if I know. I’m here to enforce not anything more,” she said with a yawn. “Now get moving, it’s too early and I might still be able to get back to bed.”

I quickly got dressed and stuffed a fussy Steve down the front of my shirt, storing my armor and weapons in my ring while trying to make it look like they were going into my bag in case they confiscated the bag.

No idea if they bought that.

Near the top of the stairs, the guy who tried to take a swing at me – who I dubbed Moron 1 – suddenly turned around, pushed me up against a door and clapped chains on my wrists behind my back while his friend, Moron 2, pointed a sword at me and nicking my collarbone, causing Steve to emerge from my shirt throwing his tiny fists around.

The woman just turned around and rolled her eyes. “Do something like that again without approval and it will be two weeks docked pay. Just get him moving.”

As we entered the first floor of the inn, the proprietor was bouncing back and forth between furious and frightful. “What about my door?!” she finally asked.

“Eh, charge it to this idiot,” Moron 1 said, then tried to trip me as we walked by a table. Luckily my training with Risto and Jasna made it simple to keep my balance but it caused him to shove me again.

“There’s two days pay and a day in the stocks. If I honestly can’t control you, I’ll probably just have to kill you. He’s under my care so if anything happens, it’s on me. Feel free to test me. You, up here with me.” Moron 1 looked stunned at the woman’s words and she pulled me up to walk alongside her.

We exited the inn to Selim Koval waiting outside with a few other well-dressed people. The sun was barely cresting over the horizon behind them. When they saw me chained up, multiple people turned on Selim.

“We agreed to exile, what the hell is this Selim?” an older woman seemingly still in her pajamas – including a sleeping cap – asked. “This is a spectacle and the entire point was to get him out of here before he causes trouble. And he’s bleeding? You, explain yourself!” she bellowed at me.

The woman stepped in front. “Hello, I am Vice Captain Radmila Norkus of the Pitola guard. These two morons were forced upon me by the Adventurers Guild. They repeatedly threatened and physically harassed our… guest, I guess? If you are upset, 100% of the blame is on Koval.”

Holy shit, she just metaphorically slapped him across the face. Am I a fan or not? Hard to say but love the game.

“You boy, aren’t you man enough to speak for yourself?” a well-dressed man in probably his 30s looked at me disdainfully.

I stepped forward with my hands behind my back. “I am not sure what my offense could be other than existing. I did not ask to be brought—"

“What’s he saying? Doesn’t he have an AAI? Send out a connection request you idiot!” the same man spat.

I shrugged and the woman stepped forward. “Apparently, these two initiated an AAI blocker of some kind, against regulations and without approval or instruction.” I quickly glanced back and Moron 1 looked like he was going to attack at least one of Norkus or me while Moron 2 was trying his best to look like a gargoyle, completely frozen but with a look of terror on his face.

“What’s the meaning of this? That isn’t allowed without a specific order. Koval, what games are you playing!” The old woman made a cane appear from nowhere and rapped him on the shins.

A well-dressed and tired looking woman probably in her 40s arrived and started pushing her way to the front. There were murmurs until each person saw her and shut up.

This is about to either get much better or much worse. Go for the winning smile.

She looked up and rolled her eyes. “Yes, not interested in a romp you Cornelius clone. That said, I am also not interested in a spectacle. Look around you fools,” she hissed and I was surprised a few of them didn’t run at the terror on their faces. “We have collected an audience, exactly what we wanted to avoid. Get him out of the city whole and happy. I want food for him waiting at his carriage by the time he arrives and I want it all done now. He’s a damn official guest from another city you imbeciles.”

She waved her hand and half the people ran off.

“Norkus, get him out of the damn chains this instant.”

The Vice Captain went to Moron 1 and got the keys, releasing my hands.

“Now see here, madam Mayor, this is a joint operation and you don’t have the authority to do that,” Selim said, trying to maintain an air of dignity. Jasmina snapped his cloak out behind him.

“Koval, I was sent no less than seven messages, two through our anonymous citizen reporting system, about this. You will come and issue a formal apology to the entire Council. You asked for permission and you jebbie’d it up.”

He went to reply and she panned her gaze back to him, fire in her eyes.

She turned to me and I saw anger burning in those eyes that sent a shock of fear through me to my cores; I wondered if she used a skill on me. “Carver, get the hell out of my town. And tell Illeva she owes me some of her produce. I’d like five <40 pound> (18kg) sacks of potatoes. And be safe. Once this has blown over, I’ll reach out. Now give him his damn AAI access back and Norkus, escort him to the gate. Get moving people!” She spun on her heel without waiting.

Koval was staring daggers, rotating between me and the two other men. When he looked at me, there was another flash of something, almost like a pang of regret.

I’m confused, bruised, and unamused. 9.7/10, stuck the landing Terry.

Vice Captain Norkus just sighed and began escorting me out of town. “I like your bond, he’s cute,” was the only thing she said.

I sent out two AAI messages to Jasna and Tiesa as I was quickly tossed on a horseless carriage with the fully armored and moderately affable woman and we rode off into the sunrise.


End of day 9 notes (from previous night):


Current Wealth: Hard to determine…

Key Goals, Short Term:

Name bond – completed

Find out who tried to assassinate me – or at least make progress – contingent on Gabor?

Get scanned (both me and Steve) while in Pitola

Get registered with the Adventurers Guild since in town

Make decision on Affinity Alteration Amaryllis – sell or what?

Continue to make progress through Tier 1

Training, training, training – shouldn’t have taken half the big hits I did or would have in the delves

Get more healing potions

Continue to avoid shackles – see what dungeon delve and discoveries can mean for Katarina partnership

Continue to solidify partnership with Aspirations of Ascendancy

…Fix my hair


Key Goals, Medium to Long Term:

Get a new weapon – need a heavier head for better control and longer shaft, a standard morningstar isn’t cutting it; enchantments too – commission?

Start looking through jobs from Adventurers Guild postings

Build out financial services plan – keep in touch with Sprouting Jade Financial and Trade

Figure out what to do with the sentient dungeon – work with Jasna to find a place to deploy?

Cultivate better contacts: political, financial, and otherwise


Other Goals:

Rename “Tips to Thriving” – too dorky

Continue to advance with the language

Get back to Ratmir to give readings and recalibrate allocation bracelets

Talk with Marko (and Dahlia?) – patch over the relationship?

Physical fitness improvements – need to up stamina, not just fighting capabilities

Build deeper relationships in Velez – Nikolaj? Councilors?

Get in contact with people in Zalano – Alena, Axe, Liene, Stannis, Miklos

Find a girlfriend/partner. Whatever they call them here.

Start to design a new sigil or house insignia?


Mental Health Check-In:

Not feeling great about lying to Tiesa but couldn’t destroy an innocent intelligent creature

Prepare for inevitable of killing someone? Too soon?

Starting to feel a little too at home here, almost like this is where I was meant to be – analyze if that’s good or bad

A little too okay with the fact people tried to assassinate me and I only want to hunt them down – being willing to stick my neck out enough to make it a target is a net positive IMO

Am I Steve’s parent or guardian? How do I feel about that?




            

    
        Chapter 19, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                “I swear, I am going to kill that pompous moron!” Tiesa said for the seventh time in the last 30 minutes. She was incensed, stalking around and making choking motions every few seconds.

“Oh, can I help?” Jasna asked while Steve lounged on one hand and ate from the other. She had grabbed some more food while Tiesa rushed to the gate, arriving to be with me even before the carriage got there.

“I didn’t mean that literally. At least I don’t think I did. Maybe… Let’s table that.”

“Uh, so this throws about 80% of our plans in the trash. Again. For at least the second time. What do we do here?” I asked, looking over my notes.

I quickly ran through my plans that were now, at best, in jeopardy. Steve and I getting scanned was out the window, my plans to register with the Adventurers Guild were out too; we couldn’t sell the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis to Melandra and her brother, healing potions were off the table unless they had some in Velez, I couldn’t contract a blacksmith and enchanter for a new weapon in Pitola at least, my hair was still awful, and I wouldn’t be able to visit the Sprouting Jade Financial and Trade offices again.

After relaying everything to the two women, I asked, “Could we do any of this through an intermediary? Or are you two banned from the city too?”

“We are ‘temporarily barred from entrance’,” Jasna said. “Wait, does that mean if we didn’t leave, we could have stayed?”

“Probably not but I know the Mayor is big on technicalities like that and possibly would have approved,” Tiesa said, again pounding her fist into her hand.

“Yeah, she actually seemed okay of the people outside the inn today. Everyone else sucked. Koval seems like a real problem,” I said. “But let’s focus up. Can we get the Aspirations of Ascendancy to grab some stuff for us before they are booted out too? Or are we still even aligned with them?”

Fifteen minutes later after a quick back-and-forth over AAI, Inara came bounding out of the city, looking like she was going to pass us by, then circled back under the cover of the trees into the carriage waiting area. “Wow, you caused some trouble today. They even put out a special news blast about it on my favorite feed and a special edition of the newspaper just on what went down. I’m impressed. You’re infamous.”

No Three Amigos jokes Terry, keep it focused.

“We need a few things done in town but can’t ourselves for obvious reasons. And frankly non-obvious reasons, this was all pretty confusing. I understand everything has changed from yesterday and—” I paused at her look.

“We made the decision yesterday to stay with you and we’re sticking with it. We can’t sneak you into the city, too dangerous. But we can do a few things. I’ll get us some supplies – hand over the rest of your gold and we’ll see how much we can charge to this Katarina person.” She gave a small chuckle. “Don’t worry, we won’t go too overboard. Per the message, I’ll get you a new set of throwing knives – ones that don’t give away your position, funny as that was – and I’ll see if any of the weapons merchants have a morningstar like you want.”

She paused, looking thoughtful. “I think we’ll also get booted if you all stick around here – pretty clear to anyone watching you are waiting for someone if you don’t get moving and we’re an obvious answer – so I think we’ve only got a few hours to get everything done. You wanted some food, some healing potions, and, did you want me to get the little guy scanned? Not sure if they’ll allow it but we can try, take him in to the Adventurers Guild office inside the gate. Anything else?”

“Tiesa, Jasna, what are your thoughts about sneaking Steve in to get him scanned?” I asked, thinking it was probably not worth it.

“Too risky,” Jasna said at the same time as Tiesa said, “bad idea.”

Good, still on the same page.

Inara shrugged. “I put it on the table if you wanted it, not because I thought we should. Okay, we’ll be back; see you in maybe one and a half bells?”

Two hours sounds like a lot of time to just sit and wait but what else can we do?

***

[The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider, has been registered with the Adventurers Guild, Pitola branch. You are invited to join The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider. Would you like to join? Yes/no. To see available quests, please join a party, then use your login system.]

“I just got a weird, worrying, and maybe wonderful AAI message,” I said, taking a break from Jasna’s intense sparring practice. Without informing her first, receiving a wooden sword strike to the shoulder.

“That’s loaded, spit it out,” Tiesa said, lounging against a tree and, as she called it, ‘providing advanced oversight and guidance’. Jasna called it ‘laying down and feeding Steve’, which was a less entertaining if far more accurate title.

After forwarding the message to both, Tiesa started laughing maniacally. “Oh, that is such a funny move, I am sad we didn’t think of it,” she said, wiping a tear of mirth from her eye. “I bet it was Inara, she is such a little sodus in the best way.”

“I mean, I did think of it, I didn’t want to make the ask. I thought it would get them in massive trouble. And it still might. It really is a stick in the eye for the city where they’re based, is that a smart idea?” I asked, feeling equal parts elated for me and worried for Vidas and team.

“They’re adults. Mostly. I’m sure they talked it out and came to a decision. They are in good standing so it shouldn’t be an issue and you technically aren’t not in good standing or banned, you are just hated by the Guildmaster of this particular branch and not allowed in this city. Or Zalano. The Zalano branch is the headquarters for the Adventurers Guild and the Guild branch there itself isn’t against you. I don’t think.” Tiesa laughed. “Man, we need a list of everyone who doesn’t like you…”

“Good thing most quests don’t require you to pick them up or turn them in physically anymore.” Tiesa let out a yawn which Steve used as an opening to return the favor of the last hour and throw some food in her mouth. “Oy, you little gremlin!” she yelled and proceeded to tickle the little beast.

I finally clicked yes to the invite and got back to training with Jasna.

***

“Did they say anything when you registered the team?” I couldn’t help but be curious as Tiesa and I were chatting with Vidas and Pavel in the carriage again on the way back to Velez. Jasna was on the roof ‘showing Steve the wonders of the world’.

Really, it was an excuse to stop feeding him as it really wasn’t healthy for something weighing so little to eat 20K calories in a day; as he would happily do.

“Nope, didn’t bat an eye.” Vidas smiled and took a sip of the wine we were sharing to celebrate.

Pavel rolled his eyes and elaborated. “We went to our typical office and they know how we operate; this is definitely not the first time we’ve added someone and changed the team name. That’s literally what we do for our jobs. Nikoleta took care of it as usual.”

“Well, I hope she doesn’t get in trouble either,” I said, a bit of worry twisting my stomach.

Vidas just laughed. “She didn’t do anything wrong and their union is insane.”

Pavel chuckled too. “Plus, all employees are technically under the organization itself, not the branch, and the organization doesn’t care about you. And we didn’t do anything wrong either, you are not on a restricted list. I think Koval thought since you were banned from Pitola and Zalano, that was enough to keep you from the Guild. No idea why he hates you.”

Tiesa nodded. “Yeah, this felt like a lot extra… I mean, he sucks but not usually this much from my experience and stories.”

“Agreed. Enough on that, let’s take a few delve jobs on the way back to Velez.” Vidas clapped his hands, rubbing them together in excitement.

“I don’t think that’s wise. We want to get away quickly if we can,” Tiesa said.

“We are taking a big bet here on you guys. I want to make sure we get paid.” Vidas looked to Pavel.

“We have significant stretch incentives that if we get him past Tier 1.5 in the next two months, we are going to be able to get through Tier 2 pretty darn quickly. Like almost bare minimum of time for essence settling.” Pavel had a greedy look in his eye. “Of course, we’ll keep him safe, don’t worry. But especially with the allocation of essence in rifts going mostly to him, we’re golden.”

I sent a message to Tiesa. [I think we need to play ball here. They went out of their way to help me at significant risk to themselves, politically and maybe even physically. I’m not thrilled about it, but I say we should do at least one delve.]

“Ugh, fine. Terry says we need to be nice to you so we’ll do it.” She jostled my shoulder with her own. “I do appreciate you making my life easier by sticking with us – paying for delve slots and then having Jasna or I in there would mean we get zero rewards for it and lose a lot of money. Plus, we can get Terry into good standing with the Guild. Ten successful contracts and no one can keep him from being an official member. Basically, I don’t love it but I’ll support it.”

As we went through the list of available Guild delves, a few were directly on the path back to Velez.

There was a kobold rift that was supposedly very annoying smell and temperature-wise; a scientist wanted to study weapon evolution over time in the rift so the job was to collect all their spears and short swords. It didn’t pay well and no one wanted kobold meat. Their hide was terrible for anything too, so the economics just didn’t make sense.

Another was swarms of insects and we all immediately said no, not wanting anything to do with insectoids so soon after the dungeon.

The walking forest rift sounded pretty interesting but we didn’t have the storage capacity to bring back the wood that the person sponsoring the delve wanted. Usually, people brought a series of five or six carts just to haul all the goods back. It also took a considerable period of time to chop everything down – especially without axes – and Tiesa was unwilling to wait that long.

Finally, the one we chose was a swamp rift – it was only a few hours further down the road and paid the best. It did include a few insects in the form of giant mosquitos but it was mostly crocodiles and vampire manatees with a few tree-based snakes to mix things up.

The snakes’ venom was very useful in antidotes and in some cooking recipes from along the southern coast, the mosquito blood was good for mundane healing supplies as it could be used for both coagulants and anticoagulants with the right treatment, and the crocodiles were valued for their tasty meat and tough skin. The vampire manatees were just extremely hard to kill and annoying.

And UGLY.

While none of the monsters were a great fit for my fighting style, none were a hard counter. A smash to the head or six with the morningstar worked on all of them, per Tiesa, and so we prepared for me to be the lookout and emergency backup for the delve.

As I pulled through the tear in space, the familiar feeling of something tugging at my cores, I was shocked at just how humid yet frigid the swamp was.

Without my enhanced constitution thanks to essence, I think I would shiver so hard, I’d pull a muscle! This is miserable!

It reminded me of visiting a California client and the old Twain quote of ‘the coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco’.

In the watery environment, it was Inara and Romie’s time to shine. While Pavel and Vidas could hold the enemies off, Inara was devastating at taking out a wing on the mosquitos with a quick dash-n-slash while Romie’s arrows found crocodile eyes, making the fights rather one-sided; quite literally as the team would approach from the side that was blinded.

My joke pointing that out did not go over well other than with Romie, who howled so loud, it brought out a few enemies.

Pavel convinced Vidas to let me fight one-on-one against each of the monsters at least once to get a feel for their different styles.

The snakes were probably the easiest. They relied on stealth and fast strikes and so my shield provided enough cover that they smashed their fangs against it. That did mean they weren’t worth as much since it damaged the venom glands so I was only allowed one go. It wasn’t that interesting, enlightening, or challenging to smash a dazed creature to death so that was okay with me.

My first manatee fight was far more exciting.

I waded into the water that was just above my waist and felt a small suction, both through the water and on my spirit. The manatees, if given license, would latch on physically and drain mana and blood from enemies.

I threw a large rock to my right to simulate movement and the hideous white-gray bulbous head emerged suddenly, spraying water all over me. It looked like if you melted the head of a poorly made plastic whale with a magnifying glass and then painted its eyes red and glued in some fangs.

That is to say, horrifying yet not intimidating.

I used my shield to redirect it into a slightly shallower area and was almost sick to my stomach at its weird flipper feet that allowed it to stand upright at about seven and half feet (2.3m).

Its arm flipper was far more flexible than I thought and it brought it towards my chest in a quick slash that I barely got my shield in the way to deflect.

It emitted a terrible noise, like a blender trying to destroy a mobile phone.

With my shield somewhat out of position, it moved to crash down on me.

I leapt back as much as I could when surrounded by water.

So not much.

As it was tipping over, I used the morningstar as a brace and dug my boots into the mud, rolling the giant mass of stinking blubber to the side and gouging a line down its side with the points on the weapon’s head.

It crashed down, almost knocking me over but I brought the weapon down in two quick blows, one to the eye and the other on the knot of fat on its head.

I didn’t quite blind it but I did royally piss it off.

Throwing caution to the wind, it rose up again. But I was ready.

I hooked my shield under where its flipper met its body and swung two quick jabs at its foot, unsettling its balance and starting to topple it over.

I leapt and rolled with the blubbering mass of blubber as it fell to the back and side.

Bad decision.

As a large, round, and slippery beast, I didn’t maintain leverage on top and despite two blows to its face on the ride down – one shield and one morningstar – it looked little worse for wear.

We once again faced off, this time with my back to deeper water. Knowing that could be extremely bad, potentially with another manatee or croc waiting to snack on me, I feinted to the right and it swung while I made my way to a small island of slippery mud and wood to the left.

As I shot past it, the enraged beast got a good blow to my shoulder with its fore-flipper, though not enough to do serious damage.

As I got to the high ground, I was able to lure it out, flinging a throwing dagger into its cheek.

It charged.

That was its undoing.

As an incredibly angry animal that could essentially only flop around on land, I quickly worked to wear it down and kept circling it to keep it engaged and not let it roll back into the water.

My finishing blow to its head was a two-handed affair with all my strength and I felt its skull collapse.

Turning around to the team in triumph, I saw betrayal. An arrow at the end of Romie’s bow, loosed as it fired directly at me.

The world slowed down.

The arrow missed my face by mere inches.

And then I felt the rush of essence and an extremely heavy weight crash against my back, sending me flying face first into the muck.

Always finish the job… Like in Pulp Fiction, two in the head so you know they’re dead.

I held my hand up in thanks while Vidas gave me a death glare.

“Always keep fighting until you feel the essence. And sometimes a bit after as it might not be your monster that just died,” Pavel said. Instead of helping me up, he kicked more mud in my face, getting some in my mouth. “You deserve worse than that. And Jasna will give that to you when she sees the recording. And no, we can’t scrub that part out. And wouldn’t if we could.”

Grumbling, far more at myself than the team that saved me from my arrogance again, I buckled down for the rest of the rift.

I even added a small AAI overlay on my vision: FINISH THE DAMN JOB.

The crocs were far easier with a simple trick that I confirmed with the team would theoretically work before attempting it.

I didn’t want to risk my morningstar so I stuck my warhammer in its mouth as it approached and it reflexively snapped down on it. I jumped to clamp and keep its mouth shut and then slowly shoved the weapon deeper, turning it and hooking the spike on the back of the weapon on the monster’s insides in a horrible and slow corkscrew of torment.

“Can we please finish it? I concede you win but this is brutal to watch and you are also ruining the meat,” Pavel said, raising his spear.

Realizing the position I was in, straddling its back and with a hand clamped on the mouth, I took a dagger from my bandolier and slashed it down three times, finally getting through the skull and hitting brain on the third.

“That works too.”

“Sorry, I was too enamored with my plan and that it was working. Didn’t really think about any other factor,” I said sheepishly, rubbing my hand – and thus croc brains and blood – across the back of my head.

Inara looked at my face of sheer disgust and giggled.

Once we mopped up the stragglers, it was time to face the boss of the rift.

“Look, I am getting more confident you can handle yourself. But stay back.” Vidas was short winded as per usual. He turned to his team – the rest of our team – “Tactic 27, keep spread. I need you two on range, taking down the mosquitos while we take on the crocs.” He pointed first to Inara and Romie and then to himself and Pavel.

Based on the recordings and that we hadn’t seen any variation in the rift yet from the standard configuration, there would be two humanoid crocodiles, likely wielding spears, and two massive mosquitos backing them up. Sometimes the giant bloodsuckers had a ranged attack that was like a bullet of blood but we didn’t think it was likely.

The forest clearing was free from any debris which would make footing easier. We saw the crocodiles, both peeking their heads from behind boulders.

Romie opened the fight with a double arrow to a mosquito that was well hidden in the canopy. Only one made solid contact but it did hit near the shoulder, hurting its ability to fly.

The crocodiles lobbed the rocks at us though they were relatively easy to dodge, picking up their spears and bellowing.

At that, Vidas charged first, taking an angle to avoid the rock in his path, followed by Pavel who tried to use the boulders for some cover if possible. The larger brother rammed both of the giant bipedal crocodiles, using the flat of his enormous blade, and I saw their melee plans immediately.

Vidas fully engaged the croc on the right and tried to keep the second one’s attention while Pavel worked to wear the one on the left down quickly through a series of shallow jabs and slashes from his spear.

I quickly decided to call the one on our right Roger and the other Larry.

It started well with Larry limping gingerly on a damaged foot within the first few exchanges from Pavel’s excellent spear jabs.

Romie provided anti-air support, keeping the mosquitos off the brothers while Inara looked for an opening as the disgusting monsters floated down from their perches to use an assassin-style strike.

One of the mosquitos was close to falling so Inara dashed in, slashing across its abdomen impossibly fast, using a new enchantment that left an X-shaped wound from a single swipe of her long dagger.

But that’s when it went wrong.

Vidas overcommitted on a swing to parry Roger who he was entirely responsible for and Larry dove under the spear thrust of Pavel to bite deeply, crunching the armor on Vidas’ left leg. It cost the croc dearly as Pavel stabbed down and landed a nasty blow to the back of Larry’s neck but it didn’t quite kill it.

Inara called out, “Vidas injured, left leg, mild to maybe severe, turtle up!”

Pavel quickly moved to get directly next to his brother and started fighting more defensively.

Romie landed a well-placed shot to Roger, the mostly uninjured croc, hitting its off hand with an arrow, reducing Roger to using the spear essentially one handed.

However, that meant no one was boxing in the second giant mosquito, which zoomed directly for me.

I felt the flutter in my heart as I prepared my shield and morningstar. Then a different flutter in my stomach.

Why is this the most happy I’ve felt?

I can psychoanalyze myself later, it’s bug smashing time.

The top foreleg swept in for a probing strike that I easily deflected with my shield while I prepared for the fast proboscis jab to the face. The videos and even the fights we’d had with the awful bloodsuckers said that was far-and-away the most likely attack.

It was agonizing keeping my head still, knowing a jab that could potentially be a one shot kill was coming for my face. If I dodged too early, it was likely to change the direction of the strike and I couldn’t control where it might hit.

As expected, the disgusting barbed needle of death and itchiness came flying for the center of my forehead as the mosquito reeled its head back and lunged forward to strike.

I dodged to the same side as my shield while bringing my weapon behind me to try for a lucky break of the proboscis.

My weapon connected and I heard a satisfying crack but the long straw of awfulness remained attached to its ugly, massive, bloodthirsty face.

I feinted an overhead swing to show it another opening and then used my shield to block it in slightly against a tree on its right and my left.

If it wanted to retreat, it would have been easy for the mosquito, but the strike against its face seemed to send it into a rage. I heard the others shouting but all I could hear, all I could see, was the fight in front of me.

This is what it’s all about.

We traded blows, the monster catching me across the forehead and piercing the chain shirt on my shoulder to draw more blood that it happily zoomed into its face with magic. But I got the better of the exchange, using a baseball swing to the body to press it into the tree and then an overhead quick slash to score a huge gash down its face.

Two quick strikes to the wing cost me a sharp poke to the chest but it was deflected first by my shield, significantly reducing the momentum and keeping my internals intact.

The ram to my breastbone still had a lot of force but snapped the probiscis off and led to a vicious defense but an inevitable victory by me.

As I finally smashed the mosquito for the third time post essence rush, Pavel caught my attention.

“Well, that corpse is probably ruined. But good fighting. Inara was going to intervene but she thought you were doing well enough without our help. That chest strike was a bit scary though…” He gave an annoyed look at his fiancée.

“Told ya. You owe me 10 silvers and a massage,” she said with a wide smile across her face. At his incredulous look, she shrugged. “What?”

“I don’t think he wanted me to know you were betting on my life,” I said.

Not sure how I feel about that. Inara believed in me but Pavel wanted to step in. Both are kinda in the wrong and the right here…

And why didn’t they cut me in on the action?

“To be clear, I didn’t bet you’d die, that would be insane. I bet that we’d have to intervene before you got seriously hurt. Romie had a kill shot on it lined up before it even started flying at you and Inara could have deflected that last blow, though it might have broken her arm to do so.” Pavel looked like he was ready for me to yell.

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained. That was great experience. Always have to be on my guard, right?”

I’ll process this later…

“Uh, well we voted and you get to dispel the reward distortion,” Pavel said, clearly looking confused.

“Great. We got all the bodies we are taking?” I asked, heading for the glowing rip in reality.

“Yes boss, we’re locked and loaded,” Inara said, falling in step beside me.

Vidas growled while I rolled my eyes.

As we reached the distortion, I gave a quizzical look at her being so close.

Then she shoved me through the distortion and grabbed the few gold lumps that materialized before they could hit the ground like I did.

“Always have to be on your guard, right?” she said laughing and exited the rift.

Jasna is going to make me – and probably them – pay so much for the mistakes in this rift… Still, lots of progress, both in Tier and in my fighting capability.
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                “Yeah, we need to figure out how you can bring him along in the future for delves, he was wailing the entire time. Wouldn’t even eat.” Jasna held out Steve to me the second I exited and the little snot-covered beast jumped onto my face and screeched, eventually climbing on my head, wiping snot and tears in the awful mop of hair, and settling down for a nap.

We got cleaned off, the other members of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider stripping buck naked and walking into the river to wash off their clothes and gear like it was nothing.

I mean, when in Putijama?

I tried. I really did. But I still felt the need to go around a bend to wash myself and my gear off. Steve was yelling – whether cheering or jeering, I couldn’t tell – the entire time I was doing it from the shore.

We took a few minutes to decompress, dropped off the supplies we collected into a storage box in the holding pen by the rift entrance, and then got back on the road.

I took top of carriage to let my four teammates, who did the vast majority of the work in the rift, relax in comfort. Jasna and Tiesa were happy to scout ahead and behind. Steve was also thrilled to play in the open air, which was a welcome distraction. At least until it started raining lightly but he just crawled into my shirt.

We camped for the night, each taking a watch shift to help let Tiesa and Jasna get some sleep – scouting ahead and behind was hard work.

The next morning, about two hours after sunrise, Jasna came back from scouting looking nonplussed.

“We have a group of five people on horses. They are gaining on us obviously. I spotted them when I climbed a tree to check things out. I estimate it will be another bell before they overtake us. I want to be cautious here,” she said, opening up the discussion. “Thoughts?”

“The most likely scenario is they are simply on the same road as we are but I agree with Jazzy. Slightly out of the ordinary for a group on horseback rather than a carriage or carts. Pulling up my map, we can backtrack <five minutes> and take this old path that seems relatively abandoned.” She sent us an AAI message with a highlighted route. “It will beat the carriage up a bit more and will add about four bells to our journey but I think it will at least tell us if they’re following us specifically.”

Pavel looked at me. “There really isn’t a dull moment with you around, is there?”

Steve took that as a chance to screech and throw a bit of food at the man, eliciting a chuckle.

“So, are we all in agreement that we backtrack?” At a round of nods from Vidas, Jasna, Pavel, and Tiesa, I continued. “I think the five of us in the carriage as it’s the best defended area we have. We don’t know their Tier and a random shot from a Tier 4 or more is probably an insta-kill. If they do turn to follow, we’ll adjust our plans based on the surroundings and everything else we know as it occurs.”

Tiesa looked satisfied. “Jazzy, can you take back and I’ll scout ahead?” At her nod, Tiesa immediately updated the carriage driver, who also sent a message off to Councilor Illeva, his boss.

***

Two hours later, we were positive they were following us.

Our backtrack seemed to have fooled them momentarily as they rode past but quickly came back searching for ways we could have gone.

Unfortunately, our carriage made fresh tracks in the rarely used path from the rain the day before.

We guessed they figured out we knew they were coming as the group was going much slower, though we theorized it could also just be the rougher path.

Jasna came back from a scouting mission, running at a speed I wouldn’t have thought possible, under perfect control. When we needed to confer, Tiesa pulled me up to the roof. The driver didn’t love it as it stressed the carriage to have three up there but it meant we kept going at a good pace.

“They have at least one high Tier with them. I think we can easily handle them Tee-Tee but it looked like possibly a noble,” she said grumpily.

“Wait, if you can take them, why is it a bad thing that they are a noble?” I asked.

“There are rules around noble-sanctioned actions. Some stupid idiotic thing from far-past that is outlawed by Velez and is highly frowned-upon in Zalano.” Tiesa looked ready to punch something.

“We can’t be sure there isn’t a contract on you or something – or that they pretend they thought you were someone else and say ‘whoops, we killed the wrong guy, let us pay a fine’. There is a Planetary System that is used sparingly – it is exceptionally expensive to call upon – but it can track us based on our AAIs and we can’t attack anyone more than one Tier below us based on these old idiotic rules. If they attack us first, that’s fine, we can retaliate. But they won’t. I am expecting they sent Tier 2s after you all.” Tiesa rolled her eyes.

“Uh, why is that allowed?” I asked, starting to feel both a panic and an excitement welling in my stomach. “That seems like it is just sanctioned murder.”

“They’re nobles? Life isn’t fair for us,” Jasna shrugged. “From what I know, it really is incredibly expensive. As in it costs about the same to get someone from nothing to the peak of Tier 3 or maybe halfway through Tier 4. Anyway, that’s not important right now.”

“Agreed. We need to find some place defensible to hole up in. We can’t outrun them, our horses already need a break. This trail doesn’t seem to have much in that way as far as I can tell but maybe we’ll see something.” Tiesa was clearly searching on her AAI for more information, sticking her tongue fully through her teeth.

Steve went to grab for said tongue but I caught him before he could get halfway there. I sent a feeling of him being naughty and that not being food which caused him to howl. Jasna absentmindedly handed him a bit of one of his biscuits.

Something pulled at my cores.

Huh, is there something bond related in my cores? No, doesn’t feel like Steve…

I started to pace on the top of the carriage and saw something off through the sparse trees that lined the path. As we came around the bend, a small path off the side of the road leading to a set of buildings became much easier to spot. “What about that?” I said, pointing.

“What about what?” Tiesa asked.

“Hah, very funny; that set of buildings. I feel like with them at our back, we could at least have a better chance. And it was five total horses? Maybe we can add the guards and have it be a fairer fight at seven versus their four non-noble Tier 2s?”

“The guards are Tier 4 unfortunately. And what are you talking about?” Jasna asked testily.

I leapt from the carriage, squelching slightly as I landed. Steve made a happy noise and flapped his limbs while we were airborne. I ran ahead of the plodding horses over to the path and pointed it out.

“We see the little path but there’s nothing there.” Tiesa was getting upset as the carriage slowly passed me.

Jasna jumped down. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked and I grabbed her hand to drag her towards the buildings.

Tiesa started shouting suddenly. “Where did you go?”

Jasna ran back to the carriage, calling for a halt. “Concealment array. Let’s hurry before they figure it out!”

She began directing the guards and the carriage ferrying the rest of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider down the path.

***

Lady Hilda Petrov, fifth daughter of Councilor Tibor Petrov, House of the Rising Fist

“Elica, Janko, where the jebbie did they go?” She hated that she lowered her speech to that of a commoner when she was flustered. Trying to regain her regal bearing, she said, “Priorly, their tracks were simple to follow. Whatever could have changed? It is as though said tracks merely disappear.”

Nailed it.

“Um, your lady…ship? Their carriage tracks pretty clearly turn around here and go up this path. I recommend we go up the path even though the tracks disappear?” Janko said, looking confused.

These commoners are always confused.

“As you can see Janko, as even you pointed out, the tracks disappear. Why would we follow tracks that go nowhere? That is the height of fool…being,” Lady Hilda stated simply.

“If I wager a day’s rations? If I go there and there’s nothing there, I’ll go hungry for the day,” Janko pressed.

“Why are you being so insistent?” Elica hissed at him as Elson and Livia returned on their horses.

“When you’ve eliminated the impossible, you’re down to the improbable, right? And we don’t see any further tracks past here going on the path but we do have some here.” He shrugged.

“If they had a concealment array, why would they have waited until here to deploy it, hmm? Or are you saying there is just a concealment array in the middle of bum-jeb…” Lady Hilda took a breath. That’s right, calm demeanor, good. “You idiot, why would there be a concealment array in the middle of nowhere?” she bellowed.

“Can we please just let him go? If he gets himself killed, then we don’t have to listen to this any longer. And if not, we still get to split his food,” Elson said, looking bored. At Janko’s hurt expression, they just shrugged.

“Fine, but that is food for two days should you be wrong,” Lady Hilda snapped.

Janko took a deep breath and nodded, turning and heading up the path. Just as he reached the end of the tracks, his head turned back. “Okay, I’ll—”

The rest of his final words were cut off as an arrow sliced through his neck, leaving a roiling mess of blood and bubbles emerging from where his Adam’s apple had been.

Pandemonium ensued.

***

Jasna Zupan

Jasna and Tiesa stood off to the side with the Tier 4 guards. They had elected not to participate unless attacked because it could pull Velez and Councilor Illeva into a noble conflict and be in violation of the no punching down more than 1 Tier laws. It was complicated whether it was truly illegal but they decided to play it safe rather than fall afoul of laws with instant death penalty if found guilty. The carriage driver retreated into one of the buildings.

“I hate the rules sometimes. No, all the time. We all know the ‘don’t attack down’ rules but these noble contracts are utter sarange.” Jasna was vibrating with anticipation and donned her sleek, black leather armor and had a throwing knife in one hand and a katana in the other.

Tiesa was wearing a similar set of armor and had studded, glowing gloves covering her fists smattered with small spikes and emitting an increasing hum.

“I think she’s Tier 4 so I won’t be able to participate even. Can’t even give the kiddos advice or it could be seen as interference. We only stop them from getting killed, agreed? I don’t think this concealment array will hide us from the AAI in the sky. This sucks.” Tiesa pounded her fist into her hand; the magic sparked up, slightly scaring the guards.

Just then, they saw the idiots that had been circling around the path to the concealed area for the last 30 minutes finally come together to discuss.

“Looks like it’s showtime,” Tiesa and Jasna said simultaneously, bumping forearms.

“Jinx.”

***

Standing with my other members of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider, we heard the entire argument and how they planned to ‘double assassinate’ us for making them work so hard. It had been going on for about twenty minutes off and on but finally came to a head.

We also learned far too much about each of the people trying to capture or kill us, including that Elica’s husband was cheating on her with relatives of two other people in the group.

Romie drew and then set down their bow seventeen times that far. I started counting on the third draw. I asked my team, via AAI, to make an over/under bet. Then tried to explain an over/under bet, especially half count bets.

Finally Pavel accepted at over ten and a half when Romie was only at five. At the time I thought he was a sucker but those morons cost me ten silver. I started to think maybe Romie was padding their number to help Pavel win but the last six draws were legitimate and I would have lost no matter what.

Finally, this Janko worked up the courage to follow the tracks.

His intelligence was also his stupidity.

If there was a concealment array, that meant the other side had people who were concealed and presumably ready for a fight.

Romie’s perfect shot sliced through his neck. They used a barbed arrow and assured me it was because it was actually the most humane high consistency shot and lead to a quick death via blood loss.

Heart shots were not a perfect thing and armor, especially magic armor, was hard to deal with. These were probably Tier 2s so going for exposed flesh and quick death was smart and heads were far more capable of quick movements than necks.

But it was awful to watch: the man’s realization that he’d been struck and the slight flash of pain and terror as his life blood started burbling from his neck, when he realized his mistake at seeing us through the array, the moment the lights went out and the eyes lost their luster, as the body slumped to the ground, making a slight squelch, the pool of dark red slowly spreading from his body.

It was all seared into my brain. Before, things on Putijama felt real but maybe not this real. My party had just killed someone. An actual person.

And that person was presumably looking to kill us. To kill me.

Snapping back to the moment, I heard the shouts of our would-be assassins as they charged up the path. Two – I thought they were Elson and Livia from the discussion – dismounted and deployed skills that looked like they were armor focused. Elica, who had been near Janko’s side, disappeared from my view.

As I prepared for the onrushing pair, I caught a look of pure horror and terror on the noble woman’s face from her horse, still far away and on the path.

Jebbie around, find out.
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                Romie quickly loosed another arrow but their shot sailed suddenly wide as the rushing Elson’s skill emitted a softly-glowing orange forcefield around them.

Elson pulled two wicked looking axes with incredible adornments, veering towards me. The gorgeous weapons started to glow, one red and one white.

“Watch that one, they’ve got [Celestial Fire] on their axes!” Pavel called out. “That can slice through mundane weapons and armor pretty easily!” He rushed out to engage Livia who had the very common shield and sword combination, though her sword was exceptionally jagged for ripping rather than slashing and thrusting.

“I’ll protect the backline!” Vidas called.

The hooded Elson rushed me and I tried to get a read on them. It was hard to nail anything down about them other than pissed off and dangerous.

With a plan that could go terribly, I pulled my backup shield from my ring, the one that had already taken a beating in the dungeon.

Elson swung their white-tinged axe at me while I brought the shield up as though to deflect it to the side. Instead, I twisted at the last moment to let the blade strike directly against the metal.

To both of our surprise, it simply bounced off.

“Maybe they suck at [Celestial Fire],” Vidas bellowed to an enraged hiss from Elson.

Their hood fell back further and I saw a stark androgynous face covered with multiple tattoos and eyes sporting white irises with pink pupils. They also had an awful haircut from what little I could see, all jagged lines that looked bizarre.

Another arrow harmlessly pinged off the glowing orange armor skill but it noticeably dimmed.

“Try this you cretin!” they screamed and brought the shafts of both axes together as one, making a rather awkward two-handed swing, barely able to grip the two weapons together.

Still expecting it to do something, I tried the exact same maneuver and trusted I had my angles right.

Where the axes struck, a smell of brimstone mixed with vanilla and burnt hair burst out, almost catching me off guard with the absolutely strange and truly disgusting mix. The axes penetrated through like a hot knife through butter.

And stuck.

Perfect.

I had made sure to aim so there was nothing but open air behind where the axes would strike, meaning they carved through but hit nothing.

At their shocked look, I knew I had made the right call. In one motion, I twisted the shield as hard as I could away from me, swinging it like opening a door to leave me unprotected but leaving them barely able to hold onto their weapons, and then used that momentum for a sweeping strike at Elson’s legs.

The still-glowing forcefield around them tried to redirect the blow but it only made a token resistance before winking out.

My morningstar crunched through their poorly made armor, the greaves on their legs crumpling as easy as tin foil. Elson screamed and let go of their axes as the shield skittered away.

The cacophony of sound around me was reaching a crescendo and I knew I needed to help my teammates.

As Elson slumped, I watched for a sudden dagger pull as I brought up my morningstar to crush their skull. Instead of the determination to fight, all I saw was fear and regret.

Trust me, I don’t want to do this. You left us no choice.

I brought the weapon down with a disgusting squelch, lodging multiple spikes through their skull.

The rush of essence made me sick to my stomach, and for once not due to the affinity.

I turned to see Inara fighting with the extremely quick Elica and Vidas standing guard over Romie, who was tending to a rather nasty gash on their arm.

Suddenly, Elica disappeared from sight.

“Invisible again!” Vidas yelled. “Watch your back, she’s a coward but she’s quick!”

Pavel came to stand by Romie as well, raising his shield; his opponent laid dead, eyes staring lifelessly at the sky and bleeding profusely from where he’d cut her arm off and two deep gashes on her neck.

I spotted a splash in a puddle off to right that said Elica was likely retreating to the horses. I took out three throwing daggers and flung them in quick succession, finally hearing a slight ‘oomf’ on the last.

Wow, I was way off on my aim. Won’t tell Jasna about that…

I was going for mid back. Instead, the woman reappeared suddenly as she fell face first into the mud, her right leg pierced to the bone through her calf.

Before I could say to stop to hold her as a prisoner for questioning, Romie shot a barbed arrow that pierced the base of her neck.

I turned to our non-binary archer with a conflicted look but they just shrugged. Ever laconic.

Realizing we hadn’t been attacked by the noble, I glanced up and could barely make out a fleeing horse rounding the bend back towards the main road to Pitola.

***

Lady Hilda Petrov, House of the Rising Fist; fifth daughter of Councilor Tibor Petrov

Watching – mostly hearing – the erupting chaos, Lady Hilda could do nothing but stare.

This was supposed to be an easy job. Swoop in, collect or kill the tall one, get out.

But as her team disappeared into the array, she could do nothing but watch in horror as their AAI connections winked out, one by one.

In just one minute of fighting, all that was left was Elica.

The one I liked the least. At least Janko was nice if stubborn.

Suddenly, she saw the woman reappear, a knife sticking from her leg. Hilda went to call out but an arrow burrowed into the back of the woman’s neck, creating a shower of gore.

The arrow is poking through the other side.

Elica’s AAI signal disappeared from her vision.

Everyone is gone. They dispatched them that easily. Yes, not a crack team but father wouldn’t send me on a suicide mission. They had a Tier advantage and each had powerful skills!

Realizing she was alone, she turned her horse around and began off in the direction of Pitola at a full gallop.

Jebbie this!

***

Jasna Zupan

As the first arrow flew – great shot by Romie, they are amazing – Jasna was taking notes while watching through her AAI. She had Tiesa watching and recording Terry while the guards were taking Inara and Romie respectively with no one was watching Vidas specifically. Tiesa won their rock-paper-scissors match over who got Terry.

At least I won for who got to hold Steve.

From their vantage point, they could each see most of the battle, at least as it started, but it was always good to concentrate recording for later dissection.

As Elica disappeared, Vidas ran off to protect Inara and Romie.

“Ugh, why is Inara being protected instead of ranging out? Sure, Elica is a Tier 2 but she’s a weak Tier 2, probably not even past 2.3, and everything indicates she’s terrible,” Jasna complained.

Still, Jasna’s battle to watch over was proving to be far more interesting as the woman – Livia – rushing Pavel drew a wicked-looking curved sword in her left hand, decorated with deep red stains across its jagged, serrated edge.

“Wait, is that paint or does she just not clean it properly?” Jasna asked to no one. She was willing to bet, based on the woman’s poor form and worse hygiene, that it was the latter.

The opening exchange was fascinating as the woman used her curved sword to get leverage onto Pavel’s shield through catching a serration on the edge, which held firmly rather than bouncing off, momentarily upsetting his balance from his surprise at the mildly novel tactic. Livia tried to use that to swing her sword-wielding elbow at Pavel and Jasna realized there was a blade sticking out from the cowter she was wearing on her sword arm.

Pretty ingenious if awkward as hell to wield.

Pavel saw it coming and easily dodged though giving up more leverage on his shield for a second. Livia couldn’t take advantage from the awkward angle of her arm and they quickly took a step back to readjust and reengage.

Seeing a right-hander versus left-hander weapon and sword fight was odd as it meant the shields and weapons were clashing more directly.

Livia tried to use her superior cultivation but, like Elica, she was at best midway through the second Tier and seemed to have damaged essence channels from her skills.

“This is… strange…” Jasna said out loud.

Pavel would have landed a significant blow but it hit his opponents armor skill which managed to redirect his spear to only scrape along her vambrace.

Jasna heard a scream from Romie as it seemed Elica had landed a strike with her dagger. “Tee-Tee, keep an eye out if that is poison. I’ll take the heat and intervene if it is.”

“Confirmed. We didn’t see her pour poison on so I am doubting they were that prepared.”

“Agreed,” Jasna said, turning back to watch Pavel.

Unsurprisingly, Livia was all strength and no finesse. Against someone trained purely to delve, that might work. But it was obvious Vidas had his team train to fight people.

Which was probably one reason both Gabor and Tiesa chose them.

Pavel baited Livia into a gangly overhead swing by leaving his arm extended after she parried his weak-wristed strike. A look of manic glee and bloodlust on her face, she swung with all her might.

That left her open to a thrusting jab deep into her left armpit area, almost causing her to drop her sword.

I think he hit the artery.

Livia screamed and started slashing wildly, spraying blood around her in wide arcs and quickly losing her strength as Pavel continued to bait her and then easily parry with her shield.

Pavel used another feint, pretending to trip and she swung for his neck, trying to decapitate him in one blow. Instead, he ducked and then leapt upward with his spear out scraping along her side, a glowing orange light emitting from his boots while a sinister black coated the tip of his spear.

Pavel launched upwards six feet (2m) into the air, landing far more gracefully than Livia’s arm, which plopped to the ground, disgorging her sword. The crazed look in her eye turned to manic and she shield rushed Pavel.

The man easily took two quick bashes against his own shield as the woman quickly tired from blood loss. He managed to sweep her legs out from under her and completed two quick slashes to either side of her throat as she lay on her back, simply hastening her death in a show of mercy.

That done, Pavel rushed to his brother’s side to protect Romie as Inara had finally started ranging around, engaging Elica.

Seeing the fight was wrapping up, Jasna started to compile her notes.

B+ Pavel, good job. But we’re going to have so much training to do.

***

Welp, add ‘killed someone’ to my list of shit to think about…

We were resting while Romie patched their wound far better than the quick wrapping around the bicep they’d done during the fight.

“Is that going to impact your ability to shoot?” I asked them.

“Nope,” was all they said.

“Ugh, they’ll heal pretty quickly. It wasn’t deep, wasn’t poisoned, and wasn’t particularly well aimed,” Inara added, rolling her eyes at our teammate.

“Okay, good job everyone. We had a witness but not sure how much she witnessed given the array.” Tiesa moved into what Jasna called ‘mother mode’, getting everyone arranged and cleaned up while taking stock.

“I get we want to be on our way but I doubt they sent two teams, right? There wasn’t any evidence of that and also, it was probably a rush job if these people were that… unprepared. We have the time to rummage around here first and then skedaddle on to Velez? Maybe we want to pick a different route in case they did call for backup?” I wanted to get everyone’s thoughts but I was extremely curious why I was the only one who could see through the array.

As Inara went to open a door, I called out. “Wait, it might be trapped. If they set up this array, presumably an expensive endeavor, then they are likely pretty focused on people not discovering this place or what they were doing. Let’s be cautious and go slowly to not take on any undue risk.”

At a yell, I turned to see the carriage driver pelting out of the large building where he had taken refuge. At a cocked eyebrow, he yelled incredulously, “You just said it might be trapped! I don’t want to die to a trap! I drive a fancy carriage in town instead of fighting or delving for a reason!”

That broke the tension enough that we all relaxed and laughed while we calmed down and prepared for a deeper search.

The first two buildings were duds, a mess hall where all the food was gone or looked to be either completely rotted away or supporting new life in the form of mice, insects, and various molds and other fungi. It stank to high heaven but Jasna made me grab all the silverware.

“What? I bet it’s decent metal and your bag can take it easily. Selling all that might get you half off your new weapon.” She looked utterly unashamed at the low-level pilfering.

The second building was a residence hall of sorts to house maybe ten that was similarly abandoned. We found a family of cats living in there and while Inara wanted to take them and Steve wanted to fight them, we left them unperturbed.

As we explored the third building, it went from interesting to sinister. Inara and Jasna, as the best scouts we had, inspected the entrance door for traps but found none; however, they couldn’t open it.

As I approached, I felt a familiar tug on my cores and, even more weirdly, my arm. Suddenly, the door opened of its own volition.

At a one second peek in, I immediately turned around, retching.

It was a prison-like holding facility – a long hallway with tiny barred cells – filled with dead bodies that stank worse than anything I had ever experienced.

Jasna entered and returned five minutes later. “The good news is it looks like they were killed. Yes, that’s good. They are decomposed enough they’ve been here for weeks to months. Hard to say. Rather than starving or dying of thirst, at least they were put out of their misery.” She looked stoic but I could tell she was shaken.

“I’ll go investigate further,” Tiesa said, pulling out a mask to cover her mouth and nose. At the scandalized glare from Jasna, she chuckled darkly. “You didn’t ask Jazzy. I also didn’t think you’d do more than a quick duck in, duck out.”

“Fair,” Jasna said, and signaled for The Order to follow her.

The next building was less awful on the surface but far more underneath, eliciting the same feeling from my cores and arm at the entrance. A lot of the equipment was gone but the idiots left the paper records. Some of it was in a cypher but most wasn’t.

A few filing cabinets opened as I approached them but refused to open for the others.

We found a cache of some heavily enchanted items that were deemed ‘too not useful for further experimentation’ but not any notes specifically on what they were.

After about fifteen minutes of skimming the documents, we decided to just take all the papers and items and move on to the last building.

“So they were experimenting on extracting essence from people? And ripping out essence-filled spells and skills. Is that even possible?” Pavel asked.

“Well honey, it appears so, since they did some of it.” Inara put her hand on her fiancé’s arm. While it was a somewhat lighthearted comment, it did little to improve the mood.

Tiesa approached. “Didn’t find anything new from further investigating. We don’t have the storage capacity to bring back all the bodies so I buried them. Best I can do.”

“That was very nice of you Tiesa, thanks,” I said, giving her a warm smile instead of a hug as she still had some decomposing body material on her shirt. She looked down, shuddered slightly and turned around to use her ring, replacing her shirt.

I guess this place really doesn’t care much about modesty.

As we approached the fifth and final building, I focused on the feeling of it seeming to pull on me to unlock. It wasn’t from my arm in general, it was specific to my right hand. As the feeling faded, I looked at my hand to see if I could figure out why and saw my storage ring glow slightly.

Even more curious…

What we found made the dead prisoners look tame. It was like a medieval torture chamber mixed with the most disgusting sci-fi experimentation room. There were jagged, bloody metallic tools as well as what seemed like a few remaining futuristic lasers or something similar in gleaming green coating splayed across the floor.

“Yeah, this seems like where they actually performed all the awful things they were doing. Why don’t Tiesa, Jasna, and I look around while the rest of you take Steve and head back to the carriage? Please do make sure to clean off before you get in, Katarina will not be pleased if it’s badly soiled,” I said, handing my bond to a suddenly elated Inara. She started tearing up at his shriek of betrayal but he quieted immediately at being pet.

“Okay, I think this has something to do with my ring… And me,” I said quietly to my two friends once the others cleared out. “The equipment here and even just the layout look oddly similar to where I first appeared, that strange facility. I think this place has something to do with Barry.”

“That explains the <BB> we found on a lot of the documents,” Tiesa said thoughtfully; even if the initials weren’t English script, they still were the same character or letter twice. “Okay, that means we should be careful who we share information about this place. And if we let Ratmir anywhere near it, he has to give an incredibly strong guarantee…”

“Agreed. But I do actually want to take some of this equipment back with us so we can figure out more about me and them.” I released a large sigh that seemed to somehow take away all my tension, only for it to redouble.

“I am obviously pretty disgusted by how many people Barry killed here. I thought maybe I was merely an accident or something he was messing around with but didn’t know what he was doing. This seems far more sinister, like someone who simply didn’t care about collateral damage. I don’t know much about ripping essence from people but I imagine it’s not a pleasant experience.”

“You’re right. Everything I’ve heard is that at best it cripples the body. Usually, it cripples the mind too from the pain, so you are just a blathering mess. That might be more of kindness given the persistent pain after. I don’t get how someone could be this… just evil. I’m sorry if you think this has anything to do with you Terry,” Tiesa said, laying a hand on my shoulder.

“Yeah, yet another thing to process,” I said, trying to inject a joking tone but from Tiesa’s wince, failing rather miserably. “I know this isn’t my fault. It’s not like he’s my dad, it’s more like I’m an experiment too. Just one that fared better than these poor souls.”

Am I just a hotter Frankenstein’s Monster?

“Well, let’s grab stuff and go. This place is creepy and smells,” Jasna said, starting to make things disappear into her bag.

***

The trip back to Velez was a quiet and somber one. Jasna went over the battle recordings with each of us to help us better understand what we did well, where we could do better, what had gone wrong, and how she’d be torturing us via training with her and Risto over the next few weeks to make sure we shored up our weaknesses.

Seeing the recording of me executing someone, even if they had been trying to kill me, was still pretty jarring. I couldn’t figure out what I wanted to feel, only that I wasn’t feeling it,

Per agreement with Katarina, we pressed the horses more than we probably should have but she sent a contingent of horses to meet about halfway between the obscured research outpost and Velez to take over and let the ones we’d been using rest. Plus, with the four horses from the dead adventurers, scouting was much easier and the carriage load was usually lighter.

At my request, Katarina sent a missive explaining more about noble contracts as Tiesa and Jasna had little idea and the Planet Web was even less help beyond trying to make them sound reasonable and totally socially acceptable.

The basic overview was that nobles needed a way to get rid of nuisances that hadn’t technically broken any laws but the nobles still needed to operate within the Kingdom rules and norms. Prior to noble contracts, the rich essentially had free rein – if not legally – to have whoever they wanted killed, often sending Tier 5s and 6s to kill Tier 1s and even unignited people.

In general, punching down – attacking someone more than one Tier lower than you other than in defense or from ‘presumed defense’ if someone was threatening you – was heavily frowned on and usually illegal.

Even attacking down one Tier was seen as bad if not illegal, especially as trying to sense another person’s Tier could be hit or miss. AAI chips were automatically programmed to record information and send it to authorities if someone was exposed to essence greater than one Tier lower than them as it might be from an illegal killing. That was one reason why AAI disruptors were highly regulated as well.

So, prior to noble contracts but after punching down laws started to actually be enforced, some of the people the nobles used to do their dirty work were caught and summarily executed for violating said laws. A few groups of high-Tier delvers also went on killing sprees, assassinating many nobles in retaliation for the killings they paid for. Meanwhile, the general populace was afraid they’d be killed over any slight.

Basically, it devolved into a clusterfuck.

Something had to give. So noble contracts were born: officially sanctioned and approved agreements to follow the punching down rules and pay exorbitant fees for the chance to kill off or capture those causing them stress. The fees were supposedly used to pay for constant monitoring by the Planetary AAI of the contracted team but really, Katarina said it was to discourage overuse by pissy nobles. The high costs meant they were rarely worth it.

It all sounded terrible to me but it was at least better than wanton slaughter by the rich.

Something more to change I guess…

            

    
        Chapter 20, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Vidas called me into the carriage early on the day after our fight while we were still a few hours outside Velez. Inara and Tiesa were both there too but zoned out using their AAIs. “Terry, we need to talk,” he said simply.

My anxiety spiking, I tried to exude a calm demeanor. “Sure, what about Vidas?”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #11: In a world driven by personal power, fear is a normal and healthy emotion to feel but not show in most circumstances. There are times to be vulnerable but not when with a team you barely know and their opinion can impact your future. While masking is taxing, it’s valuable.

“Spoils,” he replied simply.

“Spoils? Don’t we have an agreement for sharing what we get from delves, including appraisals for anything without a fair market value?”

“Yes, but we recovered a number of things from those incompetent assassins, including two spatial items. Technically, the person you killed, their goods are all yours per standing Kingdom practices. It wasn’t from a delve.” He leaned forward. “We didn’t set the terms for something like this in our contract or when we formed The Order. And by another technicality, you could claim Steve as a sixth member with equal share rights.”

I couldn’t help it as I burst out laughing. At Vidas’ foul look, I held up my hand but took a while to get myself under control.

“Sorry, just the idea of Steve as an equal contributor to anything other than our food bills is laughable. I am a bit sick to my stomach at the idea of looting people we killed, though I know it’s a reality. Here, let me send over a proposed amendment briefly.”

[Proposed update to spoils and delving share: unless otherwise split out differently in advance, all net proceeds of delves and any other source of income derived through direct actions of The Order shall be 20% to Terry Carver and his bond, Steve. For clarification purposes, that is treating Terry and Steve as one entity to receive 20%.]

“We can have someone on Katarina’s side hammer out the specifics as I want to focus on net proceeds. If we all have to buy our own healing potions and supplies – or if we don’t all chip in for Romie’s arrows – it will just lead to unnecessary strife and friction. At least some of our money going towards a shared pool works best,” I said, reaching out my hand for a shake.

“Um, Jasna said you were a business person in your previous life. Were you any good at it?” he asked, scratching his head.

“Ha, you need Pavel in here for your side too,” I laughed and made enough racket to get Inara to stop working on her AAI.

“You two are entirely too loud. I had sound dampening at 90%. So, how bad did he try to stiff you?” she asked Vidas, throwing a shoulder at me.

“Remember what we agreed was fair and then where we would draw the line? His first proposal was beyond the fair line to good. Even threw in team consumables as a condition for shared funds without me bringing it up. Maybe I don’t need Pavel after all,” he said chuckling.

“No, you just have someone who wants to stay on your good side and is not a sickna. At least in this specific way,” she said, sticking her tongue out at me and unfocusing her eyes, clearly going back to her AAI.

“So, not to be crass, but what did we get?” I asked.

“Two spatial items though it was clear Romie’s kill – or their first, solo kill – was either the team pack animal or leader since they had essentially all the money and consumables. Stupid way to divvy things up if you need consumables in a fight. Pretty cheap stuff all around but still 20 gold, two spatial items in rough shape, a few crappy looking but hopefully usable healing potions, some equipment that wasn’t ruined. All in, probably 80 gold. Add in the five gold we got from the delve and we’re at seventeen gold each. Though we’d like to cut that to ten and add 45 to the team pot. I need some repairs, Romie needs quite a few more arrows, stuff like that.”

At my nod, he continued. “Great, then we can also use that to commission that morningstar since that’s going to be our most expensive piece,” he said, laying a hand on my arm and smiling. “It’s what’s best for the team.”

Smiling back, we went over a bit more about what we’d acquired and where our next big payday was likely to come from.

***

“Please, follow Igor who will take you to the servant quarters. Tiesa and Jasna messaged ahead so we have some lovely garments for you to wear around the estate while we take care of your equipment. Yes, we’ll get everything cleaned and repaired but I’m sorry, I just can’t have people so dirty in the main house. We only have enough room for these three in the main house’s facilities.” Katarina had met us at the gate as her slightly beaten up carriage trundled onto the estate.

As the rest of The Order walked away grumbling until they heard about the near spa-level treatment and amenities they were going to get, Katarina threw her head backwards to indicate to follow and rushed into the house. As we were led to the edge of the now too-familiar sitting room, she waved a wand at each of us.

“Cleaning enchantment. Not nearly as good as the real thing but good enough.” Steve shrieked indignantly at having something poked at him that he couldn’t eat. “Yes, there is food in there for you my little handsome man,” she said to the sugar glider.

“Terry isn’t little,” Jasna said with a head tilt. “Oh, you meant Steve. I didn’t care for that joke.”

Tiesa just rolled her eyes and led her nearly sister into the room.

“Okay, so we have so much to discuss and my staff can only delay them so long, let’s get down to business,” said the Councilor, rubbing her hands together.

***

“Ugh, it is so unfortunate you had to destroy that dungeon. It really could have meant so many advancements in our understanding of… well… everything,” Katarina said looking forlorn. “At least you got your cute little masseuse out of it,” she said, giving the small ball of shrieks a smile at seeing him trying to push the muscles on Jasna’s shoulders around.

I looked to my partner in the dungeon secret and she nodded resolutely.

After a few hours of private discussion, which had caused a few knowing and scandalized looks when we returned from our private walk, we decided to keep it a secret. Jasna hadn’t been able to communicate with the core like I could. But somehow, she sensed an intelligence that was in pain but also projected ‘the idea of some bad joke’ into her mind directly.

“Yeah, the dungeon almost had me fooled by the end,” I said, trying to keep to truth – I had thought it fooled me in a way. “I am probably lucky Tiesa was battling it’s barrier, I don’t have any idea what I would have gotten if it didn’t have to waste its energy holding her back.”

Probably a sick weapon on top of Steve.

“Still, a sentient dungeon that actually spoke to you… I want to get to that further, but let’s go through everything hour by hour of your trip to make sure we didn’t miss anything world-shattering. You all have been a busy bunch…” Katarina took a long pull from her wine and it was refilled almost the second it left her lips by Maksim.

As we caught her up, she looked like Christmas came every day for a month. “Go back to the part about the botanist and alchemist.”

“You saw that too, huh? Realized it on the ride back,” I said, knowing where this was going.

I guess I won’t be the most special boy in the world for too much longer.

“You mean that we have something to give multiple people a null affinity? Do you really get what that means?” she asked, looking at the suddenly confused Tiesa and Jasna. “We could create multiple teams of people to clear the rifts of null essence with one person who absorbs all the null affinity essence. Rent them out to cities that are worried about breaks. We would have the people who can easily absorb null and are the only city with the research on the allocation bracelets to make it possible. Velez would suddenly become one of the most powerful cities in the entire Kingdom.”

“And the most targeted,” Tiesa said.

“Yes, that is true… hmm, will you please give me the flower? I have a stasis ring specifically designed for keeping plants from degrading and often strengthening them.”

“Nope, not yet,” Jasna replied to my surprise. “We need a contract around this and to think on it. We,” she pointed to herself and Tiesa, “know what happens when greedy people come for your town that can’t defend itself. Give me the ring and I’ll take good care of it.”

Katarina looked to Maksim who tilted his head in a nod and shrugged. “Yes, okay. That makes sense, though please do not disturb any of the other plants in there,” she said, reluctantly handing over an ornate golden ring. “Do be careful with it, it’s been in Maksim’s family for generations.”

Jasna popped out a small carrying bag and looped it around her neck, dropping the bag and necklace down her shirt.

“Okay, so we will talk again soon on the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis and then we will put out the feelers on who tried to kill you. Well, who tried this time,” Katarina said, giving a light laugh.

“I want to be involved,” I said. “I am sick of taking a backseat on these things.”

At her surprised look, Tiesa cut in. “Jasna had a talk with him about what he actually wants versus what he says he wants. Time for him to put on the big boy pants and risk his neck.”

“I think I’ve risked my neck plenty! Including with that dungeon!” I knew she was kidding but it still irked me.

“Which you didn’t record but claim was epically hard. Anyway, we have other things we need done. Isn’t Ratmir out for his head?” Tiesa asked, nodding in my direction.

“Yes, apparently the voice notes you dropped off Terry are in your native language. Without a direct AAI connection, they can’t be understood. I thought it was quite funny. He did not. You’ll want to swing by his and give him an update on a lot.” Katarina sent me a checklist of what Ratmir wanted to discuss.

“Okay, I do have something I’m going to demand happens today,” I said as we heard the front door open and the first of the rest of The Order was led into the sitting room. “Steve gets scanned.”

***

The Magister of Scans and his assistant were throwing disgusted looks at the entire room. Katarina had messaged in to the Council to get approval to use mana to power the Scanner and had called in her own niece to power it as one of the few certified in town.

“Okay Zdenka, let me walk you through the process as I know it can be hard for one that is not so skilled,” the Magister said condescendingly.

“Listen Vadim, she’s been doing this since well before you arrived so pipe down,” Maksim Illeva said. “Zeddy, just block them out but if you can’t, let me know and I will throw them out.”

“This is highly inappropriate!” shouted the assistant of the Magister.

“The entire Council voted remotely, something we rarely do, to approve this and get it done today.” Turning to the Magister with a look of the cat to the canary, she smiled. “I can ask them if they’d also like to review your position here if you want. I know you and your daughter Ivana here have found a nice niche to fill. But things change. Often suddenly.” Katarina had turned back to looking at Zdenka, not even deigning to glance at them as she threatened their livelihoods.

“Okay Uncle, anyone other than me, Terry, or Steve makes so much as a peep, you toss them out. You all realize why this is so restricted right? Injecting mana is incredibly finicky and can damage the Scanner if done incorrectly.”

Steve decided that was the perfect moment to try flying, leaping at Zdenka. She caught him, nuzzled him, gave him a kiss and a scritch on the head, and handed the little monster back to me.

“I am going to super charge it, essentially using my entire mana pool. That would normally mean 20+ scans but it can be hard to get the Capability reading through a bond link so we need extra power. Better safe than sorry. And yes Magister, before you ask, it is below the 80% of safe capacity threshold, I am probably more protective of this Scanner than you are.” Zdenka was quickly becoming one of my favorite people.

I sent Katarina a message. [What else are her specialties and is she for hire?]

[Incoming Message from Katarina Illeva: She is engaged.]

[She’s like 20. Despite what this body looks like, I am around 35 in your years. Get your mind out of the gutter woman. I simply think she’s smart and doesn’t take crap, which I appreciate.]

[Incoming Message from Katarina Illeva: I’ll speak with Maksim but her specialties lie in business matters, especially trade deals. And she has a strange love for creating small little programs, usually games, for the AAI.]

[Great, talk to your husband. I might have some work for her that would be in her wheelhouse. And again, don’t be gross.]

She let out a small laugh and Zdenka paused, raised an eyebrow at her and then her uncle. As Maksim approached his wife with his arms out to pick her up, Zdenka laughed and shook her head, going back to charging the Scanner.

Katarina gave her husband an approving look that he took his duties seriously.

Finally, after ten minutes of waiting and keeping Steve mildly mollified, Zdenka stepped away from the Scanner. “Ugh, that gets worse every time, I swear. Anyway, all yours!”

“Um, does anyone know how to get it to scan a bond?” I asked. “And I’ve heard some Scanners aren’t powerful enough to scan certain Innate Capabilities. Since it’s super charged, will that change anything there?”

[Incoming Message from Katarina Illeva: No dear, not powerful enough has nothing to do with how much power is currently in the Scanner, it’s about its ability to actually scan deep enough in your soul. No penetration power. I checked. With six different people. Twice each. I am on your side, you know?]

“You came here not knowing how to actually accomplish your scan? Look at what I have to deal with… here, read this pamphlet.” The grumpy Magister sent over something via AAI.

After reading it, I reached out to the Scanner, both with my mind and my hand. [Welcome to the Scanner of Velez; AAI connection detected. Begin Tier 1 Innate Capability scan: yes/no]

I selected no and then followed a series of prompts as it asked me to place Steve’s paw on the Scanner. Distracting him with a piece of cheese, I kept both of our hands pressed on the orb the full minute it made me wait, buzzing, humming, and flashing lights.

[Tier 1 Innate Capability: You may absorb as much essence of your Tier and affinity as you desire without impacting essence channels though with significant diminishing returns beyond normal levels. Removing essence that matches your Tier and affinity will not impact your cultivation or damage essence channels. Any essence that does not match your affinity will be absorbed at a 25% efficiency rate.]

What does that mean when he currently doesn’t have an affinity to essence? And what does it mean if we can get him as much essence as possible that matches his affinity?

I forwarded his Cap readout to Tiesa, Jasna, Gabor, and, with a bit of hesitation, Katarina.

The predatory grin the Councilor gave me made me shiver.

I think I just made a mistake.

***

Katarina danced around her sitting room holding Steve to her cheek to his great enjoyment, this time with Tiesa, Jasna, Gabor, Maksim, and myself in attendance. She sent the rest of The Order to Vana’s inn after the scan. “Oh my little glorious man, you are going to make us all rich! I love you. I love you! I LOVE YOU!” she said, burying her face into his fur and blowing a raspberry on his tummy to his shrieking delight.

“Does this mean what I think it means?” Tiesa said. “He can continue to absorb essence well past the limit in Tier and then take that essence out with no harm. That might be the most insane thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Someone want to explain?” I asked. “I guess that means he can absorb spells?”

“You know what those people were doing in that lab? They were bringing people up to a certain level of essence and then draining it from their bodies. Free essence – essence that’s been absorbed but is no longer in someone’s body – lets you level up spells, weapons and armor, equipment, etc. without damaging your own cultivation. A lot of people go out into delves with a low allocation bracelet to absorb just a bit of essence and then sell their essence. If it’s done willingly with an extractor, it still cripples your channels but it is safe.” Tiesa looked contemplative.

“And then <redacted> nobles swoop in and buy power others earned,” Jasna said. As everyone looked at her, her face showed confusion. “What?”

“The expectation was to say something about how Katarina wasn’t a <redacted> Jazzy. It is the polite thing to do.” Tiesa put her arm around the woman lovingly.

“Oh, okay,” Jasna said. At everyone’s pause, she looked around. “Oh, I guess I’m supposed to still say it?”

Katarina burst out laughing. “I like you Jasna. You aren’t afraid of nobility simply because of their – I guess our, even though technically nobility is not valid in Velez – power and influence.”

“Great, yes, we all love Jasna. She’s smart, funny, kind, caring, a wonderful teacher, attractive, tough, etc. Can we get back to the little man of the hour?” I asked, pointing to Steve.

Tiesa threw me a funny glance but Jasna just nodded, looking to the fuzzy squirming ball of hunger and mischief.

“With Steve, assuming his Cap works how we think it does, we can essentially get as much essence to allocate to spells and items as we want. That would mean we can level up gear for cheap and be far better equipped than anyone else out there. And selling essence in large quantities can be extremely lucrative.” Katarina had stars in her eyes. “If we couple that with the null affinity treatment from the flower… Velez might be able to overtake Pitola in a matter of a few years.”

Nope, not stars. Hunger. Lust for power. Uh oh…

“Okay, we get it, Steve changes everything. Now, who wants to hear the update on who tried to kill Terry?” Gabor asked, looking for fanfare and just getting glares.
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                “Okay, okay, not my best opening,” Gabor said holding up his hands in defeat.

“Also, which time do you mean?” I asked.

“How many times are there?” Gabor asked, looking perplexed.

“Just the two we know about as of now: the rift and then some people followed us from Pitola. Maybe the dungeon was also an attempt but I don’t think so,” I said contemplatively.

“Okay, didn’t know if we added another to the list! With you, we never can tell. I meant the rift. Wow, you really make a lot of enemies. Been here half a month and everyone is out to kill you!” Gabor laughed and Tiesa punched his arm rather hard. “Ow. Fair but ow. At least you aren’t wearing the gloves.”

“Let’s maybe not make too many jokes about our friend here getting assassinated? Do I really need to make that clear?” Tiesa asked, staring daggers at her husband.

“Sodus, even I know that one. Plus, they weren’t actually funny. So it was double bad. Boo.” Jasna crossed her arms.

“Children, back to the topic at hand please,” Katarina begged. “Gabor, pretend I am the Captain. Give me your update.”

He put on a casual demeanor. “Hey Marek, we were able to trace the money back after putting some pressure on the Purveyors of Platinum but it was a dead-end. It was a company that was owned by Elvis Prendi; yes, that Elvis Prendi.”

I snorted at the name but waved him to continue when everyone stared. “We are trying to figure out who the partner is that kept it going. It’s still solvent after all. But the Purveyors sent someone from both Zalano and Pitola – and threatened to send people from Panla Luska, Dobojna, and Grandinski – to tell us to back off.”

“Holy sodus, they threatened to send people from each of the main cities? This is big. Do you think it’s the royal family?” The usually stoic Maksim had walked over to the couch his wife now lounged on, resting a hand on her shoulder and locking eyes intensely with Gabor.

“Nope. Probably just the Purveyors trying to flex in a new city. We think it was someone who was sloppy and used an old company to funnel the money to get it done quickly. Essentially, they used an existing asset that they set up to use for untraceable money movements. But there were only a few investors who might still have had access after Elvis was executed. We don’t have the political power to push further, at least not right now.” Gabor shrugged.

“Why the hell were you so excited to share then?” Tiesa asked. “You haven’t figured it out, you’re blocked from figuring it out, and he’s just as in danger!”

“Uh, I guess because we did good work and I want to be praised?” He looked unashamed.

Tiesa rolled her eyes and I thought she was going to say something but just took a calming breath instead, giving me a look that was half exasperated and half worried.

“Good work Gabor, thanks for pushing as far as you can. I’m not happy with the results but that doesn’t mean I can’t be happy with the effort and work,” I said, giving him a warm smile. His chest pumped out at the praise.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #12: Make sure your team knows you appreciate their effort. While results are the most important path to success, to get future positive results, you need people motivated to put in the effort. And Kobayashi Maru – sometimes you do everything right and still fail. Plus, Gabor is basically a puppy and needs constant praise.

“But Tiesa is right, you made us think you found something big. You have to manage expectations.” At the slight admonishment, I put my hand on his. “Buddy, I really appreciate you doing the work. But letting people know what they are going to hear matters. What if I said ‘we have to talk’ with nothing else. How are you feeling?”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #13: Gently guide the team to be better. Sometimes in public, more often in private. Show them you understand where they missed and that it’s okay, just to do better going forward.

Wait, why am I thinking like I’m leading ‘the team’? Oh great, I’m gunning for upper management aren’t I? Better invest in a pole for my butt.

“Yes, yes, we get it. Gabor, great work. We have more leads but need to gain political power to press further. And that’s where this little guy—” Katarina held Steve up like she was Rafiki to his Simba, “—can really give us the leg up.” To emphasize, she lifted one of his tiny legs. He shrieked, and I could feel through our link it was half in indignation and half in delight.

“I’m going to ask a question where I think the answer is it’s a terrible idea, but let’s get it on the table. Is there a reason we don’t use me as bait to lure them out? And is there a safe way to use me as bait?” I asked.

Jasna looked contemplatively at me, really considering what I said. Which was impressive considering the other four people in the room, soon joined by Steve at the noise, all started yelling overlapping. My AAI gave out at even trying to interpret within three seconds.

I held my hand up. “As I said, I think it is a terrible idea. But bad ideas should be considered in case they are only bad on the surface or spark good ones. Also, I couldn’t understand anything you all said. Well, mostly, I caught a few words thanks to Tiesa and Jasna’s language help the last few days.”

We discussed future plans and options for the next hour before I headed back to Vana’s inn. Gabor and Tiesa were upset at me staying there but we didn’t have a great other option. Katarina invited me to stay at their estate but warned me that past guests complained about ‘the noise’ emanating from her and Maksim’s bedroom, throwing me a cheeky wink. Tiesa thought their ‘safe house’ was compromised as I had been seen leaving there a few days ago.

I walked down the road in a bit of a daze but with Tiesa, Gabor, and Jasna as escorts, chatting about nothing. When we arrived, the other members of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider were still in the common room and I ordered a bowl of stew and a pint while the ten of us – nine humans and one tired fluff-ball – chatted about lighter fare, with Vana entertaining us with a few bawdy songs, until it was time for me to retire.

I decided to write out how I was feeling to better process it before sleeping and then update my priorities list. Steve was none too happy I wasn’t lavishing attention on him but I built him a little nest of blankets and he quieted down, sleeping quickly, letting out little noises every few seconds and throwing his tiny fists around.

***

Notes App – 17th day of Fourth-Month, 147th Year of the Verdant Calendar

Mental Health Check-in

I killed a person. Yesterday. Didn’t really even try to process it until today because we were still in travel mode and I had to be alert to another group of people trying to kill me. Do I like being able to put that off, just setting ‘killed someone’ to the side for over a day? Is that healthy? That I can just delay processing trauma like that?

Sometimes it feels like this body is just one big anti-depressant, like it mutes the downside feelings. Maybe that’s the point? Is that really so bad? Is that just what essence does to you? Makes you more numb so you can gain more?

Do I even mind that I killed that person? That we killed them all? Was there a better way? Probably, but I don’t seem to care and that scares me. A lot. That this was the easy way to deal with the problem and because I/we have the power to do so, it’s fine. I don’t want to become bloodthirsty but if everyone else is, being the pacifist doesn’t really work if you want to thrive or even really survive.

And why am I so happy when I’m fighting? Maybe I wasn’t quite as elated to fight a person but I still felt the swoop in my stomach. Is it merely the adventurous side of it? Is it the bettor in me, where I am actually risking something important – am I just chasing that gambler’s high? Didn’t that cost me thousands – okay, tens of thousands – on Earth? Why am I enjoying it so much more when it’s not just money?

Again, are these bad things? I feel like they should be bad things but I can’t get myself to care, which makes me feel bad that I don’t care much. I hate this weird guilt but it also feels muted. Is that me or this body or essence or…?

Hah, three days ago, I was planning to check in to see how I felt about lying to Tiesa when we hid the dungeon from her. Just… I feel like I should hate it here – it took away everything I claimed I love: security, low surprises, stability, etc. – but I absolutely love it. I love carving something for myself with my own damn hands. But it feels strange to not miss much from Earth. I guess I already have better friends here than I did there by the end…

And why am I so okay with people trying to kill me? Shouldn’t that terrify me instead of just being something that is happening in the background of my life? It’s background radiation, not Chernobyl. Why am I so calm? I don’t want this to be taken away but still, it just isn’t bothering me as much as I feel it should.

How do I feel about Steve in all this? Seems like I should feel more responsible instead of just amused. We are connected at the soul but he’s more pet than child. Should he be a child to me?

---

I wanted to write more, talk about our plans, talk about what my own goals were, but just thinking about all of it was too much and I realized I needed to simply sleep.

Are therapists a real thing here? I feel like I could use a good one.

***

I was riding in a car, a boring black town car with a nondescript driver, going along nondescript country roads, headed for the airport to fly back to Chicago. It had been an especially tough week.

Ugh, that presentation to the sales department was brutal. Telling them to raise prices because margins were compressed while also increasing volume quota was… yeah, I thought someone might pull a bottle of booze from a briefcase and throw it at me.

I looked out the window and tried to remember where I even was. Somewhere in New England and flying out of one of the decent but not huge airports. Baltimore maybe? The countryside really did look the same in much of America no matter how much every state tried to claim they were extremely different with their very specific unique charms.

Vermont, every state has leaves that change colors in the fall… That’s what deciduous trees do…

Instead of working on the write-up and summary of my disastrous presentation – my internal sponsor at the client needed it for the next day – I read some LitRPG on my tablet in the car.

I’ll do it on the plane. Typing in a car is awful. I’m good enough to get it done in the few hour flight back.

It wasn’t the first time I’d lied to myself about when I’d get my follow-up presentation done.

Just as I was getting to a really good fight scene in the book, I woke up suddenly. I heard the same horrible noise and felt a phantom pain all down my right side as had happened a few times before when I was shocked awake.

Straining to remember the dream – was it a dream? That was pretty much my last week on Earth, though I couldn’t remember anyone at the client clearly anymore. That’s weird… – I felt a sudden blossoming concussive pain down my right side then quickly switching to all over and heard – or rather felt – the horrible symphony of metal scraping against metal and glass exploding.

A light and furry furious bap to my face brought me to the present and made me open my eyes. And in that present I saw Steve, dancing from foot to foot and squeaking, triumphant in his great knockout – or I guess wakeup – punch in the dull lighting of pre-dawn. He gave a scream of delight at seeing me awake and jumped to my arm and started ‘making biscuits’ like a cat, inexpertly moving a small bit of flesh around like the world’s smallest masseuse.

I picked up the glider as I stood up and stuck him on my shoulder, heading down for breakfast, while he continued to just push on random parts.

“Someone’s up early. So, you went on quite an adventure. How are you feeling about things?” Vana said, handing me a larger-than-usual tray of food. “Tiesa sent a note about what your little one likes to eat so I added that. No charge for today but we probably need to renegotiate your rates.” She laughed and then reached down for Steve. “Can I hold him?”

I nodded, plopped the little monster into one of her hands and some of the scrambled eggs in the other before she could say anything. She gave me a scandalized look until Steve started reaching for the pile with grabbing hands and little yips and she realized this wasn’t an odd negotiation tactic.

“By the way, has Marko Azarov contacted you yet?” I asked between a huge bite and a yawn.

“That was you? Well, maybe we don’t have to renegotiate rates so soon if you are going to be providing me surprises like that,” she said with a little shoulder shimmy and then cooed as Steve somehow missed his mouth, smearing more food on his little face.

“How else did you think it happened?”

“My stunning good looks, wonderful personality, immaculate hospitality, utterly unmatched cooking skills. Basically, pick at least one; two if you want to stay on my good side. That’s how I usually accomplish things.”

I laughed at her unrestrained glee in throwing out some cheek this early in the morning.

[Incoming Message from Risto Lazarov: Jasna forwarded me all of the recordings. I’m sorry you had to do that but it was necessary… I’m also sorry I apparently taught you nothing as that footing was atrocious. Even from your own recordings, I could tell. And those swings? Seriously, I feel like I’ll have better luck with that ball of fluff. See me before, during, and after class, you need that much instruction.]

I rolled my eyes, grabbed the glutton of a glider, and headed off to start my day.

“Oh, mister, uh Lord? No Mr. Carver, please, do you remember me?” a woman said the second I exited the inn, approaching wearing a hood over her head.

Need to be on better guard. If that was someone who meant harm…

I barely prevented myself from rolling my eyes directly at her. “Of course Vesna. We need to talk but I have a few things I have to take care of. Very busy day. Perhaps later?”

“Oh, I could take care of them for you sir,” she stammered out as I started heading down the road, her trailing me by a few feet.

“Nope, we’ll talk about all of that later,” Tiesa said as she appeared suddenly, picked up the woman in a bear hug – eliciting a rather silly squeak – and sprinted away just as suddenly.

“Ah, gotta love that woman,” Gabor said longingly at his quickly departing wife. “You need better situational awareness, we were testing you and it’s a big fail.” He tried to give me a stern look with his hands on his hips but the man couldn’t keep a straight face to save his life.

“Okay, let’s get you off to Risto since we apparently are changing your fighting style. I don’t think you’re going to be a solo delver anymore…”

As we headed off, Gabor informed me of some of the particular aspects of his plan that he didn’t want Katarina to know to root out whoever was pulling the strings. He apparently didn’t trust her all that much and I remembered the hungry expression when she looked at Steve.

Yeah, I’m not sure who or how much to trust. Aren’t new employees supposed to get an orientation training?

***

After over an hour of one-on-one instruction with Risto – or sometimes one-on-two as Risto tried to teach Steve but that went about as well as trying to teach a snake to box – Gabor took me to a local blacksmith to talk about getting a weapon crafted and enchanted. It was surprisingly affordable and Gabor charged it to Katarina.

The specs were quite easy to rattle off: longer, heavy head, fewer but slightly longer and bigger spikes, extreme toughness, an easy ability to enchant, top-shelf materials that might be able to upgrade to Tier 2 with some essence, and a better mechanism to prevent it getting ripped from my grip.

The stocky woman said maybe fifteen words the entire conversation, quoted us 25 gold, and nodded as the payment went through with a small delay from her tablet. It almost took longer for her to clean her hands thoroughly enough to use the tablet than it did for Katarina to agree to the payment.

Heh, Vidas will be happy.

As we exited, I looked at Gabor. “Wait, don’t you have work today? How often are you off?”

“Ha, I was ‘personally requested to handle a difficult political assignment.’” His sodus-eating grin was infectious. “Katarina, much as I am wary of her, has been a boon to my standing and free time. And for that, I will be ever thankful.”

“Let’s go someplace to chat that’s secure,” I said.

Arriving at their home, and after Tiesa checked for snoops, I started. “Okay, so I know Katarina is a boon but I want to see how much we trust her. The way she looked at Steve set me a bit on edge. I am not sure we want to put all our eggs in that basket.”

“I’m not sure we have much choice at the moment,” Tiesa said, looking thoughtfully.

“We don’t?” Gabor asked with a confused expression.

“She knows a bit too much of our – well, mostly your,” she said, pointing at me, “secrets. Or at least not widely-known information. It’s going to be tough to pull away from her much at this point. That doesn’t mean we have to tell her everything.”

“I am slightly disappointed I told her about the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis and treatment. I know she is going to try to rush our decision. But I guess the flower wasn’t going to last that long anyway, per Melandra. And I really didn’t know how to feed it to Steve – how do you tell a baby beast bond to choose null essence affinity? What do you think about him getting the treatment to cultivate null?” I wanted to hear their honest opinions because it felt slightly cruel to make such a huge decision for the small creature even though bonds rarely got intelligent enough to reach sapience.

Tiesa looked conflicted. “We have no idea if this null situation will last. It might be solved in a few weeks. Then, he is essentially capped in growth, only able to take in essence at a 25% efficiency. I can see he’s going to be a handful but I think he honestly wants to fight. Bonds supposedly grow mildly intelligent pretty quickly. I think artificially capping him like that has downsides. That said, right now all essence, outside of the extremely expensive unaspected stuff that we can’t get our hands on, is only 25% effective.”

“So, you’re saying you have no idea?” Gabor said, giving his wife a little grin.

When she sighed, Gabor seemed sad. “Yes, dear husband. I don’t know what to do. Luckily, we have a bit of time before the flower is ruined because of Katarina’s ring. But you, dear Terry, do not have such time. I’m to take you to Ratmir. Jasna wanted to come as she enjoys the old weirdo. Is that okay with you?”

“Yup, always great to have her along. Wait, what did you do with Vesna?” I asked as we headed for the door.

“That’s for me to know and you to never find out,” she said with a smile and clap on the back.

***

We spent the first 30 minutes of the meeting with the eccentric man going over my voice notes one by one.

“Right, but what did you mean when you said ‘nothing too unusual’? That means that something was at least slightly unusual. What was it?” Ratmir grilled for at least the fifteenth time on a small technicality.

“I don’t recall. I was almost killed. That’s more of what sticks in my memory. Now, I translated everything for you and gave you your bracelet back. It even has data on a few more delves. You should be happy.”

“Not when there is more to find out! Never be happy until you know it all!” The man cheerily danced to himself around the shelves in his lab/home.

“Anyway, let’s focus on the point at hand. Ratmir, check his essence channels to make sure everything is going all right,” Tiesa said, holding the man’s focus for longer than any had thus far.

Ratmir took out an entirely new machine, not the one he’d used on my last visit, and poked and prodded me for a considerable period of time, including taking some of my blood and saliva. The three of us drew the line at anything else the man requested.

“Just being thorough!”

Apparently, that was only to calibrate it. The real scan felt like it was a warm water rushing through every aspect of me, both the physical and the not. It wasn’t painful but it also wasn’t as relaxing as I hoped. Like a vein enema. The whole time, the odd man was muttering to himself in such a way that my AAI couldn’t translate and looking at me through various pairs of spectacles.

“All good,” he said, giving Tiesa a thumbs up then walking over to his chair and taking out a book to read. It was about how moon cycles impacted blue essence rifts and cultivators.

“Uh, we need a bit more information here,” Tiesa said, hands on hips. I put up my hand placatingly.

“Ratmir, you know how you hate it when others withhold information from you? It feels like you are doing that now. What is ‘all good’? Are there any issues with my essence channels?” I asked each question as though to a confused child and he looked utterly surprised.

“I said all good. That means everything is good. What other interpretation is there?”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #14: Verify and clarify. It is incredibly easy to assume you know what someone means but when things are likely life-and-death consequences, annoying them a bit more with a few additional questions is a worthwhile tradeoff.

“Okay, so that means my essence channels haven’t sustained any damage, correct? And that you don’t see anything odd?”

“Oh no, there are a lot of odd things. Your channels seem wider than most, like they are more resilient to damage. I bet you could channel more of your essence into spells and skills than the average person without sustaining damage. The null essence seems to have eaten away at a number of the impurities most people have in their channels as well.

“I don’t have the numbers and would need to test you for a few days but you could possibly even absorb more essence per Tier than most people. But you asked me if your channels are damaged. They are not. They are ‘all good’, as I said.” The old man looked like a child that was frustrated they did what was specifically asked instead of the spirit of it and people weren’t thrilled and giving them ice cream.

You are technically correct, which is… yeah, I miss memes.

After an examination of Steve, who Ratmir wanted to run a huge number of invasive tests on, many I thought might severely hurt the little bugger but didn’t even faze him, we said our goodbyes.

“He does great work but we just can’t trust his judgement. I am still not sure whether to hand over the research from the facility to him…” I said with a sigh as I scratched Steve between the eyes.

“Let’s back-burner that for now. There isn’t anything that feels urgent. And the link to you is… yeah, let’s not.” Tiesa looked contemplative.

Jasna reached out and plucked Steve from my arms. “I am going to go and take this guy to lunch. Unfortunately, you have a meeting to go to.” She disappeared from sight almost instantaneously.

With that, Tiesa and I headed to meet Nikolaj to start our plans for my Galactic Trade Federation Empire 2.0.

***

“As you can see, most of the financial products you discussed actually exist here. We have private shares of companies – though this idea of a public market where people can buy-in and vote on important matters sounds like anarchy – and insurance is quite common. Though life insurance seems like a very interesting one, I just don’t think it makes sense really. There are variables we don’t have good data on and as you said, that is the key.

“Futures contracts on commodities are super fascinating though your specific lack of knowledge does hurt a bit. We obviously have pre-negotiated prices but it’s not nearly as regulated.”

Nikolaj and I had gone through how banking and financial services in general worked on Putijama, especially in the Kingdom, and I likely wouldn’t be revolutionizing the way everything worked through Earth-based ideas. Tiesa looked utterly bored out of her mind.

Why does everything have to be well-established here? Why can’t I just have one hack that changes it all to give me free capital?

“Still, banking seems pretty similar here. Most of the people in the Kingdom are Tier 1 or barely Tier 2 and deal in physical currency. I’d say probably 70% of households in the Kingdom have a tablet but it’s far higher in a city. But most have a single one, not a tablet for each person. And few have AAI chips unless they served or saved up enough from delving. Or are nobles or merchants of course. So if you can find a good way to bank with those people, you might have some interesting ideas.” Nikolaj was taking great notes and sharing them live to my AAI, which I appreciated.

“What about credit and the idea of credit cards?” I asked and a 40 minute conversation on how lucrative charging transaction fees plus essentially high-interest loans were for the card companies but that having to develop all aspects including card processing technology, credit tracking systems, – and how awful and immoral they were on Earth – balance tracking technology, etc. was simply too much for the time being. We did settle on potentially considering debit cards but that also had issues as the ones who would need them most were also the least wealthy.

“Okay, so what it all boils down to is that the common person needs better banking as the rich are already being taken care of?” I asked, somewhat exasperatedly. Tiesa was clearly just playing a game on her tablet, having checked out over an hour ago.

“Yes, though the services provided to the rich are exceedingly expensive. Very, I believe you used the term, ‘white glove’. I think some will continue to pay for that but most merchants, especially the traveling type, will happily go with less service for better terms.” Nikolaj was stroking his chin lightly in thought.

I decided to lay out the three places I saw as the biggest opportunities to get the ball rolling. “Let’s start with debit cards. We have to figure out how to build strong account balance tracking – it will allow us to do some interesting other things but there’s this thing a friend used to rant about called the CAP theorem that could bite us if two people on one account try to buy in two shops at near the same time – as well as identity verification for people who don’t have AAIs so we don’t have people stealing from accounts through fraud. Basically, we need to know that the person using the credits is actually the owner of the credits and that they have credits to use.” I laughed as Nikolaj nodded. “Can we use essence signatures?”

Nikolaj shrugged but said nothing, letting me continue. “I’d also like us investigate providing loans and maybe insurance for farms in the areas, especially if we are going to be stopping the rift break issues and maybe even finding ways to drain down the null essence in general. We know more than a lot of places about the situation but we’d have to move fast. Maybe we partner with someone that is in that business?”

“I know a few people and will start putting out feelers. It’s a good idea but a tough business to get into quickly,” Nikolaj said and I had to agree, much to my chagrin. Capital was necessary to actually loan to people and I had essentially none and Nikolaj wasn’t exactly rolling in money nor was he able to risk a huge amount anyway.

“I think we want to start first with free money changing services though. It gets our name out there, generates a ton of community goodwill, and people get used to transacting with us while sticking it to the Purveyors. The biggest two issues are capital and Council approval. Then word of mouth. And locations I guess.” I groaned.

“Ha, taking the world by financial storm isn’t an overnight thing. But I think we can get there.”

“And in the medium-term, I have some ideas about people depositing their money at their favorite vendors and getting a bit of an up-conversion, say they deposit 97 coppers to get a silver and 98.5 silvers to get a gold as long as the money stays deposited with that vendor for a period of time. Then, the vendor can take that money and use it as collateral for more inventory. We’d have to only run the program with vendors we trust and have access to their books and audit them but first, we need to even work out the feasibility of the debit card idea.” I ran my hand through my truly terrible hair and sighed.

We discussed the feasibility of each issue and Nikolaj sent me a few AAI IDs for people who might know how to get the ball rolling on the debit card side of things as I was leading that.

“Now, on to your more personal problem,” Nikolaj said, shuffling hundreds of papers we had been poring over and writing ideas on into a storage ring in one big swoop of his hand. At my incredulous look, he laughed. “Specially designed ring. I can sort them later mentally. It costs a ton and has very little volume for goods but is incredible for those of us who have a lot of paperwork, even if most of it is done on the tablet now. We vendors tend to like using paper as it’s just more tangible.

“Back to the next point though. So, to get someone in with a strong enough Scanner for your Cap, I think we need to go outside my trusted network.”

“What about Alena in Zalano?” I asked.

“For a Scanner, no. For contacts to someone who has a Scanner, yes. I had no idea you knew her. She still has some people she knows from her time as a traveling merchant. Why don’t you send her a message?” Nikolaj asked, then looked slightly confused. “Ah, you don’t have her info do you? Or you would have already done that… I’m sending her a quick message now to get approval to connect you.”

Twenty seconds later, I received her AAI ID. Before I could even compose a message, I received one from her. [Incoming Message from Alena Rimkus: Hey kiddo, heard they tossed you from town.] Then I realized she was that friend who sends rapid-fire texts instead of composing her thoughts.

[Tell Nikolaj he still owes me for that wine shipment.] [And yes, I know someone with a good Scanner.] [I actually know three someones, will send you more info as I hear back from them.] [Stannis says hi I’m sure.] [I didn’t check.] [If you need to pass him messages, let me know.]

I replied back like a normal person [Thanks Alena, been a crazy few weeks. If you can get Liene’s AAI ID as well as Axe’s from Liene’s guild, that would be very helpful too. Stannis should have them. Esmeralda turned down my connection request and I think she’ll regret that… I’ll have some interesting things for you in the near future. Nikolaj, I assume you trust him? And if we get something going, you want in?]

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #15: Sometimes you need to make bets on people, even if you don’t know them that well. If it’s advantageous to the relationship, make sure they know you are making a bet on them, show you believe in them, because it can make them lean in as well. Trust your core group and be wary but mostly trusting of people said core group trusts.

After a few more messages, she agreed to reach out to people she knew though most were not willing to go near the null zone. She promised to get back in touch in a few days at the latest.

Nikolaj clapped his hands excitedly. “Okay, so we have the financial services 1.0 plan to start rolling out – I will talk to my contacts and then you can press on the political angle given your recent success there. I assume you also want a way to sell your goods from delving? Tiesa, you don’t already have a connection for that?” Nikolaj asked, clearly checking something off in his AAI.

Coming back to focusing, at least slightly, on the conversation, Tiesa said, “Nope, all my contacts are from post my military delving days so they are Tier 3+ goods and/or are too aligned to the Pitola Adventurers Guild branch where Terry isn’t the most popular person of all time.”

Nikolaj hmm’d for a few seconds, thinking. “For now, I’ll serve as a good point of contact to sell the goods but I’m not equipped to handle the volume Tiesa implied if you are delving so often with relatively full rifts. Depending on the goods, some things are easy to sell but gear for adventurers is harder to move around this area right now and taking on a bunch of inventory can get me overextended quick. I’ll get you plugged in to people as the need arises, I’ve got a few that I’ll ping on it.” Nikolaj stood and that was clearly supposed to be a signal.

“Uh, I guess our meeting is over?” I said at the abrupt change.

“Oh, sorry. Yes, we don’t have anything else to discuss do we? If not, I have a lot to work on. I’ll send you the contact information for people on this idea around ‘debit cards’ but as you said, the technological challenges will be high. Partnering with the insurance and loan industry to work with local farms while also lowering the risk of rift breaks sounds like a great idea. You need to run with the money changing stations as that is far more political than anything since it isn’t technically banking. Overall, this puts a ton on my plate and I have to digest and come up with smart plans.” He ushered us to the door and shut it quickly behind us without another word.

At my look on the doorstep to his shop, Tiesa shrugged. “I mean, you want someone who is going to focus on business instead of small talk, right?”

“Kind of. I don’t mind him doing that with me but if we want to build relationships with the nobles or other important people to get capital and make better connections, especially to prevent anyone trying to kill us in retaliation, we need to be able to schmooze them appropriately.”

As I explained the concept of business schmoozing more in-depth to Tiesa, we headed back for more training with Risto.

***

The rest of the day was relatively uneventful with some more bawdy songs from Vana over a nice meal while Tilda swung by for some language practice – though it seemed she was more interested in free food. I headed up to my room and worked on my notes app to try to figure out my next steps, falling asleep feeling relatively contented.

NOTES APP

Current Status:


Terry: Peak of Tier 1.1 – no spells/skills

Steve: Bottom of Tier 1.0 – no spells/skills




End of Day 10 Notes:


Current Wealth: Hard to determine… Need to establish so there are separate finances from The Order; at least 15 gold and a horse

Key Goals, Short Term:

Find out who tried to assassinate me:

1) rift – talk to the Council to pressure the Purveyors of Platinum

2) ride back from Pitola – talk to Katarina?

Make decision on Affinity Alteration Amaryllis

Continue to make progress through Tier 1 – peak of Tier 1.1, Steve at bottom of Tier 1.0

Training, training, training

Get more healing potions – Katarina has a hookup for discounts, negotiating before we start delve

Continue to avoid shackles

Meet with Council to determine monetary split for delves with The Order

Get money changing locations figured out; start work on debit card idea – contact Ratmir on essence signature?

…Fix my hair


Key Goals, Medium to Long Term:

Back to the drawing board on getting scanned – Alena has contacts but not sure of timing and I have to go elsewhere?

Figure out enchantments for new weapon and pick it up

Get Steve’s delving cage design tested and done

Find and complete more Adventurers Guild postings – become full member of the Guild

Further build out financial services plan – keep in touch with Sprouting Jade Financial and Trade

Figure out what to do with the sentient dungeon – work with Jasna to find a place to deploy?

Cultivate better contacts: political, financial, and otherwise

Start Steve training and figure out what people typically do with bonds – seems like they are fighting animals rather than family?


Other Goals:

Rename “Tips to Thriving” – too dorky

Continue to advance with the language

Talk with Marko (and Dahlia?) – patch over the relationship?

Physical fitness improvements – need to up stamina, not just fighting capabilities

Build deeper relationships in Velez –Councilors?

Get in contact with people in Zalano –Axe, Liene, Stannis, Miklos

Find a girlfriend/partner. Whatever they call them here.

Start to design a new sigil or house insignia?

Figure out Cornelius situation further – confront him? Is there a face changer?


Accomplished Previous Goals:

Get registered with the Adventurers Guild since in town

Continue to solidify partnership with Aspirations of Ascendancy

Get a new weapon – need a heavier head for better control and longer shaft, a standard morningstar isn’t cutting it; enchantments too – progress as commissioned

Start looking through jobs from Adventurers Guild postings – one down, nine to go before full member

Build out financial services plan – keep in touch with Sprouting Jade Financial and Trade – progress as initial plans with Nikolaj

Get back to Ratmir to give readings and recalibrate allocation bracelets

Get in contact with people in Zalano – Alena

Build deeper relationships in Velez – Nikolaj




Mental Health Check-In:


Felt way too blasé about killing someone; not sure how to deal with that – it needed to be done so it was done, they came after me so they got what was coming to them – is that really all that needs to be said?

Yet more problems with Cornelius – not sure how to deal with this; I know it’s not my fault but I can’t help but feel like it’s just a hot mess that I am causing – do I need to get a disguise? Can I be disguised? Do I want to walk around looking like Groucho Marx all the time?

Still not feeling great about lying to Tiesa but couldn’t destroy an innocent intelligent creature – why am I picking up the weirdest menagerie in history? I never wanted to be a parent but now I’m at least partially responsible for two beings’ literal continued existence?

Why does Putijama feel more like home than Earth really was by the end? I know everything was going to hell in a handbasket but still. Maybe that there are more immediate and brutal consequences to actions? That people really can ascend to being better through hard, if risky, work where on Earth that was starting to feel like a convenient lie?

Why am I still not freaked out about now multiple assassination attempts? This body feels like it is dulling my emotions. Or was my one on Earth just too tuned into emotions? Is this me or is this me with suppressed body chemistry? I mean, Barry was designing the perfect bodies…




            

    
        Chapter 21.5 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Instead of the usual of someone annoyingly knocking on my door, I awoke to slobber and hair flopping then sticking onto my face and an indignant noise.

Opening my eyes, Steve had clearly just tried to eat some of my terrible hair and decided it wasn’t the delicacy he expected. He sent feelings of hungry and upset that I had the temerity to have hair that wasn’t a delicious snack.

Rolling my eyes at his pleading ones, I picked him up, raised the blinds to open the window, and enjoyed the wafting smell of baking bread, the chirps of the birds, and the beautiful early morning scene.

“Good morning Velez!” I shouted, smiling broadly at the people walking below.

“Is that guy drunk? Seems like a pervert, needs to put on some clothes and stop yelling gibberish out the window,” I heard an old woman mutter to an old man next to her that looked up and waved.

“Yeah, he’s yelling gibberish but seems nice enough,” the man said shrugging and giving me a second wave.

Oh yeah, no one can understand me. Gotta switch to Verdantese. 

“Of the morning, I am hoping is some good,” I called out according to my AAI translation.

“Oh, he’s just touched in the head. Poor dear,” the woman said, shaking her head sadly.

Fair play. Never trying to be a morning person again…

I shut the window and quickly got dressed, sticking Steve on his customary shoulder and feeling him try my hair once more for good measure. Laughing, I headed downstairs to chat with Vana and eat.

Once I’d had my fill and Steve had eaten about twice his body weight, we set off for an early morning training session with Risto. The kids had the day off school so he and Gabor put me through my paces for over an hour.

“My arms are just feeling like dead weight. Why did you have to crank up the weight so much?” I asked, hefting the large training mace we were using.

“I got the specs for the new weapon you commissioned. We’re getting you prepared for that. Longer shaft and heavier head means you have a lot more physical leverage but you need to get used to the reach difference and the weight. Especially swinging it repeatedly. What would be a critical strike with your current weapon would probably be a scratch with your new one as you’d mostly hit them with the shaft.” Risto reset the simulation and had Gabor come at me again with a blunted shortsword and kite shield.

While it would normally be a slightly awkward combination, Gabor was so much quicker than me, he probably could dual-wield swords and dual-wield shields all at the same time, switching them out constantly, and I’d struggle to find an opening or block a single hit.

“Remember your footwork!” Risto called and I unconsciously looked down, earning a rather severe bonk dead center of my head which Gabor included a falling tree sound effect as it crashed towards me. Steve shrieked at the attack, leaping from Risto’s shoulder to try to retaliate against Gabor.

The man caught him and tickled his belly and all thoughts of retribution were immediately banished. Risto used my inattention to smack me on the back of the knee.

“Never let your attention wander or wane!” he called and helped me back up unnecessarily.

After weapons practice, we moved on to weight and endurance training. I was expecting some kind of movie montage-style but it was extreme bouts of intensity for short intervals with a few minutes of rest in between.

“This seems like great training but shouldn’t I be doing more long-run endurance so I can last better in a rift?” I asked.

“Don’t be a wuss. And trust us!” Risto said, striking a pose.

At my clearly exasperated – and exhausted – look, he continued. “Most fights, at least in a rift, last maybe two minutes max. Some are more protracted if you have a weird delve. Or against a rift boss, some fights are far more drawn-out but they aren’t usually nearly as physically intensive. I know there is one near here where it’s just not allowed to solo delve because the final fight has too many enemies – some flying and some that are just really hearty and fast.”

“Risto, we do have all day but still, get to the point,” Gabor said, laughing. He was throwing Steve into the air and trying to catch him as he floated downward.

“Whatever ‘Gabs’,” he said rolling his eyes. “Anyway, yes, we will do more endurance training but with essence, you naturally recover your stamina pretty quickly. It’s more you need to survive the short brutal fights until you can get to a spot to rest. We’ll do more actual endurance training when we get to your person-on-person training. Ooh, that’s a good idea. Gabs, the pits are open today, we should show him!”

“Yeah, only Tiesa should be calling me Gabs. Sorry Risto but you’re just not pretty enough to get away with it.” Gabor laughed at Risto’s offended look. “I speak the truth my friend. And as long as we are back home in time for dinner and we get this one at least slightly trained up today, I don’t mind. Terry, what do you say to watching some people beat the ever-living sodus out of each other for our entertainment?”

“I’ve got some gold to bet on that. I assume we can place bets? What are the best betting strategies? I always love a good parlay.” I was getting excited which got Steve extra riled up and he was jumping from person to person, shoulder to shoulder, boxing our ears each time. It actually stung a bit as he was only one sub-Tier below me though I was on the cusp of reaching Tier 1.2 to his bottom of Tier 1.0.

I was expecting to go to the amphitheater which Risto had shown me around a week prior – he had explained that was where the fighting tournaments took place after all. Instead, we headed towards the northeastern edge of town and a squat building just off a park filled with kids playing on their day off from school.

“I thought you said fighting was over that way,” I said casually as we paid the one silver entry fee and entered a long hallway to dim lighting ahead. I could hear a rising crescendo of noise but couldn’t see anything.

“Oh, that’s for the fancy fights. This place is a bit more… bloody…” Risto said with a feral grin.

“No, not today,” Gabor said.

“Oh, come on! Please! I promise I’ll be good. I won’t knock them out too early or anything.” Risto was bouncing from foot to foot, which Steve imitated on my shoulder, falling off the unstable ‘platform’ quickly to float into Gabor’s palms.

“Maybe. This is about Terry, not you engaging in your bloodlust. Here’s Latif, let’s say hi and go find some seats.” A gigantic man had emerged from a door off the hallway and his enormous size blocked the entire throughway.

“Did I hear my seventeenth favorite fighter and forty second favorite person! And Gabor too! We don’t have a suitable opponent today but let’s talk scheduling!” Latif’s voice was higher and softer than I expected. He was wearing a dark purple suit with three quarter sleeves that served to highlight the scars running across his upper chest and forearms.

He pretended not to notice Risto and extended a hand right past the man’s face. “Hi, new face, pleasure to meet you, I’m Latif. Are you here to watch or fight?”

“I’m here to bet,” I said, forgetting myself in the moment.

“My kind of person. Let’s walk and talk.” He somehow pulled me through to just ahead of him with no force or tension and we started to head down the tunnel.

“So, seems like you know Gabor. Does he fight here often?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Both those chuckleheads do. Or at least used to. Tiesa is far more of a crowd favorite though. Especially when she puts on a skimpy outfit and plays up the damsel-in-distress schtick. She can act. Gabor is a good fighter that puts on a great show – endurance types always do. Lots more blood and time for the bloodlust of the crowd. But Risto. Dear Risto. Cute as a button but horrible for my bottom line.” He sighed.

We exited the tunnel into a smallish arena and the smell of blood and sweat nearly overpowered me, though it almost felt manufactured as it wasn’t a truly bad odor.

At my look Latif chuckled. “We produce the smell to make it more realistic. It hits you big at the tunnel entrance but the mist spreaders are far more sparse elsewhere.” He pointed to a few small cylinders above the tunnel entrance. I nodded and turned around again, taking in the place.

There were about fifteen rows of padded bench seating around a fighting area with a stone circular floor. There was maybe five feet (1.5m) between the edge of the floor and the heavily damaged stone walls. I could see a shimmering barrier cast in a dome above, presumably protecting the spectators from any stray fire from within.

I guessed it could seat well into the hundreds, probably close to a thousand people, but I never really excelled at the management consulting questions of how many ping pong balls fit into an airplane.

A man and a woman were battling in the arena, both dressed head-to-toe in black robes and holding on to a length of coiled rope that was about five feet (1.5m) long. Just as I took in the scene, the whip in the woman’s other hand lashed out, striking her opponent’s face. I was worried she’d hit an eye and was only half right.

A spray of blood cascaded from his face and I saw a glowing black patch over his eye.

“What’s going on there?” I asked Latif, looking behind for Risto and Gabor who I spotted at a food cart parked to the opposite side of the entrance. I realized Gabor still had Steve but figured he’d be happier near the food for the time being.

“You don’t think we’d actually let the combatants hurt each other do you? What kind of barbaric place do you come from?” He held a massive hand to his chest as if I had said something offensive.

Then with a laugh, he gestured towards the faintly shimmering red-yellow barrier. “That’s not just to protect the spectators. This place is heavily enchanted – even more so than the amphitheater when they host tournaments – to protect them,” he said gesturing to the man and woman, just as the man slashed at her torso and cut a gash to her abdomen, which also started glowing faintly.

I had always wondered how fighting pits might work in a fantasy world so, as we were escorted to a private box, I started grilling Latif further. “I have a lot of questions about how this all works but what is the fight going on here?” I asked.

“This is a dislodge, dismember, or disrobe fight. Simulated of course. Can’t have just naked bloody people in the arena, at least at this time of day.” He let out a tittering laugh.

“The goal is to either score enough hits that your opponent is scored as bleeding out or cut enough of their clothing that they would be deemed to be fineable for walking through the city. That’s what the glowing black patches are. We do adjust for whatever body type someone has to make it fair,” he said, pointing at the woman. “Or, if you can force your opponent to let go of the rope, you also win.”

“That’s new to me. Seems a little strangely personal and intimate though. Is this a unique creation?”

Latif gave a dark chuckle. “Yes, those two were courting each other. Or are again. They are so on again, off again I can never remember. And yes, I came up with the idea after a particularly brutal fight when I was still young. Slashed the clothes off then the arm off the man who tried to assault me in the street. Decided to take something traumatic and make it something… less so?”

“Yeah, still feels like it might be traumatic to the competitors,” I noted. “Still, I want to know everything about this. I used to bet on fights all the time so how do you do matchups? How do you set odds? How do you attract competitors? What are the running costs for the arena? What—” I stopped suddenly at the deep belly laugh from Gabor as he entered with Risto in tow and Steve trotting around behind them picking up the food Gabor dropped for him.

Gabor had three enormous trays of food that I couldn’t quite grasp how he was carrying.

“He’s not going to try to open up a competing pits but he will talk your ear off. I heard from Tiesa how deep he went talking about insurance of all things with someone just yesterday.” Gabor sat down with an old-man grunt and slid the trays into a holding apparatus on the wall.

Risto plucked Steve out of the air after he climbed his pant leg and tried to launch himself at the food.

“Come, let’s sit and talk about your interest. Those are good questions but do you want to learn more about the fighting side, the arena management side, or the overall business side first?” Latif asked me, also sitting down and taking what looked a bit like a small burrito off a tray and biting into it. “Ugh, you went for the cheap stuff? Why not meat-filled?”

Through a mouthful of food Risto replied petulantly. “The school doesn’t pay me enough and for some reason, I can’t get paid to fight anymore. Some big jerk won’t let me into the pits!”

“That’s because your fights are over so darn soon. I wonder how long you could last. I’ve heard stories Risto.” Latif laughed again at his own joke.

“Har har, you know I’m just that good. In all areas.” He crossed his arms across his chest for a half second before bringing them back to the food.

“Now, back to the questions before we were so rudely interrupted. Fight matching is actually pretty easy relative to most competitors, at least through Tier 2. If they are new to us, we match them against someone of their sub-Tier plus or minus a sub-Tier and call it an exhibition match. That’s to put them through their paces.”

“Wait, so someone basically has to prove they are worth it? Aren’t those kind of boring to watch?” I asked.

“Maybe if I were bad at my job. Our house fighters are good at both fights and entertainment and a fighter has to win – or at least impress me enough – to be allowed a real fight. If I think the fights will be a bore, we just do them outside open hours.”

“So once you’ve seen them fight once or twice, you can match them evenly?”

Latif scratched his chin for a second. “In general, I match mostly based on capability or what will make for an entertaining fight but we also need variety for underdog bets. If everything is a coin flip, it doesn’t actually bring in that many bets or butts in seats. You need big payouts to happen to entice people to come back.”

We dug into betting odds and Latif was intrigued by the idea of a parlay – essentially betting you will get more than one outcome right, thus increasing your payout but also significantly increasing the chance of losing – and how to maximize profits by generating the most evenly spread bets.

I was quite surprised they didn’t own the food cart internally as food at sporting events – and airports – on Earth generally had pretty good margins. But the cart was run by the daughter of a friend so Latif was fine not hoarding in on the business.

The spell formations on the arena were fascinating. It was all powered by one giant mana battery and combatants had to dump their remaining mana into the batteries after a loss. It didn’t fully account for the needed mana budget but Latif and a few others generally made up for it. I was surprised they could use mana instead of qi but Latif explained it was highly inefficient but far easier to charge and maintain. The battery itself was massive too.

I was very happy with how Latif managed the safety of the arena too, bringing in someone to inspect the formations weekly and repair them – broken or not – monthly.

“So, how did you get into all this?” I asked. I got the idea he had done more fighting than managing over the years.

Gabor and Risto both chuckled under their breaths.

“Short story: the previous owner jebbie’d around and found out. Got killed and I inherited it in a way.”

“What’s the long story?” I asked, taking some more of a dish that was close enough to nachos it was giving me nostalgia.

“The previous owner skimped on the safety here. He basically never did maintenance on the formations and one failed. What should have been a painful strike was a deadly one. And it was to the wrong person. I was a guard of house Vitola and it was the first son. His mother wanted him to toughen up a bit so signed him up to get beaten down and humbled.”

Latif gave a heavy, sad sigh and I was slightly ashamed I asked the question. “You don’t have to go on.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #16: When there is a heavy emotional toll to an answer, don’t press for more information if it’s merely to sate your curiosity. There’s no reason to put people through that.

Latif nodded. “It’s okay. Instead of a few bruises and some motivation, some poor random woman beheaded Dionis as the formation failed. Within minutes, his mother was down here ready to kill the entire arena. I blocked her strike from killing the woman – that’s how I got this scar.” He pulled the collar of his shirt down a bit and there was a gash running from the collarbone to sternum.

“I explained as best I could while guarding the woman and Rima went and killed the owner. Rather slowly and in the center of the arena while not allowing anyone to leave. Even though he deserved death, he didn’t quite deserve that.”

Latif, Risto, and Gabor all raised their drinks solemnly. Steve mimed the movement with an olive in his hands.

“Anyway, they knew I had fought in the pits a lot and the entire family was grateful to me for preventing Rima executing a perfectly innocent woman. The recompense for Dionis’ death was they inherited this place and they sold it cheap to me on loan. Finally bought them out completely two months back. I owe them a lot but they still say it was lopsided in their favor.” Latif gave a crooked smile.

After further digging into business, Latif offered me a spot in the arena for an exhibition.

“As his trainer, I’d absolutely love to see that but he’s been fighting for less than a month. Not going to allow that one unfortunately.” Risto was holding up a hand in a stop motion and in his other hand Steve was doing the same.

Suddenly an idea struck me. “Hey Latif, how do you get along with the bank here? You probably have a lot of coin flowing through on a big night, right?”

“Ugh, I used to work extremely well but these Platinum-grade <redacted> are killing my profit margins. It’s been an utter nightmare. Hard for customers to deal with currency too. We had to hire extra security rather than deposit all the money and lose 10% immediately. I tried to explain volume discounting to those Purveyor sickna-hats but they aren’t budging. We’re looking at banking with a firm in another city, probably Zalano. But imagine a regular cash shipment of at least a few gold – and usually into the tens of gold if not more – in and out of town most days. Pretty juicy target.”

I started to hash out a few ideas about a money changing station inside the arena and the ability to deposit and withdraw then and there. Latif’s eyes lit up with interest and then with a tinge of malevolence. “Those <redacted> won’t know what hit them. I’m in. When you get it going, I’ll gladly be a part of it. I’ll go chat with Nikolaj tomorrow. I heard he had a lead on some nice wine anyway.”

After a few more fights, we said our goodbyes and headed out, back into the midday sunlight and mirthful screams of children.

“Okay, that done, time to get you some new threads. If you are supposed to be someone important, you can’t keep going around looking like the most non-descript giant in town.” Risto had backed up and was looking at my clothes and giving me the stink eye.

“I’ll have you know Vana picked these out for me,” I said slightly defensively. While I wasn’t attached to them, it still stung a bit. “Besides, this haircut is far worse, I need to get it fixed if we are talking about my look.”

Risto nodded and went to say something but Gabor held up a hand. “No Risto, your barber is terrible. Half your dates complain about your hair. We’re going to mine. Hope he’s got an opening today.” And with that we set off.

I asked why my hair wasn’t growing – it hadn’t changed from the day I inhabited my new body – and Gabor examined my scalp for a bit, finally finding an enchantment enhancement tattooed under my hair that prevented it from growing. He assured me any barber worth their salt could remove the tattoo and my hair would start to grow normally.

Unfortunately, Gabor’s ‘stylist extraordinaire’ didn’t have an opening that day but did the next so we booked the slot and I somewhat begrudgingly went clothes shopping.

“What about Deva?” I asked as the two debated which places to go.

“You do not have the funds for anything more than a shirt or maybe some shorts from them,” Gabor said. “You got a pretty good discount on your suit but if we need to fix the whole wardrobe, you don’t have the money.”

“What he really means is he doesn’t have the patience. I love Deva, best tailor in town, but they are just so meticulous. And they also are expensive as hell. Anyway, let’s check out these three.” Risto sent over a few stores through AAI and we headed off, me using my AAI for guided directions as Gabor and Risto seemed totally lost.

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: Oh god, so glad you checked. Those stores are terrible. Risto and Gabor have no fashion sense. I already sent a message ahead, you actually need to go to Sofia. I know that little sodus Zora didn’t appreciate her dress but she’s the best in town.]

As I slowly led the guys in a circle, which they didn’t seem to notice as they were chattering away about nothing, we came upon a shop that looked straight out of a German fairytale, though I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. At least it was pretty.

“Wait, this is Sofia’s shop. Did you talk with Tiesa?” Gabor looked horrified and offended.

“Yup,” I said with no shame or regrets. “I agree with her that neither of you should be dressing yourself. I get that my fashion is off but I’m not taking advice from you two.” I stuck out my tongue petulantly to laughter from both men. “Jasna also confirmed that she liked the outfits from here.”

“And why do we care about Jasna’s opinion?” Risto asked in a teasing tone.

“Look, I have two people whose judgement I trust without any shadow of a doubt on almost any topic. I can’t on every topic but I still really like them and believe in what they say and do. Even when I don’t go to them on a topic, it doesn’t mean I trust them any less.” I put my arm around their shoulders. “And they are both at Gabor’s house right now.”

A woman with light pink hair in a pixie cut stuck her head out the door at the eruption of laughter from Gabor and the yelled “Well I never!” from Risto.

“Normally, I’d tell you to scram. Making a racket and scaring off my customers. But you, the one with the funny haircut, Tiesa said you’d be coming so I’ll forgive you if you spend enough money.” Her gruff speech somehow matched her diminutive frame.

“Not me, him!” Risto yelled pointing at me and then quickly taking out a mirror. “Is it really that bad?” he asked Gabor.

“Got ‘em,” was all the woman said, pointing at me and waving into the shop.

Laughing, I left the two bickering friends outside.

“Yo, I’m Sofia. Yes, my mother and my grandmother are also called Sofia. Don’t make a big deal about it. I specialize in everyday wear and men’s clothes. Tiesa already sent me what she thinks you need but what about you? What are you trying to say with your clothes? If it’s ‘I’m boring as jebbie but trying hard and still failing’, you’re nailing it.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the small woman speaking like that to someone almost two heads taller than her. “Honestly, I haven’t really thought about that much outside of professional situations. My job was to fly under the radar and look ‘good enough’ without making my clothes notable. If I was presenting to really important people, I wore a pretty nice suit. If it was the engineering team, it was a button down with short sleeves. I’m rambling aren’t I?”

“Yup. You said what you did, not what you want and plan to do. I don’t give a donkey kurac what you did. Where was this, outer space or something?” She laughed and then froze when I simply nodded. “Oh sodus, you’re that guy. Got it. So you’re kind of important but need to also look like an adventurer. Luckily, I have to deal with the ‘aristocrat delver look’ a lot as people like to copy it.”

I went to respond but she just held up her hand.

Rude but in a fun way.

After three minutes, the door opened and Risto and Gabor walked in with a thoroughly dirty Steve. They both tried to explain what happened like children trying to not get in trouble but I just tuned them out. Steve seemed happy and nothing else was worse for wear.

Sofia sent me a few designs through my AAI. While the cuts were a bit more angular like what we’d seen in Zalano and a bit Pitola, it was still a good look. She must have had a software that fit clothes to a picture of someone because it was proportioned to my body perfectly. There was also a very poorly drawn smile over my mouth.

Cheeky sodus.

“Okay, if you two children sit over there in the corner, are reasonably quiet, and don’t touch anything for <five minutes>, I will give you a piece of candy. And will do the same for every additional <five minutes> you do that.” She pointed to some chairs in the corner that looked well-worn but comfortable.

Risto went to protest but Gabor whispered something in his ear that my AAI caught as “the good candy” and the two men conferred some more.

Gabor looked at her and shook his head. “Only if we start with one piece each on presumed good behavior.”

She scoffed, thought for a few seconds, and nodded, three candies appearing in her hand.

“Don’t spoil Steve’s dinner,” I said and the two men looked scandalized.

After another twenty minutes of back and forth with Sofia, including a few messages to Tiesa and Jasna, we had my outfits designed.

***

Dinner was a fun and raucous affair. Tiesa really was an excellent cook. I had picked up a decent barrel of mead with my winnings from the fighting pits – 75 silver on my initial bet of ten silver with a three way parlay of close to 50/50 odds – and Risto bought a cake for dessert from his favorite bakery, which I noted down for further patronage.

“Tiesa, I really am not usually one for lamb but this is amazing,” I said as I enjoyed the braised dish.

“Yeah, it’s actually a Tier 2 rift monster so it should give you a bit of extra energy. Some people can even prepare it so you can get a small amount of essence from it. But I really only focus on the flavor,” she said as she downed her third cup of mead.

“There are lambs as rift monsters?” I asked, slightly incredulous. “What do they do, try to lure you in with their cuteness and snuggle you to death?”

“Yes, they do use a mind control-like skill to make them seem harmless but it’s pretty weak if you have any mental defenses. They have hooves that can penetrate most Tier 1 armor, an effective sonic attack, and very sharp teeth for ripping if they get close enough to you. Overall, pretty easy run but it still kills a few teams a year who underestimate it.” Jasna shrugged and picked up a large bone with meat on it, ripping into it with abandon.

“Yeah, I lost a team that had just Tiered up to Tier 2 there. Were my students while they were getting ready for Tier 1 delving and I still coached them on the side through most of the Tier. I just know it was Kiril’s fault; always was a cocky git.” Risto gave a grumpy look at his plate and stabbed a chunk of grilled potato.

“To those who have passed in search of a better life and to protect what we have,” Tiesa said, raising her cup solemnly. The rest all followed so I mimed them. Even Steve lifted his thimble of water Tiesa gave him to the sky but he was still clumsy and spilled it on himself.

We chatted about nothing too serious for over an hour and just enjoyed each other’s company. There were questions to answer, problems to address, enemies to root out, but for that time, all was nice and fun and calm. Just good friends, good booze, good food, good conversation.

Afterwards, Tiesa asked me to go on a walk together. She placed the food coma-ed Steve on her head in an impromptu nest of her hair that she held up with a bit of product and a magical barrette.

We walked in silence, just enjoying the night for a bit.

Tiesa turned to me. “One, good work with Sofia. She loved you. And she gave me some great ideas for getting the boys to behave.” She gave a hearty chuckle and bent over slightly to hold her stomach. “Wow, ate too much. And drank too much honestly. Gotta stop that if we are honestly gonna try for kids.”

“Yeah, I know I’ve thrown a bit of a wrench into plans but what’s up with that?”

“Honey, you’ve been here less than a month. You are a blip so far. Not saying we don’t like you and you have been a great source of entertainment but don’t worry, you aren’t blocking anything.” She smiled at me while I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

“I’m happy for you. I feel like you’ll be great parents. Well, at least you’ll be great. Gabor will be merely great entertainment.”

She gave me a small smile. “He’s more responsible than he lets anyone believe. We’re a good team. I think we’re ready to seriously start trying now that things should be settling down. If we can prevent rift breaks from the null issues, then it should be safe.”

“Yeah, what do you think about Melandra and turning more people into null affinity?” I asked as we settled into a bench and Tiesa reached up to gently stroke the squirming ball of fluff making her look like a vagabond at best.

“I know it reduces your leverage but I think it’s best for the city and the region. I don’t much care about the Kingdom as a whole – I served but they made us do some unconscionable things. It would be good for people and I think you want that.”

“Agreed. I think I want them to make Steve null affinity too. Right now, he’s just a hungry and sleepy goofball but with his Cap and a null affinity, I think he could become an asset they see as worth protecting. I do think we can negotiate a deal that maintains some of my leverage while making everyone happy.” I ran my hand over my face, thinking.

“I think that’s fair. Katarina won’t be thrilled but let’s have a discussion with her tomorrow?”

I agreed and we continued to discuss as we started moving again back towards Tiesa and Gabor’s house.

“Tiesa, I really honestly want to thank you. I don’t know if I could have survived without your and Gabor’s help. And Jasna of course. Risto is a maybe,” I said laughing.

Tiesa lightly hit my arm and we chatted idly about nothing. She sent me four recommendations for shows to watch and a few book series.

Then the messages started coming.

[Incoming Message from Katarina Illeva: Have you seen the carriage’s lead-lined box? I won’t be mad if you broke it. I just need to know.]

[Incoming Message from Katarina Illeva: Oh, who am I kidding? Of course I’ll be mad but I need to know. That was hand-crafted and the artisan is dead. She was a friend of my father. Seriously, just tell me.]

[Incoming Message from Katarina Illeva: Are you really not even replying? Really?]

Wow, Katarina does not like being left on read, it's been less than ten minutes since the first message.

Suddenly, I was jerked to the side by my arm into an alley. I could barely make out Tiesa summoning her gear and getting into a battle stance. She leapt at my assailant, only to stop her fist strike while flying majestically through the air. “Really?” was all she said in a dull tone, more exasperated than anything else as she alighted softly and lightly kicked the person on the shin.

“Sorry Tee-Tee, need to borrow this one for some alone time. We’ll be back in a few hours. Don’t wait up!” Jasna said as she scooped me into a princess carry and took off towards the gate of the city. Looking back, I saw a nonplussed Tiesa giving me the stink-eye, only slightly diminished in scariness by the small animal sleeping on the top of her head.
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                “You know,” I said, trying to maintain some degree of dignity and likely failing, “I am able to walk.”

“I am aware. You can run and jump too. Why?”

“Because you are carrying me instead of walking with me,” I said, moving from annoyed to bemused.

“Eh, this is faster. And we need to chat about the Katarina messages. Decisions need to be made.”

We flew past the guards at the gate who only chuckled at my predicament. I figured Jasna must have messaged ahead as they didn’t bat an eye but two did seem to swap some coin, like they’d made a bet.

Once we were a few miles outside the city, which took the incredibly strong woman a very short amount of time, she slowed as we entered a copse of trees, giving us some shade and breaking line of sight for anyone that might be following.

As Jasna gently set me down, I looked to my feet and saw an ornate box with quite familiar patterning: it matched the inside of Katarina’s carriage.

“I’m surprised you let this out of your sight,” I said, nudging the box slightly with my foot.

I bent down and opened the hinged lid, recoiling in surprise as I heard an angry and petulant voice in my mind, “Did you really just kick my box? I can feel that you bozo. Ooh, that’s a fun one: bozo. Weird clown though. Okay, I am still recovering but what’s the plan Stan?”

The dungeon was in rare form, more ADHD than ever before, which was an accomplishment.

Jasna didn’t budge as though my staring at a glowing green and white patterned orb was entirely normal. I said out loud, “Uh, let me talk to Jasna about the plan. So far, she’s the only one that knows you are this intelligent and weren’t actually destroyed, though I think our friend might suspect something.”

“Cool beans, I’ll just stay here looking pretty,” the dungeon core said and pulsed to a rhythm while she hummed softly in my head. I felt a malevolent chuckle as she started into Never Gonna Give You Up.

“Who are you talking to?” Jasna asked. A dawning realization spread across her face. “Oh, got it. Wait, it can hear verbal language? That’s quite interesting. Could it hear us from our trip back?”

“I was in a box that was designed to hide me completely from the world, nothing in or out… Pretty but not the sharpest crayon in the shed. Wow, that one’s mean, fun, and confusing. Love it.”

“Be nice,” I said then winced at Jasna’s confused expression with an accompanying head tilt. “The dungeon is being a little snarky. I think she’s upset I kicked the box.”

“She?” Jasna asked. “Do dungeons have genders?”

“Ugh, this is annoying as all get out. I’ve absorbed enough people with AAIs, let me see if I can mock something up.” The dungeon then made a series of straining noises like it was fighting for its life on the toilet. “Dude, I can hear your thoughts. Gross. Got it I think.”

“I hadn’t considered that,” Jasna said suddenly. “No, why would I do that? I guess I never really thought to in general. And yes, power differential is an issue. Can we not talk about this?”

“Hey dungeon, can you speak to both of us at the same time?” I asked, getting annoyed.

“Probably. Just didn’t want to. Trying now, can you both hear me? Respond with who you have a crush on.”

“Yes and no,” both Jasna and I said simultaneously and then laughed.

“You’re no fun,” the dungeon said. “If you could see my proverbial face, it would be pouting and it’s all your fault.”

“Okay, let’s get back on track. One, do you have a gender? Two, do you have a name? Three, if no, do you want a name?” I asked.

“I guess I identify as female. Those are always the adventurers I like the most. The guys usually taste way worse. Smelly and their core allocations are always bleh. ‘Oh, look at me, I put way too much into one physical subcategory because I’m overcompensating.’ And nope, no name but I want to hear your suggestions!” the dungeon said excitedly.

“Zandana,” Jasna immediately replied.

“That just means dungeon in a local dialect, doesn’t it? Seriously girl, what is… no, not going to get upset. Ooooh, I like that one!”

“Uh oh,” I said. Jasna looked confused but I knew where this was going when my mind slipped to the dumbest name I had ever encountered.

“You may call me The Lady Princess Gabriela The Never Delved XVII, The First of Her Name, The Destroyer of Dreams and Delights, The Defeater of Delvers!” the dungeon said with glee.

“It’s based off an old nickname for my ex’s dog,” I explained to Jasna’s ever more confused expression. “Fine, but I’m just calling you Gabby. Why do you want to be named after a dog? And please stop reading my mind,” I said with a heavy sigh.

“Can’t stop. And wouldn’t if I could. Anyway, that’s the thing you were most fond of in any of your last five serious-ish relationships. A bit sad really.” She paused for a second to let me stew. “Plus, I am a princess and it just has a good princess name ring to it,” Gabby said cheerfully.

“I am lost but don’t think I care,” Jasna said. “Let’s actually talk about what matters and that’s what do we do with you? I don’t think I can hide you in the city as a core, lead-lined box or not. Tiesa will find you in my apartment as she just starts cleaning when she comes over. Are you even recovered yet from removing a shard?”

“Yeah, feeling way better but not recovered enough to want to actually be deployed. Can you get me an essence stone? I think that will do it. I have given a few out and this drained and slightly fractured feeling is the same after I did. Otherwise, it will take a few weeks. How are you liking your bond?” Gabby asked me.

Realizing Steve wasn’t here, I panicked for a second before remembering he was with Tiesa so he’d be fine and well-cared for. And overfed.

“He’s a handful. Did you choose species?”

“Nope, wasn’t strong enough to be able to do that. What’d you get?”

“Sugar glider,” I said as Jasna said “Focus!”

“I’ll show you him later but yes, Jasna is absolutely correct. We need to figure out a solution here. Especially so we don’t get found and you at best get destroyed. I know Ratmir would probably literally kill a hundred small animals or maybe that many small humans to get to study you. And he’s of the smellier variety.” I paced back and forth while trying to think.

I’m not ready for this conversation. I wanted to think a few more days…

We discussed possibilities for another 30 minutes before circling back to essentially the first few things we discussed.

“Okay, okay, let’s sum this up,” I said, raising my hand.

“He’s making an annoying hand gesture, isn’t he? He kept doing that in the dungeon, with those dorks or by himself.” Gabby chuckled while Jasna looked like she was holding back a smile.

“Yes, and let me cook for a bit. And I know you know what that means Gabby, Jasna it just means let me talk and go on. So first, we have to be careful where we deploy you because some people are powerful enough to sense a dungeon or rift. And there is some scanning equipment that might point you out but it’s very rarely used. So when we do deploy you, it should be close enough to a higher Tier rift to mask your presence.

“Second, you can only hold an entrance mirage – like you did after we fake destroyed you – for a few hours. So we have to find a place where a cave mouth isn’t going to look bizarre. And we also have to find a place that doesn’t have so much traffic that someone will discover you.

“Third, you need either time, especially outside a lead-lined box, to absorb more essence, or you need a Tier 1 essence stone. That will help you recover enough to be deployed.

“Fourth, for now, I am going to take you in a lead-lined box to the inn. Jasna brought this plain one and she’s going to figure out how to get the other box back to Katarina; we’ll try to come up with something convincing to throw Tiesa off on why it was missing.

“Fifth, I am not going to bow and address you as ‘Your Royal Highness’ whenever I speak to you Gabby. Did I get it all?” I asked, ticking things off my fingers as I read what I had jotted down in my notes app.

“Well, the fifth is wrong but yes, I think for now, we want to look for a place to deploy me near here. I also won’t have near enough essence to give an awesome reward like, what did you say his name was again? Steve? Really?!”

“Not having it. He picked it after about twenty minutes of suggestions,” I said and finally just plopped on the ground, too exhausted from running down issues and contingencies.

Just like the old days. I kind of miss this but also really don’t…

“It’s true. I wanted Pancake to win. He refused,” Jasna said dejectedly.

“Pancakes should always win,” Gabby said sagely. “Back to my point, I need dead bodies with essence to create great rewards. So bring me yummy corpses. And I’ll tell you if I am getting too high on null and we need to purge again. It feels like a more manageable concentration here but I’ve only been out for a few minutes.”

“And we’re agreed that we aren’t bringing in anyone on this yet? And when we do, it will be Jasna letting Tiesa know first but not where Gabby is, right?” I asked, wrapping up.

“Y— someone’s coming,” Jasna said calmly.

Oh, sodus.

***

“What the hell do you think you’re doing in there! Come out with your hands and your pants up!” a gruff voice bellowed through the foliage.

“What about if we come out with both down instead?” Jasna called back and then let out an almighty giggle. As she reached for her waistband, I couldn’t help but tilt my head at her. “No, you’re right, best not,” she murmured to me and shrugged.

“I didn’t bring dinner so not fair to ask you to bring the show!” the man yelled back. “Coming in so put your clothes on quickly!” A leg poked through a clearing between two trees and wiggled around in the air, the rest of Gabor following soon after.

He looked between us and then seemed to investigate the area around us, getting down to examine the grass. “Oh, my lovely and scary wife told me to come investigate why Jazzy snuck you off. Were you really just out here talking?” He shook his head and muttered, “Freaking weirdos.”

“We needed to have a private conversation. Terry had been storing the artifacts we found at the facility in Katarina’s box but she was starting to look for it. So I got him a new lead-lined box. You know how bad it is for the objects and spatial storage item both when you store anything highly magical in one.” I looked to Jasna, surprised at her easy lie but also worried about the pile of artifacts currently potentially doing damage to my storage ring.

“Well whatever. I’ll get the box back to Katarina – did you know she had the gall to ask me if we took it? When did the guard even investigate the carriage? And are you sure there wasn’t anything more going on out here? Why did you sneak away, couldn’t that have happened in the city?” Gabor was circling back to his guard persona, digging deeper when things didn’t add up.

“You know how I don’t ask or talk to Tee-Tee about your card games or that random warrior that sometimes appears in the fighting pits? Let’s have you do the same,” Jasna said as she picked up the ornate box and handed it to Gabor.

“You drive a hard bargain but deal. Get back to town soon, Tiesa is really wondering and she’ll come out here herself. I don’t think either of you want that. Wait, why can’t I send a message?” I saw Jasna move subtly. “Nope, there it went through, weird blip,” Gabor said.

Suddenly I got fourteen messages from Tiesa on my AAI asking increasingly insistent questions about where we went and what we were doing. Jasna’s leg was pressed against the simple box she brought to house Gabby.

My friend shrugged and began jogging back to the city, carrying the ornate box to presumably deliver to Katarina.

I lifted up the box lid slightly. “Any reason you decided to block AAI messages? And how did you do it without causing a pop-up?”

“I am an enigma wrapped in a mystery. Like a burrito with an unknown meat and fillings. Will it be beans or rice or something terrible like a lot of lettuce? Did they add the guac? Did they scrimp on the cheese? Or use that gross liquid stuff? That’s going to ruin the integrity of the tortilla! Is that pork or chicken?” Gabby made a noise like she was really considering something deep and looking off into the distance. Jasna looked incredibly confused.

Ignoring the strange woman of a dungeon, I asked, “So what do we do here? I think I should take the box to Vana’s but we need a better place for it and you should head directly to Tiesa to distract her long enough for me to make it back. What will distract her?”

“If she thinks we were out here for amorous interaction.” The way Jasna said it was so matter-of-fact, it was far more funny than sexy. Like the most awkward teacher in the school trying to teach sex-ed. “Okay, she can tell when I am lying, so I need you to kiss me.”

“Wait, what?” I said, utterly confused.

“Oh, do you not want to? Okay, hmm. What lie will she believe?”

What the jebbie is happening here…?

“Uh, no, it’s okay. I just, you know, tend to do that with someone I’m dating not to convince someone of a lie… Yeah, I have no idea here but I’ll help you sell the lie, yes.” I leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek.

She rolled her eyes, then put her hand on the back of my head leaning in to kiss me on the lips.

More a coming together of mouths than a kiss honestly…

It lasted five seconds. I knew it was that long because I could literally feel her counting.

It wasn’t the worst kiss of my lives but it was probably even more awkward than my first kiss in my first body.

And that attempted makeout session ended rather abruptly with me accidentally kissing her eyelid.

“Okay, that should be enough for me to convince her.” She nodded and jogged off, picking up speed as she headed for the gates.

Standing stunned for a few seconds, I picked up the box and slowly started trudging back to town, mumbling to myself the entire time.

***

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: Don’t play around with Jasna. She’s not the best at the relationship thing. And come get Steve, he’s getting grumpy.]

[Incoming Message from Katarina Illeva: A messenger just dropped off the box. They said a courier dropped it off with them to deliver to our estate. I am not sure what contraband you smuggled past the guards but just use a damn storage item next time. My possessions are not your toys or tools.]

[Incoming Message from Gabor Gogol: Wait, so you were out there smooching? I need all the deets. You, me, Risto at his place.]

[Incoming Message from Risto Lazarov: DEETS!]

Why will my AAI translate ‘deets’ but not swear words…

I slowly headed towards Gabor and Tiesa’s house after dropping off Gabby, knowing this was going to be an awkward night for sure. Just thinking about the kiss made me blush though I wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment at how awkward it was or something else.

As I was a block away, a familiar voice called out, “Hey, was hoping to catch you now. We got an emergency assignment ‘offer’ about five minutes ago. Though it’s not actually an offer as much as a demand. They think a rift just outside town is going to break in the next half day, maybe hour or less. Really nasty one too, mix of flying and fast land-based animals, will mess things up.” Pavel was coming from behind me from the direction of the inn and was already wearing his gear.

“I need to grab Steve, we have to test his allocation bracelet,” I said, pointing to the Gogol abode. “But you need to come in there with me.” I hoped to use him to skip over the awkward conversation Tiesa and Gabor surely wanted to have.

At my knock, the many voices emanating from the house only got louder, all laughing and boisterous. And of course Steve sensed me through our shared bond as I felt him wake up.

“There he is! Get in here! You fooled me good, you really were out there for— uh, can I help you?” Gabor turned towards Pavel.

“Sorry, need to collect Steve and then we have to go,” I said to a chorus of boos from Tiesa and Risto who were within earshot but couldn’t see Pavel standing there. I raised my voice over them. “Looks like imminent rift break, suddenly shot up in essence level or something. Just south of the city. So while I know you all want to grill us, I have more important things to do.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #17: When the opportunity to redirect attention is laid on a platter for you, take it. Use your provided resources to the fullest, even if that’s only to get out of an awkward conversation.

Are my tips getting less helpful? Nope, that one is definitely reusable.

“How are you getting there?” Gabor asked, all mirth gone from his features in an instant. “Do the guards at the gate know to be on the lookout?”

“I don’t know sir, you’d have to ask them. We’re here to collect Steve and head out immediately.” Pavel dropped into a persona of someone subservient reporting to the guard quite easily.

“He’s not a sir here, he’s just Gabs,” Tiesa said as she appeared holding a sleepy and grumpy Steve. “Do you need us as guards?” she asked to Pavel.

“It’s just outside the city so should be fine. Maybe twenty minutes by horse. We have the four from the facility and then the city is permanently loaning us another. We don’t have time to round up more horses. You could guard the rift distortion in case it breaks while we’re in there? Anyway, we need to get going.” Pavel put a hand on my shoulder as Steve took up residence on the other.

Tiesa handed me a small backpack-like contraption. “Here, the prototype for Steve’s back harness. It’s not fully ready so I wasn’t going to show it to you yet as I don’t love it, but it should provide good enough protection for a single delve.” It went over my shoulders and had a decent amount of structural support but nothing to really protect him from a direct attack. The lattice of metal bars would keep him from falling out but the bars were too thin for my taste.

It kinda reminds me of those backpacks for taking a cat on a walk with you.

“Not sure about this but I guess it’ll have to do,” I said.

As we exited the gate five minutes later at a run, Pavel finished reading me in on the small amount of info we had on the rift.

“We want to get there as soon as possible. We should be able to get our footing inside and then plan better but they thought it might break tonight.” Vidas handed me the reins. “We ride hard and fast.”

The fifteen minute journey left the horses spent and my butt slightly sore. We couldn’t even talk without yelling so we communicated little. When we arrived, there was one tired and scared-looking man there who had called in the imminent break. As soon as we came into view, he got on his horse and left, pelting back for the city.

The rift entrance itself felt different, even from the pen where we put our horses a few hundred feet from the distortion in space. It vibrated with a light that quickly strobed through the color spectrum and seemed to hum and beat in rhythm with my heart against my cores.

“Okay, we can feel how full it is. We need to get in there now and then we can figure out the plan.” Vidas turned to me. “Rifts rarely break once someone enters, especially if they can clear a few monsters quickly.”

Pavel went down the line checking everyone’s gear. “Terry, I know you are capable but let us handle this. We don’t have many healing potions left and didn’t get a restock in town yet. I know you hate just being the essence sponge but this was already a hard Tier 1 rift. Protect yourself more than anything else.”

With a final nod, he and his brother entered. Inara followed 30 seconds later and Romie another 30 seconds after that with me close on their heels.

I exited the distortion into a scene of mildly controlled chaos.

The team had deployed their glow stones and I quickly followed suit. The dusky forest – is it always a forest in the green zone? – was bathed in the fading light of a twilight that barely shone through the canopy of the sparse but incredibly massive trees.

They were like oaks that had been growing for well over a hundred years on Earth, the radius on every single one was over six feet (2m). Their canopies extended extremely high into the sky but had branches far closer to the ground than I wanted.

Because of the swooping, squawking feathered dinosaurs.

They looked like a kid with an overactive imagination tried to make a small velociraptor fly – an unholy combination of the grace and speed of a hawk with a face filled with outward-jutting teeth that were clearly used for tearing. They even had a leading blade-like tooth and two more protuberances, one from each temple on their heads, that looked razor-sharp.

Luckily for us, the skyborne abominations made a sound as they started their dives, else we’d have silent assassins dropping from above wielding knives from their faces and feet alike.

As I entered, I pulled my shield and focused only on defending.

Two dinobirds were already dead on the ground, spreading a pool of sickly green blood as two of the larger, land-based variety battled with Pavel and Vidas.

These were more like ostriches or emus though with heavy cudgel-like appendages for arms.

One leapt into the air to try to dig its talons across Pavel’s stomach but he expertly parried, causing it to slightly lose balance. He followed by lightly thumping it in the face with his shield, causing it to shriek in rage and strike in fury with its beak against his shield.

Both movements were designed to let Inara slip behind and she managed three dagger strikes – right, left, right – to the back of one leg before jumping away, avoiding a plunging head from the emu-like beast and a dive from a different monster above.

I’ll call them raptorsoars and then wannasoars. Heh. Quite proud of those names. 

After Romie dispatched two of the flying monsters, causing two more to scatter, it was an easy mop-up led by Vidas and Pavel. Meanwhile Inara took turns either distracting the weirdly agile beasts or landing crippling blows to their legs.

“Wow, those looked like a tough battle,” I said, gently petting Steve.

“Yeah, it really is full to bursting if there are that many enemies just inside the entrance distortion,” Inara said, cleaning her knife on the feathers of a wannasoar.

“Uh, sorry Vidas but we need a few minutes. Just killing two before Terry could take the null wiped me. I feel like hot garbage,” Pavel said to his brother, not even waiting for a response and plopping to the ground.

“Agreed,” Romie said and did the same.

“Okay, but let’s review footage while we wait. I could only watch a bit while riding, didn’t want to fall off again. Embarrassing and painful.” Vidas also sat down.

I probed Steve through our connection and he seemed more excited than anything and his allocation bracelet filter – green essence only – seemed to be working so he had zero complaints outside of not being fed right that instant.

I tried to keep him quiet and calm to not attract more attention from any dinobirds. He examined and then experimentally took a bite of a corpse but spit out the feathers, looking utterly betrayed.

After ten minutes of rest and watching videos of past runs, Vidas circled everyone up.

“Tactical assessment. Let me know if I missed anything. The two sets of monsters work extremely well together. The air-based ‘swooping lizards of claw and maw’ are known to scout out and alert their ground-based cousins. They rarely swoop unless they get critical mass but stay alert anyway. Two people spotting the trees at all times to call out for Romie.

“The ground-based lizards are rather hearty and can take a beating. My fight where I only had to tie one up and protect from swoops was inching up on medium difficulty. We want to lure them in smaller groups. That means moderate noise attraction protocol. Unfortunately, our scent lures won’t work.

“Terry, you are to be next to Inara or Romie at all times, one spotting the trees and one spotting the ground for an ambush. Retreat to a safe distance and keep an eye out when we engage. We work on bringing them to us in small groups if we can. Based on past recordings, the boss can call any we haven’t killed to herself so we need to sweep before we get there.”

Vidas looked at everyone and got a series of nods.

“Are we collecting bodies or resources?” I asked.

“Nope, this is about being efficient. If you have room and it won’t dirty up your spatial items, do as you please. But safety is crucial here.”

With that, we headed off into the forest, our small glowing beacons pushing back the doom and gloom of sudden talon strikes from above.

            

    
        Chapter 22, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                “Inara, 12 o’clock!” I shouted to her as one of the raptorsoars swooped from behind, only grasping air as the woman easily ducked then leapt forward behind it to slice off its wing. The piteous moan it let out was quickly silenced as Romie skewered it with an arrow.

Pavel was once again focusing on tying up multiple opponents, using his shield masterfully to knock talons, fangs, and head-blades aside, often landing small cuts that further enraged the two wannasoars trying to attack from directly in front.

Not the smartest tacticians.

He used a quick shield bash to the one on his right, ducking to stay covered behind his shield as he jabbed downward with his spear around the edge of the shield, shaving off a large chunk of the scaly hide covering its leg. The well-positioned shield took both blows, one from an enraged face and the other from two powerful legs extending to try to rip into his protection and tear it from his grasp.

But none of us saw the raptorsoar that dove silently from the branches above until it was too late.

It raked down the side of his neck. A spout of blood landed multiple feet away. As it took off, it bit against his shoulder, though only ripping away a piece of his armor.

“Pavel, moderate to severe injury to neck, shore up!” I called, pressing further against a trunk to protect my back, especially Steve, from the same fate.

Inara dashed in, sticking a dagger into the side of one of the attacking land-based beasts. She left the jagged blade there as she moved to distract the other with a shout and a kick to the shin.

It retaliated in kind with a leg swoop and the woman only barely dodged the strike that would have torn off part if not all of her lower leg. She quickly made her way to a tree and used its bulk to try to cover some of her body, seemingly well aware it opened her up to an attack from behind.

Once in melee range, it’s crazed eye focused on her and the monster let out a bellowing cry. The deranged look quickly dulled as blood splattered from the ruined socket.

“Thanks Romie!” Inara called lightly as she ran back into battle.

Pavel took the respite given to him by his team and downed half a healing potion. The blood flow from his neck slowed but still continued, dribbling down over his armor to pool at his feet, staining the leaves at his feet a coppery red.

Vidas charged a wannasoar with his sword held out like a lance, blade perpendicular to the ground. From what we’d seen, sometimes the dinobirds couldn’t see well directly in front of them in the heat of battle.

Unfortunately, it didn’t work as the monster easily reared back and smashed both feet into the flat of the blade, sending it careening off to the tank’s left. Vidas spun with the momentum, easily dodging the follow-up bite attack, and cleaved the head clean off, sending it flying.

Much like a chicken on Earth, apparently these giant bird wannabes could still run without a head as the body went berserk, slashing all around itself until it tipped over and subsequently went still.

Romie hadn’t been slouching, killing three of the flyers, including the one that swooped at me after I missed with my throwing knife. They also injured the wings of two others, taking them out of the fight.

The fight finished, at least for that moment, we quickly retreated to near the rift entrance to recuperate and revaluate.

“Pavel, how bad?” Vidas asked.

“I lost a fair bit of blood but the potion is doing its work. Still pissed Councilor Illeva convinced us she’d get a discount so we didn’t buy today.” Pavel punched the ground then winced slightly which Inara laughed at quietly.

“No use crying over unbought healing supplies,” Romie said shrugging.

“We’ve only got four total left. Ration them like your lives depend on it. Because they do. If we exit and it was going to break, it will break on top of us.”

“Wait, what?” I asked. “I haven’t heard that before.”

“This was directly on the brink of breaking. It was probably under a bell away. When it’s that full, it will still break when this instance no longer exists if we don’t relieve the essence pressure valve by killing the boss and getting the reward,” Inara said helpfully. “They’ll probably need someone to delve it again in the next few days to make sure it doesn’t break.”

A ping went off in my AAI. [Reminder: Check on daily progress towards

1) taking control of your destiny and progress

2) advancing to the next Tier

3) training your fighting abilities]

Well, sodus.

“Guys, I think I need to participate more,” I said. I considered just keeping quiet but knew if I entered the fight myself without warning them, it would cause more harm than any good that could come to me.

“No, that’s a bad idea,” Vidas said, then turned to the rest of the group. “Okay, continue with the plan.”

“Wait, I wasn’t done discussing this,” I said.

“I—” Vidas pointed to the rest of the group, “—we were done. It’s an order. Move out.”

***

Two fights later, things went bad.

It started pretty much like the previous: Scout out. Take down a flyer just as it alerted the wannasoars to rush in and attack. Brace for the initial surge from the ground-based beasts. Counter effectively. Wear them down. Stay protected.

But Vidas messed up.

The start of the fight went better than expected. The initial wannasoar – they always came in at least groups of twos or threes it seemed – overextended on its first attack, giving Romie a clear shot at its neck. While the barbed arrow didn’t kill immediately, the monster was severely weakened.

Inara cast her [Restricting Vines] spell on it so it could be easily taken down. But Vidas chose to leave it for later, calling everyone to focus on the two further squawking feathered dinosaurs rushing at the group with murder in their eyes.

A bright light and haunting sound exploded outwards, casting the battle into sharp relief and ringing my eardrums almost to bursting. It was a deathcry. It was a battlecry.

The dying wannasoar did something we hadn’t seen yet: it used a skill or technique. The feathered dinosaur started glowing a faint blue that quickly changed to a pale but flashing yellow.

Then, with a faint pop, the explosion.

Always finish the job means everyone!

All that was left of the beast was a slightly simmering pile of feathers and goo with two giant unattached bird legs.

Gross but man does that smell good.

“That was in the delve records! That calls more to them!” I yelled out and immediately went on alert. It was an incredibly unlucky break, only occurring once every hundred delves or so.

I felt the essence from the beast hit my cores as I Tiered up to Tier 1.2. The mild euphoric feeling was more than offset but our situation.

Not a great time to celebrate but still a good thing if I’m needed.

A rising crescendo of screams and squawks heralded the wave of dull green and white feathers that blotted out our view of the twinkling sky. The sudden swooping storm descended from the canopy above.

Romie deployed multiple enchantments from their bow and used a number of clearly magical ammunition, shooting arrows almost indiscriminately in the sky as they found their targets or created wider areas of effect. Ten were knocked down immediately and Inara swept through in her dance of death, dispatching any that still had enough strength to shake a tail feather.

That still left another ten fliers that quickly overwhelmed Pavel and Vidas, leading to a retreat against trees. One of the wannasoars that had answered the explosive summons turned to rush Romie instead of following Vidas.

The archer dove to the side but still got a nasty gash down their leg for not being fast enough.

While the team was occupied, a wannasoar came from an angle the team couldn’t have expected – where our previous fight had been fifteen minutes prior.

I couldn’t make myself heard over the cacophony anyway and I knew from past experience, my AAI translation wouldn’t be prioritized. All it would sound like was me making noise.

So I did what was necessary.

I engaged, dashing in front and lifting my shield to take the initial strike from its club-like arm.

It hit like a late 90s era baseball player who used so many steroids their testicles were smaller than a grain of sand.

I was pushed back hard enough it felt like a joke scene from an anime. Having to dig your heels in to not slide back twenty feet (6m) just didn’t make sense physics wise to me.

The beast followed up with a quick jab head strike. I dodged rather than blocked, expecting – and being proven correct – it would quickly swipe with its back foot.

I interposed my shield well, knocking the terrifying and enraged emu slightly off balance. Stepping into my strike, I swung my morningstar to great effect, smashing into its leg to try to destabilize it further.

The crunch and subsequent screech were incredibly satisfying but I heard a cry behind me that could only mean one thing as I felt a terrible wave of dread roil through to my very soul.

But it wasn’t my own fear.

I yanked my weapon back, creating a small spurt of blood, and rolled to the side.

I heard rather than felt the flying monster latch on to the backpack cage and Steve’s screams go from terrified to anguished and pained.

I swung down ineffectively behind my back, still keeping an eye on the wannasoar that could easily kill me if I gave it the room to.

As Steve’s cries for help escalated, I dashed backwards towards Inara, showing her my back quickly and barely noticing her cloak wrapped around where her right hand should be.

Her face went from confused to white then to a murderous rage that almost stopped me in my tracks. I heard her slicing into the animal that had been prying at Steve’s cage and felt the hot blood against the back of my neck as I turned to engage the still maddened emu from hell.

It leapt from 10 feet (3m) away and I called out to Inara, hoping my translation would go through so she didn’t accidentally stab Steve when it impacted.

From the corner of my eye, I saw her dart away just as the lumbering monster made contact with one foot crashing into my shield as I spun to avoid the second. The glancing blow did little to hurt or arrest the monster’s momentum but I quickly pirouetted.

Gritting my teeth, I slammed my morningstar down with all my might on the back of its skull.

The dull thud, first of the weapon and then the beast’s body to the ground did little to improve the situation.

I couldn’t see Steve but I felt through our bond as his life was slowly slipping away, one tiny heartbeat at a time.

There were only four remaining flyers but still three wannasoars, two engaging Vidas while Pavel and Inara looked to finish one off quickly.

Romie looked to be okay but was still bleeding profusely. Their arrows were soaring wide instead of the usually precise shots and they only managed to clip one of the raptorsoars in the three quick shots I saw. On top of that, their quiver was close to empty.

Realizing I had to move quickly and with the cage still attached to my back, I rushed the wannasoar that Pavel and Inara were whitling down.

Coming from behind, it didn’t even suspect the attack to the back of its neck.

While it wasn’t a killing blow, it effectively removed the head as a weapon from the nearly broken neck and Pavel tied up its legs as Inara slashed its throat with her off hand.

Another flyer swooped at me and my angry baseball swing sent it flying, a gaping hole in its chest from a spike, to smash against a tree.

Rushing in to smash the leg of one of the wannasoars on Vidas, I wasn’t quick enough to dodge the plunging head of the other.

I felt the spray of blood down the side of my face rather than saw it.

Hard to see it with a ruined eye.

But I didn’t care. I smashed my way through the first of the giant lizard chickens of death, receiving two more strikes, one claw and one maw, for my trouble.

I continued to smash the beast long after it was dead, making a disgusting pulp on the forest floor.

Finally, my rage subsided as I realized the fight was over and I screamed for someone to help Steve. I felt his heartbeat – and even his panic and pain – fading with every second.

“We have to focus on Inara. She lost a hand. We need her,” I heard Vidas say quietly to Pavel.

“If Terry dies, so does our home. And he won’t fight if Steve dies. Think brother. At least stabilize the little guy,” Pavel said as Romie was trying to help me remove the backpack.

“Just cut the straps. Get it off. I have to see him,” I said robotically. My heart was beating a million miles a minute.

Weird that. It still works when it’s broken.

Finally, they got the ruined contraption off me so I could see his ruined face.

Both eyes had been slashed, ruinous pits of seeping crimson, and he was bleeding from a number of talon slashes.

His tiny fist was wrapped around part of a claw he’d ripped from his would-be killer.

I heard a thump and an exclamation but my tunnel vision – likely enhanced by only having one working eye – was only focused on the little ball of deviousness and fluff.

Though he’s far more blood-spattered than fluffy at the moment.

I felt the last of his life leaving him, his tiny paw falling limp at his side, and felt an incredibly emptiness overwhelm me to my soul.

Pavel swam into view and started to pour something on Steve’s wounds and quickly opened his mouth to pour more down his throat.

I felt a shock of pain through our bond as Steve’s tiny fist swung out in a weak punch and he let out a piteous moan.

“More,” was all I said.

Vidas shouted to stop. “More,” I said forcefully.

“Terry we need—” Inara began.

She cut off as I screamed, “MORE!”

I raised my one working eye to look each of them in the face. “More,” I said quietly but with venom that couldn’t be matched by a Tier 20 serpent of legend.

“He’s stabilized. He’ll live. We need to save you now. You’ve lost a lot of blood and are losing more. You will die.” Romie lifted my head to look into their eyes and then tilted it back down to look at my own intestines laying in a pile on the ground.

“I don’t care. Save him first,” I said, crying softly and shoving the potion away.

Tears coming from a ruined eye hurt almost as bad as any other physical injury but were nothing next to how I felt emotionally.

Not like this…

“He won’t listen. We have to do what’s necessary,” was the last thing I heard, as Vidas circled behind me.

***

I groggily awoke, immediately probing my bond connection with Steve. He was still alive though in significant pain.

I felt at the back of my own head and ran my fingers gingerly across the lump.

“Okay, what the absolute fuck do you think you are doing!?” I yelled and Inara quickly covered my mouth with her still blood-soaked hand.

I tried to say something but she clamped harder.

It’s really awful to taste your own blood mixed with someone else’s. Gross.

“Terry, we get it. We had to move you both to a safer location but lots of noise could still attract them. You might be pissed but we can all still survive this,” she said slightly shakily into my ear.

“Sure, and Steve is permanently blinded and I’m down to one eye,” I said, managing to inject a bit of calm into my voice despite my roiling emotions.

“Almost anything can be healed. Yes, getting a healing potion in you quick heals it up correctly but even scar tissue and ruined eyes can be healed over some sessions by a high-level healer. All we have left are those suspect healing potions we got and one last high quality from Pitola,” she said, gently stroking my hair.

“I’m not a child,” I hissed at her and she gently laid my head down to stand up and walk away.

Shit, that was comforting… Wait, I can see from both eyes.

“Why did you heal me and not him? He’s days old. And you left him like this?” I was rocketing between emotions, hope to despair to pain to righteous indignation to embarrassment to everything in between.

“Your injuries would have killed you. We fed you an entire potion. Mostly it went to your stomach but it apparently healed the eye well enough to see out of?” Pavel asked, squatting and giving me an inscrutable look.

“We can give him one of the suspect potions but I expect the impurities will be sky high and he won’t be able to take more healing for a while.” Vidas crouched to look me in the eye and point at Steve; I quickly slapped his hand away to his shrug. “He’s stable. Don’t do more damage to him. And I won’t give you the last potion. We still need to kill a few more before we can take on the boss and we’re already not in good shape.”

“I could leave you know,” I said, crossing my arms in what I knew was a petulant way but I hardly cared.

“No, you can’t. One, the rift will break and kill you both almost instantly, even with the guard they hopefully have stationed outside. Two, I simply won’t let you. The null essence is weirdly too high here. It somehow suddenly spiked as a percentage of the total essence. It will kill us if you leave and we can’t handle a full break either. I don’t want to restrain you, but I will.” The large man didn’t even need to do something intimidating to be imposing.

“This is all your fault! Everyone knows – or at least everyone who isn’t an idiot knows – you finish the damn job. Instead, you just crippled it and moved on. But it had the last laugh. How can anyone even trust you?” I asked, pointing at Vidas’ face with a wavering finger.

Silence reigned for a full minute.

“Terry, please,” Romie begged, their eyes pleading more than their words ever could.

Finally, I acquiesced, nodding. “I will go with you but we’re done after today. I can’t trust you,” I said and Inara shook her head sadly.

I put the almost ruined body of Steve back into his wrecked cage, wrapped up in as much clothing and other soft materials I could find in my pack, and put it on facing the front so I could protect him with my shield.

“I’m going to kill that blacksmith,” Pavel said, eyeing the contraption.

“Couldn’t be helped. Talons have skills,” Romie said to multiple sharp looks from the rest of the group. “Couldn’t get through strong Tier 1 metal otherwise.”

“Katarina really skimped on not going with Tier 2 or even Tier 3 metals. That utter <redacted>. I said we couldn’t trust her,” Inara said.

“Focus up. We still have to clear this. We’ve released some of the essence tension but it could still break if we take too long. Yes, I know, it’s rare but this situation is weird as hell. We’re going cautiously.” Vidas motioned for us all to follow.

For a second, I considered leaving out of spite. But it would mean everyone’s death, not a late report or someone getting chewed out.

Get through this, protect Steve.

I started trudging after the group, gritting my teeth with every step as it slightly jostled the small, mewling baby of a bond attached to my front.

***

We had far more grueling but controlled fights as we swept through the rest of the rift. I had to block off two of the raptorsoars from going directly for Steve – it was like he was a magnet and I wondered if they could sense weakness.

The fights were much harder with Inara’s severely weakened hand – potions could reattach a limb but it would take more than one to fully heal it; she took three to four ‘dash and slashes’, as she called them, behind a wannasoar to cripple it enough for Vidas or Pavel to finish it off versus one to two previously.

Romie was down to mundane arrows only as they had depleted all their expensive ones in the battle where most of us were hurt.

I could feel the essence in the rift shift slightly – the air didn’t feel quite as electric and the smell that lingered just at the edge of my senses seemed to dull from a crisp ozone to a hint of peat.

As we rested up for the final fight, Romie came over and rested a hand on my shoulder for a quick moment before walking away to concentrate. Inara came over and laid a hand on mine as I was stroking the now-sleeping Steve.

“I’m sorry. I can’t believe he did that… No, I absolutely can, and that’s a problem. He will be held accountable. You needed the potion but I think there were other ways. And I can tell you that at least I believe it wasn’t about the money.”

I just gave her a tired glare back.

“You’re right, shouldn’t be defending him. I’m sorry. For that and for all of this.”

“Shouldn’t have even brought him,” Vidas muttered looking at my small bond struggling to breathe.

And that was the thing I couldn’t help but agree with.

In the moment, it seemed like the logical thing to do. He had protection, we needed to test his allocation bracelet, I had a peak Tier 1 team who had escorted multiple people to the peak of the Tier.

It was their job, they had this. Or at least were supposed to.

But it was a dumb risk.

Looking back, I just hadn’t adjusted my plan to new circumstances.

I had planned to pick up Steve when I headed to Gabor and Tiesa’s so I did.

It didn’t make much sense when I really thought about it but I didn’t care much, just needed someone else to blame for the pain and suffering caused to the – mostly – innocent creature laid before me, struggling to just exist for another minute.

My anger continued to well up and threatened to boil over but I sat and stewed while the team planned.

What else could I have done?

Post my one mistake, I didn’t think anything.

Yes, I rushed that wannasoar but it would have eviscerated at least one of the team. I made the right call and still lost. Almost lost everything.

Wow, already thinking of Steve like that? Is this natural or the bond?

…Do I care?

Vidas’ call to get ready for the final charge shook me from my introspection.

“Terry, stay back no matter what. We have this,” he said, turning to me.

“Eat a bag of dicks Vidas,” I spat back to poorly stifled laughs from Inara and Romie. “I am not stupid enough to rush in but I need you to survive this long enough for us to get out. All I care is that he lives.”

The man merely shrugged and turned away muttering, “If he weren’t so important to the Kingdom…”

I hefted my shield onto my bruised arm and tested it against the cage, seeing I wouldn’t disturb Steve too much. He gave me a pained and sleepy imitation of a one-two punch and a small smile.

We’ve got this.

I’ve got this.
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                We didn’t have this.

Typically, the final fight in the rift consisted of two extremely fast raptorsoars, two flying dinobirds that were closer to mammoth eagles than their faster flying dinobirds of a feather, two larger wannasoars, and one colossal feathered beast that looked like a T-rex had relations with a chicken – all power and little speed or grace.

But probably good eating?

This time, there were three each of the flying creatures along with the two normal emu-like monsters. The bipedal Chicken-Rex had overlapping but moveable plates like a pangolin along its legs and tail, making it even harder to damage, as well as longer arms that were essentially poles with sharp hooks on the end.

As we’d discussed, the general strategy was to try to down the flyers as fast as possible. With only mundane arrows and a depleted mana pool, Romie did their best but it was still not easy to take down a single of the fast flyers, let alone three.

Like a homing missile, one of the larger birds took to the air aiming straight for me even though I was at least 30 paces behind the rest of the group.

Protect Steve.

I prepared for a protracted fight as I saw the others start to engage in their own fights. The clucking roar of the giant monster shook the trees, causing branches to fall down.

It was distracting. But not just to us.

As a branch grazed the giant raptorsoar coming for Steve, I leapt into action. Romie simultaneously hit it in the back with an arrow while I swung in a one-handed overhead strike, trying to ground the beast.

It worked.

But not to my advantage.

The giant flying dinosaur was far more comfortable on land than I expected, launching a quick claw attack from below, impossibly twisting its claw like it had 360 degree lateral rotation to grab upwards and latching onto the bottom edge of my shield, almost tearing it in two.

It tried to pull me forward to unbalance me and launch a strike with its beak at the same time.

Luckily, the footage we reviewed showed it liked to grab onto shields and try to peck at faces. I let go of my shield – my backup shield – and interposed my morningstar directly in front of my face two handed, gritting my teeth, and angled at its throat.

It did most of the work smashing itself against a multitude of spikes and tearing away in agony, leaving a great gash across its neck, spelling its impending doom.

I couldn’t relax though as said doom was still seconds away.

I quickly summoned my main shield to my arm, smashed it into the face of the monster, and then used an upswinging strike with my spiked weapon to its shoulder joint, crippling its wing.

Finish the job.

I quickly smashed it twice on the head with the morningstar and waited for the onrush of essence.

Before I could feel it, I had to leap back as one of the fast flyers dove from above, spinning like a top with its blades folded onto the top of its head, acting like a would-be drill seeking either my or Steve’s flesh.

I interposed my shield and got a small glancing blow to its wing, slowing it slightly.

I danced around behind the giant dying bird on the ground and smashed the back of its head once more, feeling the essence pour into me, and leaving the morningstar embedded in its crushed skull.

The fast flyer used that as an opening to dive for my throat but that had been my plan. I angled the shield to cover Steve if this didn’t work as I hoped and lifted my hand with throwing knives between each of my fingers, quick to get them in front of the talons.

I lost a pinky, it lost both feet.

Better than fair trade. The good ol’ Wolverine.

I quickly stored the digit in my bag for hopeful reattachment later, remembering my ring would actually make it decompose faster.

Despite my slightly unbalanced hand, five throwing knife heaves later and I grounded the quickly flitting flying fiend that had gone for me. I grabbed my morningstar and smashed it twice to paste in the bed of reddening leaves before rejoining the larger fight.

Pavel was down to one leg but fighting valiantly against the behemoth while one of the giant wannasoars laid dead to the side. Vidas was distracting the other while Inara laid waste to the back of its neck through a quick series of dash and slash attacks, taking more risks given our general predicament.

One fast flyer was still swooping though noticeably drifting to the side and with a significantly reduced speed.

Romie continued to fire at a prodigious rate. They started the battle with around four hundred mundane arrows in their storage bag and looked like they might try to use all of them before it was done.

The remaining giant flying raptorsoar heard the scream of Steve, still in excruciating pain as I could feel through our bond. All the jostling had woken him and continued to exacerbate his issues though I didn’t see the bedding stain any further.

Please no new or old cuts opening. Hang in there little guy.

As it swooped at me, I knew I couldn’t use the shield trick again as my backup shield was nearly destroyed. Instead, I quickly flung a dagger at it, only to see it to bounce harmlessly off its chest to a squawk of indignation.

It was enough of a distraction for me to dive underneath and get behind it.

Steve cried in agony as we rolled along the ground, rattling his cage, and I felt it as though it were my own pain through our bond.

Gritting my teeth through the torment – physical and emotional – I swung my morningstar through to clip the back of its wing.

It wasn’t very effective.

As it tried to swing around, I mirrored its movements.

Keeping my back to the rest of the fight seemed foolish so I repositioned.

After a protracted battle of it scratching at my shield while I got in light smacks, we both landed a significant hit.

I mistimed my counter swing. Instead of hitting claw to parry, my upswinging strike smashed heavily against the underside of the bird.

As it was twisting to dig its claws into my exposed leg, it begat its own demise as the spiked ball tore through enough of its muscle and tissue to dislodge organs and viscera like the world’s worst piñata.

I screamed and Steve joined in as the flying monstrosity ripped its claw from my leg and tumbled into me, briefly pinning me to the ground, beginning its death throes.

I managed to roll out from underneath – though Steve’s cage had been compressed somewhat, to his and my dismay – and smash my morningstar down on its back hard enough to snap its spine. That left it open to two quick swings against its head – always finish the job – just as I heard a scream of agony from the rift boss area.

I turned to see Vidas hanging by his arm from the maw of the giant beast, being tossed about like a limp chew toy in puppy’s mouth.

I couldn’t fathom how he hadn’t lost the arm until I noticed his bleeding appendage was slightly glowing, though the light was fading and the man looked panicked.

I rushed to engage, ducking a swing from the poll-arms – heh, no focus! – as I smashed my morningstar seemingly ineffectually against its giant clawed toe.

I must have struck a nerve, one way or another, as it released an angry bellow and started trying to stomp me. A heavily injured but still two-armed Vidas dropped next to me and Inara dashed in to drag him out of harm’s way while he recovered.

He ripped the stopper off a potion and drank half, then handed it to Inara who dashed over to Pavel to feed him the rest.

And thus began the fight with the dreaded Chicken-Rex.

***

Vidas Lysenko, Commander of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider

Vidas had made some decisions he was less than proud of but still thought they were correct, all things considered. Knocking Terry out and barely healing the sugar glider – Steve. What a silly name for such a potentially dangerous creature – didn’t feel good, but it was clearly the right call.

In studying the rift, he had missed the ‘call of self-sacrifice’ skill the lumbering lizards of claw and maw had and it almost cost his entire Kingdom everything.

They so rarely used it. How could I have reviewed hours of footage in so short a period.

While Pitola was where he currently resided, Jelgada was home.

And it would be destroyed in a matter of months from rift breaks.

If it hasn’t been already.

No news was simultaneously good and bad news. No survivors meant no news would reach him.

Terry represented salvation. Yes, Councilor Illeva hinted at another possibility when they met but the woman couldn’t be trusted. No nobles could.

He would happily die rather than Terry, knowing his sacrifice had saved those he cared about.

Even if the guy was kind of ‘an annoying sodus’ as his brother would say.

Shaking out the unkind – but justified – thoughts, Vidas prepared his team.

At the end, he turned to his current source of mixed feelings. “Terry, stay back no matter what. We have this,” he said, turning to me.

“Eat a bag of <redacted> Vidas,” the man sporting a stylish haircut spat back to poorly stifled laughs from Inara and Romie. While he wasn’t sure of the exact word, the meaning was clear. “I am not stupid enough to rush in but I need you to survive this long enough to defeat the boss. All I care is that he lives.”

Vidas merely shrugged, turning away and muttering, “If he weren’t so important to the Kingdom…”

Slapping his face lightly, he called out the battle formation and, as they advanced, Romie began firing, trying to draw the flyers out or land a lucky shot.

After almost a minute of no success, the entire team started to move forward, Vidas in the lead yelling to draw attention to himself.

Vidas was more concerned with keeping himself and his team – and thus, this area of the Kingdom – safe and alive. His opening sweep against the giant lumbering beast beside the rift boss went better than planned.

The slight downward angle of his powerful swing managed to avoid the parry by the beast’s arm and bit deeply into its side. The sound it made was one of fury instead of agony as Vidas lamented not hitting anything vital.

With a slight twist and slicing as deeply as he could, Vidas removed his sword to block the follow-up strike from its screeching head as Inara moved in to slash at the back of its legs. The opening salvo was crucial as he needed to hold off two of the hulking ‘dinosaurs’, as Terry called them, while his team whittled everything else down.

Vidas wanted to watch the recording later to review how Pavel got injured in the first minute of battle yet managed to stay up.

Probably another silly risk. He values valor more than his life.

He didn’t think he could face two completely healthy gigantic lumbering lizards of claw and maw – maybe not even two injured… nope, have to maintain focus and a positive attitude – so wearing one down quickly was vital.

Instead of hoping the second of the giants came to him, Vidas lured the injured one – I’ll call you Alma and the uninjured one Oskar – with him and began an exhausting battle of cat and mouse.

He focused on baiting the beasts into huge swings with their beaks, arms, and talons, trusting his extremely honed combat capabilities to allow him to dodge or take only glancing blows. He also maintained his faith in his blacksmith from Pitola – clearly the ones in Velez are no good.

THUNK.

SCREAM.

Romie’s shot landed directly in the previously uninjured dinosaur’s eye, giving Vidas enough cover to also quickly land a heavy blow to Oskar’s leg.

This is going gre—OWWW!

Vidas’ momentary elation was shattered as a fast flyer landed a deep gash to his forearm.

Inara shot forward, slashing at its wing and sending it careening away but the damage was done.

Two quick arrows to the back of Alma’s leg left it hobbled just as it went for a strike with its legs. The faltering jump gave Vidas the opening to skewer the beast and he ripped upwards, cutting through bone and organ alike. The smell almost made him gag but he kept enough composure to dodge Oskar’s enraged strike at his face.

Inara dashed in and slashed at Alma’s throat two times to hasten its end while Oskar went into a frenzy.

Taking a number of small hits, Vidas used a bash with the flat of his gigantic blade to the heavily injured monster’s face, leaving Alma stunned as Inara dashed in two more times to slash at its neck, finally opening enough wounds to weaken it for a final decapitating strike from Vidas.

Jubilant in his victory, he saw the giant maw of the rift boss descending to slice his brother clean in half.

Reacting before thinking, he dashed forwards dropping his sword and pulling a wicked dagger as he couldn’t interpose the giant blade in time.

With an activation of the skill on the blade – [Impenetrable Penetrating Strike] – Vidas bodied his brother out of the way enough to get him clear while slashing the jagged blade across the giant beast’s tongue, his arm entirely in its slavering maw.

A spray of blood and saliva washed over Vidas.

In his momentary second of triumph, he realized his mistake.

The monster lifted the large man into the air and began trying to bite through the skill protecting his arm, shaking him around like he was a particularly abhorrent booger sticking valiantly to the end of a finger.

Well, I’ll lose the arm and probably my life but not my brother.

Vidas screamed as his shoulder strained under the immense forces whipping him to and fro. He started to think his arm would simply separate from his body before the teeth even got through.

I wonder which hurts more. Probably having it ripped off rather than bitten off.

And then he was falling, hitting the ground with a thud, while Terry danced away from the enraged, screaming, and stomping monstrosity that almost killed him seconds prior.

Vidas felt the warn and strong hands of Inara, his brother’s ever faithful betrothed – and secretly his favorite teammate – pull him away from danger and felt her heavy breathing on his ear.

“Healing potion you moron!” she bellowed, almost destroying his eardrum.

Heh, always with the right words that one.

Vidas uncorked the healing potion and almost downed it all, knowing it would be enough to bring his arm to full strength. But seeing his brother, he took half and handed the rest to Inara to give to his idiot sibling.

Rising to his feet, he trudged over to his longsword, swung a few times to get his momentum back, and charged while Pavel did the same.

***

Just dancing and dodging stomps and snaps, while possibly entertaining in the abstract, was the most terrifying ten seconds of my life.

Made all the worse by the dripping mixture of saliva and blood from the Chicken-Rex’s glistening mouth/beak hybrid.

Any single miscalculation like not ducking under the swinging poles with glowing dagger-like claws would lead to my, and then quickly thereafter Steve’s, doom.

Risto’s training and my AAI’s predictions kept me from becoming paste but didn’t let me do anything more than dodge, dip, duck, dive, and dodge some more.

Two screams started to contest the cries and squawks of the massive dino-chicken trying to make a meal of me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vidas rushing forwards, his sword braced like he was a rather ineffective pole vaulter.

Don’t think about that guy and the Olympics…

I still chuckled as Pavel apparently made contact first, drawing the beast’s attention to its backside. The sudden swinging of its body almost caught me as I managed to bring my shield up in time to intercept the tail whip.

I used the brief respite to enact Operation LEGO.

Pulling out my warhammer, I quickly flipped it so the spiked end was facing up, bracing it as best I could under where I guessed the beast would step.

It worked, just not all that well. The head snapped off and embedded in the underside of its foot but it seemed to more slightly unbalance the huge beast than hurt it.

Still, that moment of inattention and lack of gracefulness enabled Vidas to land a crucial blow, deeply slicing into one of its arms, leaving it lame and hanging like a kite that flew a little too high and got stuck in a tree.

The Chicken-Rex tried to snap down on Pavel, attempting to make him the snack it couldn’t of his brother, but the spear and shield wielder quickly rolled to the side and landed another hit against its tail.

The monster shrieked and moved far faster than I expected, swinging its tail around like a scythe of scaly doom to face and focus on Pavel.

Vidas seemed to anticipate it better than I could and leapt backward early.

I was barely able to get my shield up in time but Steve and I were flung twenty feet and rolled against the ground. I felt Steve’s immense pain before it became so intense, he passed out.

Knowing there were almost certainly no other monsters to try to attack him if I put his cage down, I sliced through the repaired bindings on my shoulders and put his cage behind a tree. The wrappings around him were starting to spot with crimson, which had me seeing red.

With a yell that turned into a cough, I charged back into the fight.

***

My first act was to de-arm the monster. The Chicken-Rex swung its remaining good arm for Pavel; his shield pushed it directly into my charging path and I swung two handed with all my might at where the elbow would pass.

I was surprised at how easily my morningstar carved through the arm, sending the appendage careening across the field in a spray of blood as the lumbering beast bellowed an angry and anguished cry.

Inara bravely dashed in and stabbed her dagger, glowing a maleficent red, down as hard as possible into its tail. She was rewarded with a horrifying screech and a flick of said tail, sending her flying to smash into a tree. She looked concussed at best, woozily trying to stand before collapsing at the base of the towering oak she had just struck.

Romie plucked arrows from dead monsters, firing them occasionally at the monster if they were good enough to use. Unfortunately, they mostly only managed to ping the now bent and spent ammunition off its face. The archer apparently had recovered a small amount of mana as a glowing blue arrow sunk deeply into the Chicken-Rex’s cheek but it hardly seemed to notice.

Pavel and Vidas were calling out actions to each other but I could barely understand with the cacophony. We really need that AAI coordination software. Each brother was focusing on a different appendage, Vidas the tail and Pavel the relatively uninjured left leg.

That left me to try to bait out it’s utterly devastating face pecks and occupy its right leg as both its arms were disabled.

My AAI helped moderately with predictions but when it told me to dodge a strike and retreat, I turned it off, sinking into the wonderful feeling of combat.

I’m needed here so here I shall be.

My shield movements started to feel more and more natural and my morningstar swings, while far fewer as I was the bait, felt like a natural extension of my arm.

My revelations were cut short by another jolt of pain through my bond link with Steve and I started to get more aggressive, slamming on toes with both my shield and weapon. I hit a nerve before, I can do it again.

Vidas finally landed a heavy, enchantment-enhanced strike on the tail directly next to Inara’s dagger, leaving a bloody stump and an enraged beast to solely focus on him.

As it turned to face the large man, the disfigured tail ended up directly in front of me.

Going for a risk, I tried for a finishing combo.

I signaled to Pavel and smashed my weapon into the openly bleeding stump as Pavel braced his spear to where he guessed the neck would be if the Chicken-Rex swung back to face me.

He wasn’t perfect but the spear deeply embedded into its carotid artery on its neck before it was ripped from his hands.

Thinking quickly, I used a shield bash to shove it in deeper and then dove out of the way of an incredibly fast bite that would have killed me in less than the blink of an eye.

That movement caused the spear to move further, widening the torrent of blood pouring down.

Inara dashed in, grabbing the spear and ripping it from the monster’s neck.

The gout of arterial blood sprayed the entire battlefield, almost hitting Romie twenty feet (6m) away.

While I wanted to wait for it to slowly bleed out, I didn’t think Steve had that luxury. I called to Inara and Romie to check on him but neither complied – whether they heard or not, I had no idea.

As the lumbering beast was slowing down, Vidas and Pavel landed simultaneous blows to the legs, Vidas managing to break through and Pavel to strike between the leg plates for a deep gash respectively.

The Chicken-Rex buckled and I leapt onto its back, smashing at its head with my slightly mangled right hand while holding on for dear life with my right.

Despite its lack of arms and dwindling blood supply, the rift boss still bucked and rolled worse than the mechanical bull at that country bar a date took me to – and subsequently walked out with her ex.

Unlike then, I won the battle, finally smashing it in the head for the umpteenth time.

Falling like a first grader that got beaned with the kickball, I smashed into the ground but didn’t care.

I won.

***

As soon as I felt the rush of essence, I got to my feet and ran to Steve’s cage, pelting for the rift exit. Vidas tried to yell something but Inara hissed in return and the large man went silent.

I almost fell over in my hurry at the disorientation from exiting. I stumbled into someone familiar with a worried face.

“Cleared?” was all Aras asked.

“Yes, but I need a healing potion. Please tell me you have one!” I was panicked but didn’t care about our audience of three other people. In the dark of the night, my recently repaired eyes were having difficulty making them out.

A man wearing full plate and wielding a halberd stepped forward, looking me up and down including a pause on my missing pinky. “You’re fine, calm down. Beat up yes, but we don’t need to waste a potion on your boo-boos. Where are the others? Don’t tell me the carry made it out but not the carriers. Explain.”

“It’s my bond. He’s dying. I need something to help. Quick!” The panic in my voice was clearly rising but I didn’t try to fight it.

“He’s not on the list of the official summons. Denied. Now, answer my question or will I have to beat it out of you?” The man took a step forward towards me before Aras got in his way.

“Goran, he’s in distress. Have decorum. Don’t be a sickna.” Turning back to me, he said, “We will try to help. Are the others alive?”

“Yes, we cleared it. I rushed out to get him help,” I frantically waved at the cage filled with makeshift bedding turning more and more crimson.

“Oh, good. Then we can stand down. Now, I need to fully debrief you. What was—”

“I don’t care! Do you have a potion or not?” I growled at the idiot in my way.

“Only for those officially on the summons. As I said. A pet,” he spat, “does not deserve something. Just get another, they only last a few years anyway. Why would you bring it on a delve? Seems utterly foolish.”

Aras held up a hand. “Only Goran has a potion. We are here if the rift overflows but came without delay. Closest is in town I would bet.”

At that, I ran over to the horse pen and cut one of the reins rather than untying it, dragging the horse to face back towards town. I leapt up into the saddle, trying to jostle Steve’s cage as little as possible.

Goran tried to get in the way but I swung the beast around him and kicked into its sides.

“He’s getting away! Fire! Take down the horse!” Goran immediately started shouting.

I saw a light burst behind me and chanced a glance back. Aras had let off some skill or spell and now had a sword at Goran’s neck.

Guess I owe that guy more than some food.

I rode on, starting to send off urgent messages to anyone I could in Velez.

***

Eight minutes later – I had set a timer – I met a guard riding a horse who called out to me. “Steve’s potion delivery!”

I pulled the horse to a quick stop and dismounted as fast as I could, running over to the man still on his horse, cage in hand.

Nearly breaking the bottle in my haste, I removed the stopper, dug Steve from his damp and soiled bedding and began the delicate process of pouring the liquid on the wounds while trying to feed him small sips. Eventually resorting to dipping my finger in and then shoving it into his mouth, the wounds started to heal.

Not the most sanitary but the most expedient.

I knew time was of the essence. I felt him start to stir, still in pain but that was significantly diminished from the feelings he’d shared – and his agonized screams – in the rift.

I sent an urgent request to drink through our bond and he complied as I brought the potion to his face. As some dribbled down his chin, I splashed some on his eyes, much to his annoyance.

The ruined orbs started to knit back together but remained cloudy. Confusion and anguish surged through our connection as he sent feelings of terror at not being able to see.

“Looks like we got to him in time to save him. Gabor will be pleased,” the guard said as he looked fondly on the mess of red-stained matted fur.

Trying to smile felt completely alien but I was genuinely thankful Gabor had sent the man out on the fastest horse available at the gate. My voice felt and sounded like not my own, “Yes, thank you for your hard work. Without you, I think he might have died.”

“All in day’s work, ya know? Uh, so I was told to escort you back and we aren’t really supposed to be away for too long. I know Gabor requested it but it wasn’t a technical order so…” His voice died off at the haggard look on my face but I slowly nodded, walking over to my horse, still cradling Steve.

“Uh, how about I get off and hand him up to you? We don’t need to hurry back so you should be good to carry him. Plus, he’s Tier 1, so even a fall from a horse probably wouldn’t do much damage, ha. Nope, yeah, let’s be careful,” the guard quickly amended his pitch at the angry dead-eyed glare I gave him.

At the gates, Gabor, Tiesa, Jasna, and surprisingly Vana stood waiting. I clumsily handed Steve to Vana, who had one hand full of food already, and dismounted.

Steve’s happy eating noises provided a strange backdrop.

“Thanks Niko,” Gabor said, clapping the man on the back as he brought both horses back inside the gate. “So, by official decree, you are hereby under arrest for insubordination and dereliction of duty. How do you plead?”

At my confused look, he nodded. “Okay, and let me investigate. Did you attack one of those who was standing guard if the rift broke? Oh, I see video evidence that no you did not. And did you abandon your duty? I see more evidence that, without being a total moron on my side, also exonerates you there. No dereliction: you cleared the rift and debriefed appropriately. Okay, my investigation has ended and you are officially cleared of all charges.”

“What the absolute jebbie are you doing my love?” Tiesa asked.

“Oh, Goran pressed formal charges against Terry here. Luckily Aras heard him mention he was going to and sent in full video of the encounter. I even have the video of that piece of sodus ordering them to fire on you while you rode away. He’s protected but I’m going to see if I can make a move against him somehow, maybe even bring him up on his own charges. Not likely to stick though.” Gabor looked proud of himself and beamed to everyone who, at best, rolled their eyes at the man.

“Good work, not the time dear,” Tiesa said softly. “Terry, we got the message from Niko. Is he really…” she trailed off.

“Blind? Yeah. And I was too, at least in one eye. The morons refused to heal him and now he’ll never see again.” I laughed bitterly, biting back tears.

“The healing is going to be expensive but I’m going to petition the town for it. I’d go to Katarina but I’m not sure we’ll like the trade.” Gabor nodded.

Jasna smacked him on the back of the head.

“What was that for!?” he barked, rubbing his head.

“Stop making unilateral choices,” was all she said and crossed her arms again.

“Yeah, she’s right. We need to strategize. But the damage is done – sorry Terry, but rushing now will do little if a mid-grade healing potion didn’t help a low Tier 1.0 fully heal up – so we just need to rest and recuperate and discuss in the morning.” Tiesa gave her husband a withering look.

“I’ll take the little monster back to the inn while you all discuss?” Vana offered but I shook my head.

“No, I don’t want him out of my sight. This is my fault. Well, partly my fault. God damn Council ordering us out there, what were they thinking!” My emotions were rocketing around again.

“If you want an honest answer, they were thinking they would get a significant amount of revenue from an overflowing rift if they sent in a Tier 1 team. This was a money-driven decision.”

Gabor sighed and continued. “Would have been hard to get two full peak Tier 1.9 teams out there in time that could supposedly handle it. But if all they wanted was a clear to prevent an overflow, any single one of the three of us – no, you’re right Vana, you’re capable too – could have handled it easily.” I couldn’t really interpret Gabor’s face.

At my confused look, Tiesa explained. “If you send in anyone above the Tier of the rift, you’ll get something mediocre at best from the reward distortion. That means nothing to tax for the city. And often, if someone is way above the Tier, the rift will only put out a few enemies because there are some inherent formulas it uses.

“So any of us would have had to delve it probably fifteen times back-to-back to drain it to safety. Of course, we could just skip to the boss and kill it in a few minutes each time so that would have taken maybe an hour. There was a bit more risk of the rift breaking and sending a wave of pretty terrible monsters out into the area but really, this smells of money.” She gave a disgusted look back into the city at an opulent mansion near the gates.

“I’m… I want revenge but I have no idea on who. I want them to heal Steve but no idea who ‘them’ even is. I just…” Too numb to even feel, I sort of just floated there despite my feet being firmly planted on the ground.

Vana cut in. “Gabor, you help the boy back to my inn. He needs a meal and some company. We can sort this in the morning. Plus I left Elda tending things and she’s a moron so I’ve gotta go. And I don’t think I’ll be handing this one off until he’s finished his meal.” To illustrate the point, she had pulled her hand with food in it away from Steve and the small bloody menace was trying to reach out around him and even attempted to leap towards where he guessed the food had gone.

I nodded dumbly and Gabor put my shoulder on his, starting to guide me towards the inn.

We all walked in silence other than Steve, who seemed completely immune to the gravity of the moment.

As we entered, Vana quickly disappeared to give Steve a quick bath as I was directed towards a table in the mercifully empty common room.

“We can’t discuss too much here, too many potential ways for information to leak. Yes, even though it’s currently empty,” Tiesa said, looking to me. “But I think it’s pretty clear we need to petition the Council for answers and to heal Steve.”

As Gabor and Jasna nodded, Vana came back with a pile of food and a cooing Steve wrapped in a towel, placed on top like a very mischievous dollop of whipped cream.

“Terry, thoughts?” Gabor asked.

“I have many but they are too muddled right now to really plan appropriately. I just need to eat, take a quick bath, and then fall asleep. As you said Tiesa, not much we can do now as there’s nothing where time is of the essence. But we’ll make the bastards pay, mark my words.”

I didn’t realize I was slamming my fist on the table until Jasna lightly took my hand and settled it by my plate.

“I’ll stay here, you two take off,” Jasna said to Tiesa and Gabor.

“Yeah, I actually do want to plan and work out some of this tension. Time to go home oh husband of mine,” Tiesa said as she took his hand and led him from the inn.

The rest of the night was simply a blur, completely blank from my memory other than my thoughts of Steve who still seemed confused by the lack of sight but happy with the pampering.

My last thought when I went to bed was a simple one: Time to take things into my own hands.

            

    
        Chapter 24 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                As I awoke to the sound of a gentle knock at my door, I couldn’t help marvel at how well I slept in spite of everything.

This body is weird. Not always bad but it’s built different.

I placed Steve on the pillow, making a small nest for him from the sheets while putting on some clothes before opening the door.

Vana had a plate of food that she brought into my room without me saying anything. “Don’t get used to this. It isn’t for you but for my little trooper over there. But you can have some too I guess,” she said with a small laugh.

I nodded gratefully taking some bread to dunk into the hearty stew. I pulled up the curtain, slightly stunned it was well past first light.

“I let you sleep in a bit. Gabor said you have a meeting with the Council but it’s not until three bells past midday. Tiesa and Jasna are downstairs waiting for you. They are going to take you to a healer to check on the little one.” With that, she gave me a wan smile and left.

As the three of us left the inn, I looked to the women who had been acting as my guards. “Thanks for setting up a meeting. This is the most important thing for me. But afterwards, I want to plan out our future steps and contingencies.”

“Yup.” Jasna gave a small nod, plucking Steve from my arms to give him pets and tickles. I could feel enjoyment but also a slight bit of fear as he couldn’t see where her hands were coming from.

It broke my heart just that little bit more.

We reached the house of healing, which was confusingly in a wide, squat tree in the middle of one of the town’s open green spaces. If I didn’t know it was specifically in that park, I would have thought we were lost as there was no indication where it was or even that something other than the plants and play equipment existed.

We stepped in through an almost perfectly hidden door to a softly lit room covered in multiple fragrant plants and rather crude artwork of people smiling despite gruesome injuries.

I simultaneously hope the art is done by children and really hope it isn’t. Then again, my artwork has always been terrible. My first-grade teacher thought something might be wrong with me because of how bad I was at coloring.

After my initial shock at entering a tree like a much larger Keebler elf, I examined the room. It reminded me of Elven healing house stereotypes with roots making up the floor, walls, and ceiling. I couldn’t tell if it was carved out of the cavernous tree or if the tree had been grown around the space itself. It was all calming colors of green, brown, and dark purples.

A young-looking woman in a brown and green robe greeted us. “This must be Steve. Ruined eyes and used a potion but not fast enough to get fully healed? Yes, yes, I see. Maybe ‘see’ is not the best phrasing given his condition but he’ll never know.” She chuckled somewhat darkly and I didn’t feel too positive about this place. “Let’s see where we’re at and what we can do.”

She indicated a long table clearly meant for humans with a soft leather surface. I placed Steve on top on his back and he immediately flipped over and started kneading at the bed, making cooing noises. He licked it and took a moment to contemplate. I thought he meant to take a bite before I could prevent it, but instead, he started spitting.

“Ah yes, we do put down some antiseptic to prevent the spread of anything so that probably doesn’t taste great. You will hopefully learn to sniff before you lick going forward little one,” she said, laying a hand on Steve’s head.

I looked to Tiesa and Jasna, clearly trying to show I wasn’t too pleased. Jasna stared back blankly and Tiesa shrugged in a ‘what can you do?’ type of way.

A glowing green light emanated from the woman’s hand. I hadn’t asked but saw her nametag said Lenka. The healer’s hand hovered for a long second over Steve’s eyes.

“Usually, we charge a fee for even our cost estimates but you had a good enough referral that we waived it. That said, this isn’t the worst damage I’ve seen but it is pretty extensive. Looks like the damage was inflicted with a skill which makes it harder to heal, nasty stuff. He has some other internal injuries that are going to be slow to heal but I’d not recommend focusing on those.”

“What are our options, uh, Healer Lenka?” I guessed at her title.

“Without healing, I think his eyesight will return to moderately functional over the next decade maybe. The earlier you get him healed the better so the scar tissue is easier to combat. I think if we did a treatment once a week for the next three weeks, we could get him back to as good as – maybe even better than – new. Those are the two extremes, you can work out anything in between.”

She put some data into a tablet and hemmed and hawed over it for a few minutes. “It’s going to take A LOT of mana despite his size. His essence channels are quite strange, no wonder a bit of potion didn’t heal him up. 150 gold for each of the first two treatments and then likely 75 to 100 for the final. If you wait, those numbers only go up.” Before I could respond, she walked back to the door to greet another customer.

Holy shit. Stannis said he made about 40 gold a month. In total, it’s going to take almost a year’s income for a well-paid person to heal Steve.

I turned to Jasna and Tiesa gob smacked.

“Yeah, that’s an absolute sodus-load of money. Though you might be able to afford the first treatment soon. I heard the reward from the delve yesterday was a skill.” Tiesa gave me a look that was more calculating than I expected.

“I thought a Tier 1 skill was about 100 gold at the maximum. After the split and taxes, I won’t be anywhere close,” I said, slightly confused.

“Skills bought in a store gunk up essence channels. Rift-dropped skills don’t have that drawback. You still need to put essence into it if you want to improve it but even that is usually more efficient. A crappy skill will go for cheap but something like [Fireball] will get you a pretty penny.” Tiesa looked to Jasna who hadn’t reacted much. “Thoughts Jazzy?”

“Yeah, I was thinking that if this were your kid on the table Tee-Tee, I’d pay for it. But I won’t for Steve. Does that make me bad?” She looked more contemplative than anything else.

“Nope,” I said before Tiesa could respond. “You’ve known me for a few days. It sounds like you owe your life to Tiesa and you are very close. I hope we can get there but we aren’t yet.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #18: While friends shouldn’t count favors, you still need to understand what is reasonable to ask for and also to accept. While having things handed to you makes certain aspects of your life easier, it can make others far harder.

“Well, we did get 40 gold each to escort you including the sizeable bonus for you surviving an attack – very nice putting that clause in. I think we can probably donate a bit of that to the Steve’s recovery fund. Well, at least my portion, I don’t speak for Jazzy.”

“You’ve been seen. Please either pay or leave.” Lenka came and picked up Steve, who was still experimenting with the table, plopping him in my hands and putting a hand on my back, gently shoving me towards the door.

We found a bench outside and chatted. Both women agreed to donate 37.5 gold, meaning I was at halfway to the first treatment. My own coffers were at about 25 gold too but I decided I would earmark that for potions given if I had done that previously, Steve would be fine right now.

No use trying to rush and make as much money immediately, getting myself hurt to the point I need more money to heal. I’ve seen that cycle play out in too many forms and it never ends well.

I started looking up delve options through the Adventurers Guild and the smaller guilds and businesses local to Velez.

“Ooh, look at this one. It’s pretty tough but the pay for the work is pretty good at seven gold.” I forwarded it to the two women.

Tiesa winced but Jasna tilted her head. “Don’t you need to work with your team on this? The one who betrayed you? You can’t take a job without the team leader approving the job and I don’t see that happening.”

Oof.

We discussed other ideas and settled on talking to Katarina about options instead.

***

“Look, I’m sorry but we just can’t afford to hire a second team to work with you. And renegotiating with Marko isn’t going to work. It was hard enough getting him to fund the first and setting it all up so it looked like we were paying for it.” Katarina indicated Maksim and herself. “And yes, we had to do that so it didn’t look like you were extorting a Councilor, that wouldn’t have gone over well…” She let out a small laugh.

“Also, trying to stipulate that a team needs to register with the Adventurers Guild would raise red flags anyway. It just can’t be done.” Katarina shrugged and looked to her husband for support.

Tiesa, Jasna, Steve, and I were once again in their well-appointed drawing room. Maksim was paying little attention to the meeting and was instead playing with Steve in the corner in between bouts of letting him try many different dishes. Through our bond, I felt general contentment and enjoyment but still frustration at his inability to see.

“How much does it cost to put me on a trustworthy team? I can pull my weight. My recordings will show that. I am not looking for someone to carry me.”

“Aren’t you though? Look what happened to Steve in your first delve together.” Katarina’s face was impassive but it still felt like she wanted to yell ‘oh snap!’ at me.

“You’re really going to bring that up? It was your cage that—”

“It was a cage, not my cage, and it was a prototype that wasn’t meant to be tested for anything other than for how it fit! Yes, I didn’t think I had to spell everything out to Ms. Gogol here but truly, it was more than adequate for what it was commissioned to do. You are the one who took a Tier 1.0 creature days old into a rift that was full to bursting. Trying to push that on me won’t work, not one bit!” She glared but immediately, her gaze softened.

“I am absolutely crushed – we both are – that this happened to Steve.” She stared right at me. “But trying to shift blame onto me WILL. NOT. WORK. I won’t have it.” There was venom in the Councilor’s voice that seemed to be asking me to challenge her statement.

“Why the jebbie were we picked? That’s still what I don’t get.”

I didn’t think my deflection worked well at her small eyeroll but she answered anyway. “Money. As you already surmised. You absolutely shouldn’t have been picked for that assignment but you were a good team that the Council trusts. Plus, we couldn’t get another two competent Tier 1 teams together – they would have needed at least eight to spread out the null essence concentration – and the Council wasn’t willing to waste the opportunity of a bursting rift’s reward by sending anyone higher Tier.”

At my look, she shrugged. “Yes, I do say waste. Sending Ms. Gogol and Ms. Zupan would have probably meant preventing the rift break. But first, only probably, and second, the rift would have probably dropped a few silver per run as they slowly whittled it down. Yes, crazy things can happen like your Ignition run and the qi stones but they are very rare. Instead, we are looking at a skill disc for [Poison Resistance] and our initial analysis points to it increasing null essence resistance and already being near peak of Tier 1.”

Tiesa literally gasped.

Jasna’s eyes narrowed. “So you’re saying it was worth Steve’s eyes and almost life?”

“I’m not saying that but the Council sure is,” Katarina said flatly. “I tried to intervene but didn’t see the message in time – only three yes votes were needed for an emergency contract. The Council, in general they see Terry as an asset now but really only that. Few actually care for his wellbeing beyond what he represents for the city and their pocketbooks. Steve, maybe three Councilors at most see our friend over there as anything more than a pet at best or toy at worst for a person that matters to our economic future but isn’t that important.”

“Have you told anyone about his Innate Capability? I realize now I should have forced you into a non-disclosure agreement but I wasn’t really thinking.” I was letting her push the conversation in a direction she wanted for the moment.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #19: If someone is trying to divert you by divulging useful information, let them. You can always circle back around to your original topic but additional useful information is additional useful information. Information is power.

“I have discussed it yes, but with no one you need be concerned about,” she replied.

“I am concerned about everyone. I want a list and an AAI-backed guarantee you won’t tell anyone or allow them to tell anyone.”

If he really is able to absorb this much essence, I am not sure what they’ll do if they really don’t see him as anything other than an object…

We negotiated for ten minutes but I stayed firm and didn’t let her move on to anything further.

Katarina had told her household advisor to consider how his Cap might be used. The man gave an AAI-backed guarantee he hadn’t told anyone else and wouldn’t so we finally moved on to other points.

“I’m not done with what we were discussing but what’s so special about this skill disc?” I asked.

“A skill shard is just a small piece of a disc. It can only be used once by a single person to learn a skill. A disc, if maintained well and regularly infused with essence, can be used almost infinitely.” Tiesa was in her mom explanation mode again so I just listened. “You want to make sure to prevent degradation but they’re incredible. Additionally, as I said earlier if you were paying attention, most man-made skills gunk up some of your essence channels. There are a few artisans that can craft skills to barely do much harm but they are incredibly expensive and are usually single-use as well.”

“First off, I was paying attention. So nyah. And presumably the ‘near peak Tier 1’ bit means it doesn’t need much essence to be effective?” I was pretty sure I knew the answer but wanted to check.

Tiesa nodded. “Correct. [Poison Resistance] is already a very useful and valuable skill but it’s hard to justify leveling it up unless you regularly encounter poisons and venoms. The skill is usually cast to delay the worst impact of a toxin until someone can get to a healer or take an antidote. It’s mildly effective if you cast it on others and a very effective self-cast. The big draw is there are a lot of very valuable and niche delves you could tackle with little issue using [Poison Resistance]. So it’s worth a ton but you won’t see much of that.” She shook her head sadly.

“Why, because I only get a fifth of the value? That still sounds like a lot if the skill sells for 100 gold, a disc must be at least a few hundred.”

“Alas, it was an optional assignment by the city. Which means the taxes placed on it are over 60%. I think they made it even higher given the current issues, right?” Jasna asked to Katarina.

“85% currently. I will put lowering that tax to 50% up for a vote today in our emergency session. Which is mostly to meet with you I might add. Your ‘guards’ here were utterly insistent.” Her normal level of amusement was back in her voice but none of us felt like entertaining her.

“I want to go back to Steve’s treatment and the Tier 1 team agreement,” I said as a man entered the room and whispered in Katarina’s ear.

“I apologize but the Council has much to discuss before we meet with you and I’ll have to see you out. We can discuss tomorrow, I’ll even put it in my planner. Lurka is waiting outside to remind you of Council protocol should you wish to use him.” She stood up and signaled to Maksim who was carrying Steve and the two of them headed for the front door.

Tiesa, Jasna, and I all looked at each other. “Not much more we can do right now if she won’t cooperate,” I said with a sigh and we all exited together, collecting our enthused fluff ball on the way out.

***

We declined Lurka’s invite to discuss Council protocol – I didn’t much care about upsetting them this time as I held a number of the cards – and headed back to Tiesa and Gabor’s place to strategize for the meeting.

[Reminder: You have a haircut appointment in half a bell.] My snort of laughter caught both women’s attention as we were walking down the street. I quickly devolved into full-on cackling, even having to put a hand on Jasna for support.

The laughter was accompanied with tears that were half mirth and half sorrow.

I blinded Steve. I did this. My fault. Think of the life I could have if not for last night. My big concern for today was supposed to be my haircut.

Tiesa and Jasna escorted me to the Gogol house until we sat down as Tiesa made me a cup of tea. The hallucinations did help a bit with my mood.

“Want to talk about it?” Tiesa asked.

“Whether he wants to or not, he needs to. It’s for his own good,” Jasna said.

I shook my head. “Would that I could but I need to process. And this meeting with the Council is time-sensitive. I can keep it together until tonight.”

Tiesa gave a small nod and I got a calendar invite via AAI to discuss it later. “Let’s go over your priority list. First and foremost is getting them to pay for Steve, right? And if you can’t get that, get economic concessions that make it possible soon. Second is a team to delve with as you aren’t willing to work with The Order again. How important is Adventurers Guild membership there?”

“Yes to Steve. I have a few levers to pull including the affinity-changing flower that they don’t know about. But I need to at least get the first healing treatment done soon. And I guess I should probably get my hand fixed,” I said as I took a pinky out of storage only to put it back in my bag.

I considered for a second. “So, for the team, yes. I just can’t work with them again. And if the Council wants me to delve, I’m not good enough for soloing anything too complicated yet. And I want to delve more, get better. I am going to push pretty heavily for strong economic share in the delves, whether they are through one of the cities, the Kingdom government, or through a guild.”

“The entire team or just Vidas?” Jasna asked. At my raised eyebrow, she shrugged. “Only one of them betrayed you. The rest seem fine. If there was a replacement for the front line, would you agree to that?”

“Is that even a good idea? They’ve been training together for a long time. I feel like it would throw off the dynamics both in and out of battle,” I said, then took a minute to contemplate it instead of just reacting.

I guess they are professionals. Maybe they won’t have a problem with it. That said, I can’t trust Vidas no matter what.

Jasna echoed my thoughts. “Maybe yes, maybe no. Not a bad thing to consider as a possible compromise.”

“I also need a better potion supply. None of this would really be such an issue if they had gotten us the potions we needed.”

“Fair, though that is going to be tough for them to guarantee. Anything else you want to bring up?” Tiesa asked, breaking out some cookies.

I crunched through one quickly and fed half of one to Steve while I considered. “I want Goran punished. He knew the situation and tried to hide behind the rules to not save Steve and then tried to have me fired upon. I know it’s petty but still.”

“I’d kill him today if it wouldn’t mean my death tomorrow,” Jasna said casually. I turned to stare. “What? He knew what he was doing. There was no need and it was pettiness, not duty. We don’t need that kind of person around.”

Back to reality: cutthroat world. Gotta watch my back.

We continued to strategize until it was half a bell before my meeting. We swung by Sofia’s shop and picked up a few of the completed outfits and I chose one for the meeting that was more about showing off my physique than showing deference. I knew it was probably petty to not wear the officially sanctioned outfit from my previous summons but I wanted to meet them at least somewhat on my terms.

As I walked up to the Council building, Steve on my shoulder, flanked by Tiesa and Jasna, I felt ready.

I’ve got this.

***

I kind of had this.

Lurka looked appalled at my outfit but there wasn’t time to harangue me or do anything much more than shake his head as he opened the doors and followed me inside. Tiesa and Jasna disappeared into a waiting room just as the doors to the ornate chambers closed.

Much like last time, the nine Councilors sat on lavish leather chairs that were almost thrones in a large semicircle on a raised plinth. Each seat of decadence was decorated with a different pattern of the same five colors: green, brown, red, blue, and yellow.

I listed them each off in my head. Katarina Illeva, Uros Barno, Nina Asani, Justas Nikolov, Teodor Bondar, Aleksandra Podlipa, Regina Vitola, Gordana Babic, and Marko Azarov.

The Councilors were dressed in robes that reminded me of the Magister of Scans. However, theirs were not headache-inducing though only slightly less ostentatious. Each wore a regal circlet of some silver-ish metal topped with five small gemstones of the Kingdom’s colors.

If I wasn’t so pissed off, I might have been intimidated. This was an official hearing it looked like instead of the more friendly meet-and-greet the first time.

A few of the Councilors seemed delighted to see me or at least see me dressed as I was. Katarina betrayed a small bit of shock at my entrance but quickly went back to a neutral face. Uros Barno seemed inordinately pleased, which made me rethink my decision.

Oh well, it’s already made.

Nina Asani started the meeting. “Mr. Carver, Tier 1 Delver, I understand you called for a meeting. This is highly unusual. Why do you think to command this Council?”

Welp, looks like it’s antagonistic meeting mode.

Consultant survival tip #132: When walking into a hostile room, look for ways to placate while keeping things on topic. Try to keep anything from antagonism and flatter those who are angry while steering them towards slightly better outcomes. You don’t need to win the war today, just not lose it.

Fuck that.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #20: When you hold the cards, leverage them. Don’t be a jackass but negotiate from the place of power you sit. You can’t dictate everything but that doesn’t mean be a pushover.

“I was assigned to a delve that was beyond my team’s capabilities due to economic reasons and then was unjustly denied healing to my companion. My teammate.” Holding up Steve like he was a fragile creature, I tried to send a plea to look pitiful through our connection. The traitor instead decided to try flexing and chittering, then begging for food.

Attempting to regain my gravitas, I continued. “While I believe we can work together for the betterment of Velez and the Kingdom as a whole, right now I am being treated as a mere pawn. Something that is moved around and to be sacrificed with little regard for my well-being or desires. Frankly, as an object. And that will happen no more.” I dramatically stomped my foot and my boots complied, emitting a loud ringing thud.

“And who are you, Mr. Carver, to make demands of us?” Marko Azarov asked, a glint in his eye.

Who is actually on my side here? I think Katarina and Teodor. Probably Aleksandra. Probably not Marko after the little bit of leverage we used with the Dahlia situation. Almost certainly not Uros. That leaves Nina Asani, Justas Nikolov, Regina Vitola, and Gordana Babic and Nina doesn’t seem happy. Hmm, what do?

Deciding to lay out my value explicitly before we moved forward, I launched into a pompous, practiced speech. “I do not pretend to be some kind of savior by my own telling. That is a level of arrogance that is beyond me. But, based on the current situation, I may be just that. Not only am I personally capable of dealing with null essence, I have a way to grant that capability to others.”

Getting into my groove, I went to clearly state the problem and why I was the solution.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #21: When people are pushing back, hit them with the facts first and foremost. The facts should speak for themselves. You must also convince the gut and the heart but lay the groundwork first.

“This null essence problem doesn’t seem to be going away. It’s threatening the safety of the city and this area of the Kingdom as a whole. It’s also significantly impacting the economic stability and prosperity of the region. And presumably all of you I might add. That’s not something to overlook as uncouth as it might be to say it. Let me lay out what I see as the situation here, correct me if I’m wrong.”

I held up my hand and raised a single finger. “First, you need to be able to send in at-Tier delvers to handle rifts in order to get reasonable rewards. Regular supply of those rift rewards is crucial to the economy of the region.”

I ticked off a second finger. “Second, you also need to regularly delve rifts to prevent an essence build-up that results in a rift break. Rift breaks are dangerous, do significant damage, are pushing people to move to other regions, and are preventing merchants from coming to the region or traveling through.”

I imagined the slides I would be using and realized they actually did help ground the conversation somewhat.

Oh no, am I going to be the monster that brings the slide deck to this world?

Focusing back on the Councilors, I continued. “Third, it is dangerous to put at-Tier delvers into rifts or dungeons that have a high concentration of null affinity essence because it can hurt their cultivation, scarring their essence channels.”

Most of the Councilors were looking some combination of slightly sick and annoyed. “Fourth, there is something going on that caused a rift to go from relatively normal to almost breaking in a short period of time. Additionally, the null essence concentration increased well beyond expectations. That means you need people who can absorb null essence more than ever.

“And finally, fifth, you all want to loan me out to delve the rifts close to other cities in the area as that will lead to a significant windfall for the city and likely all of you. It will mean you can charge them for the service of preventing breaks and also get a nice cut of the rewards from rifts they control. Does anyone dispute anything I just said?”

“Mr. Carver, you don’t need to explain simple facts to us. We live them. Every day. You call us in here to lay out what we already know?” Nina Asani’s face was starting to twist in anger. “We are doing what is necessary. And we have already invested heavily in you. Get to the damn point or get out,” she finished icily coldly.

“As far as I’m aware, I’m the only option for at-Tier delving. Probably for really any Tier as I could also be the essence sponge in higher-Tier rifts and dungeons. Is that true or not?”

“We have survived prior to your arrival and will long after you are gone,” Justas Nikolov said in a bored drawl. “Your escalating expenses are something we are getting tired of tolerating.”

What expenses are going to the Council? My training with Risto? I worked hard to keep my confusion from showing.

“And we have a solution to the null problem anyway. You don’t have the leverage you think you do,” Marko Azarov said haughtily. “You really think you are the only person who can absorb significant amounts of null essence with no ill effects?”

“Yes,” I said simply.

“Not for long,” he said with a smile.

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

Katarina cut in. “This is far more contentious than it needs to be! Focus on what we all want out of this. First is to prevent the breaks. They are utterly devastating to the economy but more to the people. We shouldn’t have people die if we can easily prevent it. We aren’t the barbaric Kingdoms across the sea. Second, Terry is crucial to us achieving our goals. While he somewhat overinflated a few of his points – and significantly overinflated his ego and importance – we should hear him out.” She nodded to me while a number of the Councilors grumbled.

I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. It was slightly hard as Steve heard the raised voices and was sending alternating feelings of being afraid and wanting to punch things. “My asks are simple. One of the people you sent to guard the rift did not appropriate proper healing supplies as was the general agreement of all who take on a city-requested delve. My bond needs healing because of that. So the city will pay for his healing.”

I let the point hang in the air for a few seconds. I didn’t want to go into list mode. My first demand was important so letting them stew a bit was part of the plan.

“The second is that we lay out formal splits of rift and dungeon loot and any other related rewards for myself and anyone I enable to be able to absorb null essence. As I said, I have reason to believe I can grant this capability to others.” This was met with more muttering and eyerolls.

That was supposed to be a big reveal… Do they have their own way to grant null essence affinity?

“Lastly, I will need a team to work with in rifts. The team I was working with, while graciously provided by Councilor Illeva, is just not viable. I do not trust them and cannot work with them. I also sincerely appreciate the guards she provided. But as I’m sure you know, said team betrayed me and I will need a new group to delve with. All three points are non-negotiables.”

I decided to push harder than I had initially hoped and then negotiate said ‘non-negotiables’ into something that worked for me. I had left out some of the stuff around what I wanted for my business as that felt like a cash grab and I was thinking it would backfire.

That isn’t too crazy of a set of asks, I think.

Katarina glared daggers at me and I was confused. Utter silence came from the dais; I was momentarily confused before I realized it was a silence enchantment. The Councilors were getting more and more animated but it was an eerie sight on my side to see someone stand up and point, clearly yelling, but hear nothing.

Suddenly, Lurka entered and ushered me out. “They will be having a quarter bell recess. Please follow me. Unfortunately, as you are still technically engaged in an active discussion, you cannot speak with your friends.”

He took me into a small room with a single chair and no desk, shutting the door with a small slam and a huff.

Surprised there is even a light in here. Feels like a holding cell. What the hell set them off? I really don’t think ‘my team betrayed me, I need a new one’ is that groundbreaking or surprising.

I sat and stewed while trying to come up with what I’d do when brought back in but without any real information, it was impossible other than high-level thoughts like ‘reduce tension’ or ‘hold firm’. I didn’t even have outside AAI access so I couldn’t do something as mundane as listen to music.

I need to download things to my local storage rather than use streaming. I should have learned that from Earth…

After about 15 minutes, Lurka escorted me back in, the tall and frail man sporting a frown for the ages. The Councilors were looking at me far differently than before.

Welp, this is going to be fun.

“Mr. Carver, you have been operating under a series of misconceptions that we need to clear up. You might want to tell your friends to head out, this is going to be a long, long conversation.” Nina Asani looked ready to kill.

Well, shit.

            

    
        Chapter 25 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Regina Vitola shot me a predatory smile. “As Councilor Asani said, you have been laboring under some false beliefs. I think we can come to an arrangement. I know you are also interested in starting a business – yes, people talk. We have eyes and ears everywhere. This doesn’t have to be contentious.” It sounded like she thought I actually was eighteen instead of someone who had been dealing with powerful stakeholders for years.

Uros Barno took that moment to finally step in. “Mr. Carver. Terry. This can end with all of us better off. Yes, Velez, her people, and the Kingdom included of course. But you don’t hold all the cards here.”

Before I could respond, Aleksandra Podlipa raised her hand. “I know you think you have the power with the affinity-changing flower – yes, we know about that – but, more are found the world over every day. While you hold the nearest one, it isn’t the utter lynchpin. It’s rare but obviously not unheard of.”

Katarina looked at me, holding my gaze. “I have enjoyed working with you closely. I want that to continue. We work well together and can save many lives. Yes, and profit. We are all powerful people and that means we’ll take advantage. But not at the cost of lives or the city’s people.”

Surprisingly, Marko Azarov stood. “I know my family hasn’t always been your favorite.” He paused briefly to some muttering. “Yes, yes, but we can make the most of this mess while helping people out. We can’t let minor disagreements get between us.”

Good speeches. Even mixing up who talked and their relationship to me. Unfortunately for them, my BS meter is going through the roof. That was far too coordinated. Gordana Babic looked at each person exactly a second before they were going to speak and even mouthed a few words. Need to try to get her into a poker game…

Focus!

What’s the play?

Ah, the let them stew. Take the time pressure off from my side, making it clear I’m not in a rush, because it feels like they really are. Make them be the one to give suggestions and come to the table first.

“I understand and look forward to working with you. I know you said this meeting was going to be long but we should adjourn and regroup. There are apparently a number of things I need to be more informed on before we can move ahead together. That said, Steve needs healing and the more we postpone, the more it hurts him, both literally though pain and figuratively as it makes his healing harder and more expensive. So I need a decision on my cut from the rift reward and based on that, I’ll see how well aligned we are.”

Moment of truth. Let’s see if I read this correctly.

The dais went into a brief silence and all were nodding their heads gravely and looking serious.

“By unanimous decree, your reward for the recovery of such a valuable resource for the city of Velez shall be 12.5% of its market value, assessed at 840 gold. The calculation being 20% based on existing delve team agreement of—” Councilor Asani paused and chuckled slightly, “—The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider and a tax assessment rate of 37.5%, half the rate the others shall pay as recognition for your pain and suffering and exemplary contribution above and beyond what anyone could ask of a Tier 1.1, now Tier 1.2. That value assessment is inclusive of the single use of the skill disc the team elected to take, granting it to you.”

12.5% of 800 is 100 so that’s 105 total gold. With Tiesa and Jasna’s money, I have a lot more than necessary to get Steve’s first treatment. Wait, did they just say I get a spell? No, focus on the here and now.

“Great, I need to collect that gold now so I can leave to get Steve healed today. The longer I wait, the more the treatments cost and longer he’s without sight, which is confusing and frightening him,” I said, heading for the door.

“Uh, let’s not be hasty, Mr. Carver. Uh… Terry.” Justas Nikolov sounded like he ate a lemon covered in hot sauce and hair at saying my first name.

“Like I said, I think we all need time to get more information. My main goal relative to timeliness was healing Steve and this will take care of the first payment.”

Councilor Asani sharply turned towards Councilor Regina Vitola with a look of pure venom and mouthed what I thought were the words for 150.

Language classes paying off. These people all kinda suck at this. What is going on? Did they think I wouldn’t have enough to actually get Steve healed? Is this all a double fake? Or are they so used to Lurka having control of the situation that it’s usually far more controlled? I guess usually having naysayers and underminers in the room for my presentations prepared me better than a small city Council…

“You can hand your pet to Lurka who will take care of that for you,” Regina Vitola said dismissively.

“He’s not a pet, he’s my bond and is a sentient creature in pain because of the machinations of—” I managed to cut myself off. My plan was coming to fruition, I just had to maintain my cool. Yelling at them for putting us in the situation wasn’t going to help.

Katarina held up a hand to silence anyone who thought to speak. “Terry, please let Lurka take care of Steve. He knows how much Steve means to you. And I do too. The little guy is quite important to me. And to Maksim. And not just because of the food bill he’s racked up.” Katarina was giving me a look that was a bit too transparent of ‘I’m on your side’ while a number of other Councilors looked non-plussed the second she started speaking.

“Let me hand him off to Tiesa and Jasna. I will have them charge the healing to the Council and will reimburse you the additional 45 gold.”

As much as I didn’t want to let go of my heartstring puller, mostly because he was in distress rather than useful as a prop for heart-hardened politicians, the quicker he got healed, the better for many reasons.

“Well, call them in here,” Nina Asani barked.

“Can’t, AAI is blocked.”

Rather than unblock my AAI, they summoned Lurka, who brought in Tiesa and Jasna. Upon explaining quietly – but knowing full well the Councilors could almost certainly hear with their superior Tier and probably enchantments in the room – I handed over Steve.

Everything with blocking my AAI was exactly what I suspected they’d do and gave me a more complete picture of the puzzle. The Council didn’t want me to have any access to my AAI but didn’t appear in any rush. Instead, they seemed desperate to not have the meeting end yet.

‘Bingpot!’ as Captain Holt would say.

“Okay, you wanted to negotiate. At least have Lurka bring in a chair so I’m not on my feet for the next bell or three. And let’s dispense with any remaining pretense at formality or decorum,” I said, a smile growing despite trying to keep my face blank.

I saw a few nervous glances exchanged between the Councilors.

I bet I can guess what they’re thinking: Well, sodus.

***

After two hours of back and forth, the Council more or less confirmed without admitting that the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis was extremely rare and hard to source. Even if they found one, it would likely be ruined by the time it got to Velez. Otherwise, why wouldn’t they have done the procedure prior to my arrival?

It also seemed like Katarina had promised them access to these nebulous new null cultivators without disclosing she didn’t already have the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis. While they could try to forcefully take it from Jasna, it would at best sink their reputation with high-Tier delvers, leading to a mass exodus of the few Velez had managed to attract.

And attacking Jasna likely meant a fight with three of the most powerful people in the entire city. That could cause untold damage.

With the knowledge that I was almost certainly the only game in town, either for my own ability to absorb null or for my ability to grant that capability to others, I started pressing more and more.

I was able to secure a guarantee – via contract of course with some rather nasty clauses if violated – that any null essence cultivator I ‘created’ would mean 50% of any rift reward value and accompanying bounty from nearby cities flowed to me and I would work out deals with the delvers as to our split. We debated for a considerable period about pre-tax or post-tax but settled on post-tax or post delve fee as long as the tax was capped at 25%. This avoided the backdoor deal of any city taxing the reward and any other valuables at something like 99% and then paying a kickback to the Councilors or Velez, leaving me with 50% of bupkis.

Some of my other points of negotiation like a secure potion supply, a new team to delve with, points around the business I was looking to start, punishing Goran, and many more were set aside for the moment as the Council looked into a few things.

I used the city’s failure to enforce the terms of the Pitola contract – it was apparently not only Marko and Katarina but had been the entire Council negotiating with the large city and their Adventurers Guild branch – to secure stronger guarantees with outside arbitration clauses. I needed a lawyer to look over the specifics but we had agreement in principle.

The big sticking points were further healing for Steve and who would undergo the treatment to change their essence affinity to null.

“When I spoke to Melandra, she said that one Affinity Alteration Amaryllis equaled three doses and I want Steve to have one of those doses and I want to choose the other two people. And yes, the city is funding the process but we’ll sign an exclusive contract for the next three years to only delve on behalf of the city with an outside arbitration clause in case the city is trying to abuse the agreement.” Knowing I wouldn’t get to choose all three doses, I figured I should start from unreasonable and walk back things I didn’t care as much about.

“Yes, but when I spoke to her and her brother, they were quite confident they could get to six doses that would give someone dual affinity with null as the second affinity rather than forcing people to become null affinity,” Katarina said, seemingly bored. “We now know from Ratmir’s tests that a null affinity cultivator can absorb other essences just fine but no one really wants to switch fully for many reasons.”

When did she speak to the siblings about the treatment? Great, she’s less trustworthy than I thought. That’s what I was missing, the whole Council knew because Katarina thought I was going to give it to her.

“Well, Steve isn’t going to be a dual-affinity. I want him to match my affinity as it means our Caps work better together,” I lied. “So that probably knocks it down to four doses other than him. Are we sure that will work, giving people dual-affinity or that dual-affinity can handle the amount of null we’re talking? Last thing we want is to put all our eggs in that one basket.”

Nina Asani nodded. “Yes, I consulted a few top tier alchemists in other large cities about the idea with as much vagueness as possible. They all seemed to think the procedure could work to grant dual-affinity but then we aren’t sure how a dual-affinity would work with the level of null concentration we are dealing with. Ratmir is confident but when isn’t he?” A few of the Councilors laughed.

Uros unctuous voice cut through the muttering in the room. “Let’s go back to where Terry here thought he should control everyone getting the treatment. I know that you know that’s laughable Terry. Might as well start from there but we all know it won’t end there. What’s the concession you want for a more reasonable allocation? Let’s go with you choose one of the remaining four doses.”

“Why would I agree to that? Especially if we don’t know if it will work. It might need two doses for someone to work so I am sodus— very out of luck if it doesn’t work?”

“Look, we can’t normally pay for healing treatments for delvers anyway so paying for your – let’s face it, what the public would think of as a pet – can’t go on the town books.” Uros shrugged. “I will work and move some numbers around and his next treatment – what did you say Regina, it was 150 gold again? – that will be on me to figure out how to get reimbursed properly. Sound good?” Uros was being surprisingly fair and it was setting me off-kilter.

Why did Regina know the exact cost of Steve’s treatment? Seems odd… But need to focus on the questions at hand first.

“Okay, either way, I want 50% of the affinity-changing treatments remaining after Steve to go to who I choose. And even those I don’t choose fall under the previous agreement for profit share.”

That led to another protracted debate where we finally agreed that all delvers that weren’t me or Steve were guaranteed 75% of my take unless otherwise approved by the Council on a delve-by-delve basis. That way I couldn’t really hold people hostage by saying they got nothing for delving but I wasn’t giving up all my economic interests.

The final agreement on the affinity-changing treatment was that first, the city would pay for the processing and treatments. Second, Steve would get a full change to null affinity. And then finally, of the remaining four doses, I would get to choose two people, subject to approval by the Council, and the Council would get to approve two people.

I pressed them for their choices needing my approval as well but backed off that to seem reasonable and I truly didn’t care: I didn’t know many people anyway so how would I know who I should block from getting the treatment?

We went back to hammering out a number of other finer points including taxes on Velez-appointed delves, the economics of working with a different team versus just dropping Vidas since the city had already paid and his actions didn’t technically invalidate the contract, creating one banking license subject to some further scrutiny, guaranteed pricing on and supply of healing potions, and a public dressing down and official demerit for Goran.

All in, it wasn’t perfect but most of the things I gave on didn’t really cost me too much and it all worked out pretty well.

The proof will be in the pudding. I really am not sure how well they’ll actually follow through but still.

I exited the meeting room to only Jasna in the lobby, looking bored and slightly grumpy. “I lost rock, paper, scissors to Tiesa so she got to go home and eat while I waited.” She handed me Steve who looked exactly the same.

“I thought the treatment would have some visual impact. He looks and feels the same through our bond.”

“They couldn’t treat him today but there is an appointment tomorrow morning. Lurka let us in on the deal you put together so Tee-Tee and I both reduced our claims on what Katarina – or I guess it was Velez all along – owes us by 25 gold. That means we paid 50 and you get to keep 5 of your 105 gold from your delve reward. Yay.” She held her arms up like we were celebrating but didn’t modulate her tone at all.

I laughed and she looked slightly confused. I sighed and smiled wearily. “Long meeting, I don’t want to talk about it much less think about it. Let’s go get some food and talk about anything else at all.”

“Hold please Terry. Or Mr. Carver if you prefer.” Uros Barno had left the chamber through the ‘Petitioner Door’ while the other Councilors presumably left through the back of the chamber.

Jasna’s eyes narrowed but she didn’t say anything. Neither did I but I was sure my face showed fatigue from the meeting and disdain for him specifically.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #22: When approached by a potential enemy, be on your guard and walk away as soon as you can.

Uros didn’t even seem to notice Jasna and hiked on his smarmiest smile. “Mr. Carver I guess it is then. I have information you want. Councilor Illeva has not been the best ally to have on your side, which I could have told you, and her lips have been far looser than you probably want or expected. Please, come with me and we can discuss.”

“Uros,” I started exasperatedly. At his annoying smile, I started again, trying to show he wasn’t getting to me. “It’s been a long day. No cryptic sodus. Out with whatever you want to say.”

“I have a vendor coming into town to do some trades tomorrow. He has a powerful Scanner tool. I know you wanted to learn your Innate Capability. He also has a very capable artificer who can analyze those items you picked up on your little excursion. And I know the ring is a bit strange too.” Uros pointed at my hand. “She can analyze everything. I will cover the analysis. Both will take an AAI-backed oath to not share the information, including with me. But I need to discuss further.”

We stepped outside the building and my AAI interface returned. [Incoming Request from Unknown AAI ID: Melandra Panov, Mastress of Melandra’s Magical Moss and Multiflora, would like to initiate an AAI connection with you. Translation of verbal communication only. Status: Permanent. Accept?]

At mentally choosing accept, another message came through. [Message from Melandra Panov, Received 1 Bell Ago: Ugh, we are finally in this gross little town. The horticulture here sucks. And this inn they sent us to, the food is fine but the rooms are tiny. Get over here and give me the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis so we can get this done with and get out of here.]

I am going to kill Katarina… I can’t believe she brought them here without even consulting us. Without consulting me.

“You said you have information on Katarina? And you can take care of my issues? Why should I trust you?”

[Incoming AAI-Backed Guarantee from Uros Barno: ‘I, Uros Barno, swear to only tell you the truth to the best of my ability for the next two bells. I will only disclose information you share with me in the next two bells that is not previously known to others to who you allow me to for the next 250 days. I will not knowingly allow anyone to overhear or record the conversation in any way to the best of my knowledge. I will certify this again at the end of our conversation.]

At my shocked face, Jasna put her hand on my arm to steer me away from him. I forwarded her the message.

[Incoming Message from Jasna Zupan: You can’t trust him. We can’t trust Katarina either but he’s a killer.]

Conflicted, I looked to Jasna with confused eyes. She gave me an angry glare, and, more roughly than was necessary, shoved Steve on my head to both our indignant squeaks, shook her own head, and turned around only to disappear quickly.

“Quite the exit that one. I don’t think she likes me.” Uros shrugged. “Shall we?”

I feel like this is a bad call but if Katarina has been sharing everything, I need to know.

***

[Incoming Message from Tiesa Gogol: You dip-sodus kurac-for-brains. Jasna wants to punt you across the city. And with good reason. I get that you need to know some things but you also need to apologize.]

My AAI interface winked out as I entered the Barno estate, a sprawling grounds but far more modest than I expected. It quickly returned.

[AAI Interface restored. AAI Translation is active. AAI short-range communication available. AAI long-range communication available with monitoring. Connection to Planet Web unavailable without monitoring. Recording functionality unavailable.]

“Sorry about that. I sent word ahead but it still blinks off for a second. As you can see, I treat my guests as fairly as I can. Obviously can’t have you recording but you’ll still receive messages and can send messages, though my household staff will review them before they are sent out further. Just a precaution that I’m sure you understand.”

Starting to regret my decision, Uros placed a hand at my shoulder and began steering me towards the main house, a single story slightly dilapidated building with an oddly slanted roof at a very severe angle.

“And yes, the architecture here leaves much to be desired. I had to buy out a minor noble family when we moved here recently. Though I don’t actually mind it, the only thing that needed significant changing was the security. My wife Mina is itching to change everything but I kind of like it.” Uros chuckled to himself while I continued to say nothing.

He led me into a study filled with leatherbound books that came in a wild riot of colors. I did not expect bright pink and neon green leather bindings but it at least made the room less drab and foreboding.

“Terry, I’m not sure what you’ve heard or why we are at odds. I actually wouldn’t be surprised if whatever it was is actually true, or at least mostly true. I am not a nice man and also not one to be trifled with. I don’t say that as a threat but as level setting. I do what needs to doing. I also do what will profit me the most while painting mostly within ethical lines and certainly within legal ones. I don’t hide my true nature.”

A servant wheeled a drinks tray in and left with a deep bow. “I’m in desperate need of a drink after that nightmare of a meeting. Do you want anything? I hope you still have that wand of Katarina’s.” He let out a deep laugh while pouring a mixture of things into a rather large glass that suddenly froze over. He poured the concoction into another glass and took a sip, adding two cherries and sitting down.

“Cart’s yours if you want it.”

“Look, I’m here. It’s been a tremendously long two days. Or I guess basically 24 hours. You’re right, I don’t trust you. But I’m here for answers, not idle chitchat.” I placed Steve on my lap and began gently stroking between his ruined eyes as he cooed softly.

“Interesting that it translated twenty bells in such a way. Oh yes, I know the little one likes to eat, shall I order some food from the kitchen?”

I was going to decline but Steve had already learned the word food and fully woke up, sniffing around.

Before I could say anything, I received an AAI message. [Incoming AAI-Backed Guarantee from Uros Barno: ‘I, Uros Barno, am not aware of any plans of myself, my household staff, or anyone at my estate’s plan to harm Steve Carter, your bond, in any way, shape, or form. This guarantee excludes a stomach ache from overeating. I will update you if that changes while you are at my estate. This guarantee terminates in two bells.]

Sighing, I nodded. “Thank you, he would love some food. I notice you didn’t do that for the drinks.”

“You wouldn’t take one anyway. You are more concerned about his contentment than your own. It wouldn’t have engendered trust to do so after you hesitated. That said, it would be exceptionally stupid to do anything to harm you, at least during this meeting. Not just because of what you represent for the area but also because people know you are here.” He smiled but it looked slightly pained.

He took a drink and really stared at the liquid for a second. “I am not the most well-liked person on the Council and, at best, harming you in any way would result in everything I’ve built here – and am building given how new I am in Velez – falling apart. Doing anything to you here is simply not worth that. It doesn’t align to my goals or ethics either but it hurts my interests so I think you will believe that more.”

“Why are you being so… open with me?” I asked, truly bewildered by his behavior.

“You won’t trust me today but if I all I ever tell you are truths, or at least versions of the truth that are reasonably close to your experience and knowledge, I hope to someday earn your trust. And quite honestly, telling you the truth does little to no harm to me, so why not? Lies are far harder to keep track of than the truth.” He shrugged and took another sip from his drink, smacking his lips loudly in enjoyment. “Manipulation is a tool best saved for when it’s necessary, not when it’s merely fun.”

“Okay, I am still not sure of your angle but let’s talk. Why did you bring me here?”

There was a light knock and the door opened. Three people wheeled in a large amount of food on carts. Steve began wildly sniffing the air and struggling in my arms as nine cloches were removed to reveal an assortment of meats, cheeses, fruits, and a few dishes I wasn’t familiar with. I grabbed a plate and piled a number of things onto it, eating some myself before I thought about it.

In for a penny, in for a pound.

I made a second plate for Steve and sat back down.

“To answer your question, Katarina has been a busy little bee. I know you have closely allied with her and, I’ll be honest, I didn’t think that was the best move. For you or for Velez. She has been a little less than forthright in her dealings with me and I want to undermine her position with you so that I might become your ally too or possibly fully replace her.”

“Again, you are saying the quiet parts out loud. It just feels… odd…”

“I know.” He laughed heartily, spilling a bit of his drink. Steve batted at my hand to indicate I wasn’t feeding him fast enough to his liking.

“Terry. Can I call you that?” At my nod, he continued, “Terry, I think you were dealt a bit of a sodus hand of cards. I’m not going to lie and pretend I want to change that for your sake. But I think we can both see a huge benefit from working together. I have ways to make things better for you that advantage me far more. My rising tide will lift your ship.”

He crossed his hands in his lap and made sustained eye contact. “I see that you have reasonable needs and wants that can also serve my greater ambitions. We can find ways that benefit us both, not just me, which I can see is something you work towards. I don’t want to use you like Katarina. Well, I do, but I want to make sure you get paid out for it.” He chuckled again slightly and got up, filling his own plate.

Crap. He speaks my ‘work love language’. The number of times I was almost booted from a room for bringing up ‘mutually beneficial outcomes’… Mutual beneficiality might not be an actual phrase but if I ever got a tattoo, it would probably be that…

I want to hate him and I know I can’t trust him but that doesn’t mean I can’t work with him, charming snake that he is. I just have to know the knife is poised to strike my back at all times.

“Okay, you said you had some things specifically for today?” I was trying to not show that I was leaning more and more metaphorically forward in the conversation. And that I was too tired to be eloquent.

“Yes, I wanted to fill in some holes as to the meeting we both just suffered valiantly through. I figure you already know Katarina got in contact with the alchemist and botanist in Pitola and invited them here, correct? They arrived in town during the meeting.”

At my nod, he continued. “And you are smart enough to realize she reached a deal without actually securing the flower, figuring she could get you to agree to her terms? Even I thought that was going too far and I hardly know you.” He laughed and rolled his eyes. “That woman and her schemes. She was clearly gunning for the Chief Councilor position when it comes up to a vote later this year. I think today sunk her chances for that for good. Maybe even her seat on the Council. I’m not sure how she’ll feel about you, whether she’ll blame herself or you for her failings. I know you like a good bet so I’ll wager she’ll blame you. Want in on that action?”

I ignored the question. “You mentioned a few things I don’t think you should know. About my Cap and some items. Care to elaborate?” I said, trying to remain calm.

“Before we get to that, I want to make sure you figured out that Katarina was charging all the things she told you she was providing you to the city. I think she even upcharged what you wheedled out of poor Marko!” He slapped his knee. “That was some good negotiating on your part, at least from the retelling I heard. But yes, she hasn’t funded much more than a few gold and the food for Steve here. Even her carriage usage and repair charges were egregious.”

“And where are you hearing these things?” I asked, genuinely surprised at how well informed he was.

“Why would I tell you that? I still don’t know where your allegiances lie but I can assume they aren’t with me. Again, ask yourself, what benefits me from telling you that? A little bit of trust at most for burning excellent information sources? That’s a foolish trade, why would I make it?”

“Fair point,” I conceded and gestured for him to go on.

“So, Katarina played Marko and you to get a few more gold out of the deal. Which, fair play, we all skim, but it was a risky move if anyone ever talked to you about it. Not bringing you in on the grift was a silly decision in my view.”

He got up and started walking idly, gently running his hands along books and other décor in the room. “Other Councilors started to get a bit suspicious when your dungeon delve resulted in a bond egg but the tax situation on the delve was so nebulous that no one paid anything. Pitola is extremely upset at the Adventurers Guild on a massive missed revenue opportunity, Pitola and the Pitola branch of the Adventurers Guild are furious with Velez for creating the situation, you somehow have more enemies, etc. Basically, people started looking into it and everything Katarina was doing started to emit a stench so to speak. There was rotten smoke to mix phrases.”

“Yeah, I am starting to understand that more and more. But that doesn’t answer my question about my personal information.”

“Oh, simple. Katarina told the Council. Probably within the hour of finding that information out. She used to be great at fostering her own information network and schemes but seems to have slipped considerably in the last few years from what I’ve learned. I think maybe she’s a bit financially stressed though it’s hard to get exact details given I haven’t been here long. Putting out insurance contracts on the city walls was extremely risky, though it looks like it might pay off with you.”

Welp, one of my biggest allies seems to have been betraying me the entire time… Maybe ‘betraying’ is the wrong word but I need to process this.

“I will say, we are all obligated to tell the Council about something like the items you picked up at that utterly fascinating facility. Even I wouldn’t have withheld that information. Your Innate Capability, we probably are obligated by the letter but not spirit of the agreements to disclose. However, I don’t think a single other Councilor would have. Probably not for some silly ethical reason like to protect you but it just wasn’t a smart move in my view. Little gain and lots of downside – just looking at you, I can tell she’s on your sodus list. But she traded that away for a bit more influence.”

“Okay, so you have severely shaken my confidence in Katarina. Is that what you wanted?”

“Somewhat,” he replied with a shrug. “But as I said, I think we can work well together going forward. So, as I mentioned to even get you interested in coming here, I have a merchant that I know from The MM coming into town and I can set up a meeting. Tomorrow should work, I’ll have him clear out an hour to do your scan and assess your items. AAI-backed guarantee they won’t share the information with anyone to boot. On me. What do you say?”

“I say: why? This feels like going a bit above and beyond when, as you said, I don’t trust you and have never really spoken with you outside of a few awkward quips at a dinner before today.” I was simply too tired to do anything but give it to him straight. Steve took that moment to let out a big yawn and fall asleep in his plate of food.

“I think you can be a real force for this city. A force for what, I’d like to influence. I am betting heavily on Velez. I have some other reasons that I won’t disclose but at the end of the day, you get what you want and there aren’t really any drawbacks I could see from your perspective. So stop looking me, your gift horse, in the mouth.” He laughed then slapped his knees and stood up, doing that universal sign of ‘it’s time to get the hell out of my house’.

“Can I let you know my decision on the merchant in the morning?” I asked.

“Sure, though I know it will be yes so I already sent him a message. Now, go meet with your friends, I’m sure they’re worried I’ve kidnapped you or something.” And with that, he ushered me out, sending his AAI guarantee a second time.

            

    
        Chapter 26, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                My AAI interface blipped off then back again as I crossed the estate grounds. I decided it was time to check my messages; I hadn’t done so for over an hour. The one I was expecting – Jasna’s – wasn’t there, which I realized probably meant she was far more upset than I originally thought.

I mean, I did literally ignore her advice about who to trust and went off with the man responsible for her uncle’s death. And I didn’t really think about it too much. Why would I do that? Skill or Cap or something?

On my walk back to the inn, I composed at least five different iterations of a message trying to explain my side. Finally, I ended up with a rather simple one. [I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair to do to you. I’d like to talk when you’re ready.]

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #23: Sometimes the simplest apology is the best. Make it sincere but also make it clear you were in the wrong. No explaining, no diminishing.

Skimming over the increasingly irate messages from Katarina – none of which were really anything more than the adult equivalent of a child’s tantrum, trying to downplay what she’d done or explain it away – I looked at those from Gabor and Tiesa and surprisingly a few of the Councilors.

Uros sent me a packet of information about who of the other Councilors was negotiating side deals with other cities – including a rundown of their kickbacks to said Councilors – and recommendations on what terms to change for maximizing my benefit.

When did he have time to compile all this? We were together essentially from the second we left the Hall of the Council.

It felt like Aleksandra Podlipa held a grudge against Pitola. She offered me access to her contacts for squeezing as much out as possible from her former city. There was something driving the offer that I wanted to investigate further.

Marko Azarov, Nina Asani, and Teodor Bondar all had ideas as well. None of which seemed worth entertaining, at least when I was so bone-deep tired.

Gabor’s messages were more supportive but started to get slightly frantic that I hadn’t responded so I sent a message to let him know I was okay. My response to Tiesa was more contrite but explained I did what I thought was best to in order to ensure my and Steve’s safety. I needed to know who I could trust and it was apparent that wasn’t Katarina but it was Tiesa, Gabor, Jasna, and probably Risto, Vana, Tilda, and Nikolaj.

And definitely not Uros.

The cool night air did little to soothe my racing mind. Even Steve managed to wake up from my arm cradle to bop me on the nose – on his fifth swing – sending a feeling of shutting my brain up through our bond.

I sent a message to Vana asking if she’d draw a bath and deliver food to my room when I returned so it would still be somewhat hot after getting clean.

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: You know I’m not your maid or your mother, right? Extra silver added to your tab just for the indignity of it all and then another for the tremendous amount of labor you are putting on me. You better be good for it!]

I laughed softly at her good-natured ribbing.

If there is one thing I can count on, beyond seemingly being dragged into some crazy kind of intrigue on a daily basis, it’s the humor of Vana and the attempted humor of Gabor.

A tear of mirth slipped from my eye at the thought of his response to that. Of course, that caused me to not look where I was going and I bumped into someone on the street.

Tilda gave me that mischievous smile of hers and kicked me in the shins before walking off with nary a word.

The bath was a wonderful reprieve and, instead of dealing with my racing mind, I listened to music and zoned out, gently cleaning Steve and staining the water a rich tapestry of colors and scents; my bond had far more food around his face than I noticed.

I was toweling off, feeling considerably better, when I received another AAI message. [Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: Boy, just what the jebbie do you have in that box below your bed?]

A cold shiver ran through my spine.

Well, shit.

***

Meeting Vana on the stairs, she gave me a look I couldn’t quite interpret.

One of slight anger and reproachment but also curiosity? Underneath it all, I think there’s weariness there too.

“I’m turning things over to Elda for the night and then we’re gonna have a chat. Understood? Now get some clothes on, those robes aren’t known for staying securely tied and I want to focus on the conversation. You hear me?”

“Vana, can we do this tomorrow?” I asked, trying to inject the bone-deep weariness I was feeling into my tone.

“Absolutely. You just need to take your stuff – all of your stuff – and find a different place to stay the night. No? Then I’ll be up in <five minutes>. I mean it about the clothes. If I see a snake peeking through the grass, that’s a one gold charge. You’re cute but I draw the line at that.”

She moved past me gracefully and I heard her engage with some guests in the common room on her way to Elda.

I wolfed down a significant amount of the food – much to Steve’s indignation and chagrin – and changed as quickly as I could.

Trying to gameplan what I would say, despite all my experience with impromptu meetings, didn’t work. All the events of the past day and a half came crashing down like a giant sitting on my shoulders and I knew it would be a challenging conversation to say the least.

A soft knock came at the door. Breathing deeply, I opened it slowly.

Vana gave me a fake smile and said softly, “Room inspection. You’ve been here long enough, time to check it out.”

She pressed me backwards, moving past me fluidly to quickly shut the door. At my quirked eyebrow, she held up a single finger telling me to wait.

A ball of silver and black with lines undulating across it in a gentle pattern materialized in her hand.

Well, if she’s here to kill me, she’s played the long game well.

[If I die tonight, it was Vana. She knows about Gabby.] I sent off a potentially final message to Jasna as Vana set the ball on the floor and pressed the top of it.

The message failed to go through.

A gentle light washed over the room, illuminating the innkeeper in a soft gray glow as a slight humming noise started to emerge from the ball.

“There. Anti-sound and scrying orb. Shuts down AAI communication too, though thankfully not translation. It’s pretty iffy on recording but don’t go doing that if you know what’s good for ya. And I’m letting you know, what’s good for ya is not testing me further. Will be an absolute kurac to recharge so know that this is important,” she sighed, nodding at the orb.

“Want to tell me what you were doing snooping in my room?” I asked, hoping I could get her on the defensive.

Vana snorted. “Snooping in your room after I delivered food. You answered your own question didn’t you kurac-for-brains?”

At least she doesn’t seem angry? Maybe just concerned. Oh god, is she going say she’s not mad, just disappointed?

“Fair point. Shouldn’t have let you into my room unattended. That was a mistake on my part. It’s been a long day.” I sighed and gestured for her to take the chair while I sad on the bed. She’d be at a slightly higher angle to look down on me but I was used to that after the meeting with the Council.

“So, what do you think you found below the bed?” I asked, hoping she just knew it was magical.

“I’m wondering if you even know what it is. What it really is.”

“I don’t. Why don’t you tell me?”

Last ditch effort here.

“I was a delver, and a damn good one, in my past ya idiot. I delved more than my fair share of dungeons. Yes, literally more than what I was supposed to but those are stories for another time. That there is a core. But you knew that. What else do you know about it?” It felt like she was trying to bore holes into my skull with just her glare.

“Uhh, that’s it,” I said lamely. “I knew I could deploy it and delve it myself to make a ton of money but didn’t want to share that. So I snuck it back here.”

“Stop. Lying. To. Me.” She paused between each word, her face getting closer to mine. Then she popped out of the chair to lift the lid off the box. “Gabby, want to tell your idiot friend here about our conversation, brief as it may have been?”

Uh oh…

“Oh yeah, I like Vana way more than you. Jasna is okay but kind of boring. Why aren’t you nearly as funny as Vana?”

Vana fixed me with a steely gaze, though there was a hint of mirth at Gabby’s ribbing. “Yes, I can hear her too. Of course I went snooping. I’d do it to a regular guest. I don’t have sticky fingers but do have an overactive imagination. There is so much going on with you, I expected to find something a bit more salacious here, especially given what Cornelius is famous for. So a lead-lined box under the bed? Not even a lock on it? I mean— yes, you have a rude interruption?” she asked as if without a care in the world.

“There absolutely was a lock on the box. Jasna wouldn’t have gotten a box without one,” I replied, somewhat confused.

“Well, that thing didn’t count!” she bellowed with a laugh. “Was through it with the kit I carry around for everyday use in a matter of seconds.” She patted her hip before getting serious again. “Anyway, as I was saying before mister big shot here rudely stopped me, I had to see what was in the box. Can’t blame an old girl for being curious what a guy like you is up to. Always so straightlaced and all that, must be something fun. But nope! It’s a jebbie-ing dungeon core!”

“Ooh, tell him about what you started doing!” Gabby added excitedly.

“I was just getting there my young and lovely friend. So, of course, I’m wondering how the hell you have a dungeon core. They are rare and just destroying one without approval is a death sentence. Taking one? Now that’s a very prolonged death sentence. And it’s not like you could have simply found a damn core on the street or something, you’ve been watched almost every second since you arrived. So of course, I started probing it, spiritually and, I’ll admit, physically in a rather invasive way. Again, sorry dear about that,” she said turning to the glowing core in its box.

“Yeah, not the best introduction. Buy a girl a drink first! Or at least feed her some essence-rich bodies, ya know? But it’s okay. You good if I tell it from here?” Gabby asked.

“As long as you give him the appropriate amount of grief and sass, I am amenable.”

This is not going to be fun.

“Well, of course I let the examination go on for a quick second and tried to contact you but you were out of range. I could tell you were close but—”

“Lead-lined bathroom,” Vana said simply. “Prevents creeps and snoops. Sorry to interrupt.”

“Ohhh, that makes so much more sense. I thought maybe he was just too stupid to notice. I mean, he probably is but that wasn’t the only issue. Anyway, as she basically gave me a full ‘gray alien’ scan – luckily I do not have anything to physically probe, at least in this form – and was muttering to herself about destroying me, I realized the jig was up. So I says to her, I says.”

Gabby put on a funny voice. “You better be thinking of bringing me flowers and chocolates as an apology for what you just put me through. That isn’t how you treat a lady without a proper date. About as pleasant as a wasp stinger through the guts. And I’d know, I’ve done it to multiple people!”

Vana cackled. “Of course, nearly sodus-d myself. Of all the kinky things I thought you’d have, a captive dungeon wasn’t one. I’m more than familiar a certain kind of ‘dungeon’ exists but this was not what I was expecting.”

Both Gabby and Vana started laughing maniacally. Steve made a screaming sound to try to join in and I just sighed.

Longest night of my life? Well, second longest. The random ‘we need to present these numbers tomorrow in a way that is completely different and also obfuscates how bad we are actually doing but is still legal or at least not outright illegal’ request at 7pm from a startup exec was probably worse.

I shook my head to bring myself back to the present.

“So, does this mean you aren’t going to destroy Gabby? Or hell, me?” I asked tiredly.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #24: If you are dead tired and at the mercy of an irate innkeeper, just ask the question you’re dreading. You’ll get fast relief either way, whether that is death or a joke.

Okay, I am way too tired to be adding anything to my tips…

“Heck no, why would you even suggest that! She can source me so much tasty meat on the cheap!” Vana let out another laugh and then realized I was actually being serious and took a breath, making prolonged eye contact. “Look, this is a big potential problem. Like as in they’ll kill you across a few months just to make a point to others level big. But she’s actually fully sapient, sentient, whatever. And she’s funny. This is a problem but I’m not going to murder her.”

We spent the next fifteen minutes discussing, with both Vana and Gabby ‘helpfully’ throwing verbal jabs at me the entire time, before Vana offered a potential solution.

“My whole house is warded pretty darn well. Better than the box or the bathroom. I could take her and she’d be able to absorb more ambient essence, get back to full vibrancy, – sorry girl but your sparkle just isn’t entirely there – and be better protected.”

“I’m not making a call without Jasna. And obviously Gabby has a say in things too.”

“Fair, bring her here during the late morning or early afternoon tomorrow and I can slack off for a bit for a chat. Bring the box to my place though, I don’t have a second sound and scry blocking orb and this one will take at least a few days of my full attention to recharge.” Vana stood up and nodded to me and then leaned over to say something only to Gabby with her head fully in the box. I felt and heard Gabby’s mirth as the woman picked up her gray ball, pressed a button that caused the light and humming to subside, and left.

I stripped down to get ready for bed and looked at my messages again.

[Your Message was not sent. Would you like to try again?] I selected no and brought up my notes app, this time in my AAI instead of on the tablet as I laid with my head against the pillow.

Time to update my priorities lists…

***

A rather insistent knocking woke me suddenly.

Wasn’t I updating my notes?

Ignoring whoever was at my door momentarily, I opened the app in my mental interface.

[Get scanned – how to trust merchant?

What to do with the items in my ring?

Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa]

Apparently, I had fallen asleep almost immediately and all my thoughts were even more jumbled than before my slumber.

“At least I got some good sleep,” I mumbled blearily, heading for the door.

“Open the door Terry. Steve’s appointment is only <12 minutes> from now and we need to get going,” Jasna’s angry muffled voice came through the door.

Without thinking, I opened the door. She looked me up and down and I realized I was only in my sleeping pants. Jasna rolled her eyes and shut the door.

“Get dressed. I do not like being late. People get upset and it is easy to not upset them by being on time.” I could hear the arm crossing in her voice somehow. I quickly grabbed an outfit from my storage bag on my hip and dressed, placating Steve who sent me feelings of being starved to within an inch of his life.

“Good. We do not have time for food. This is your fault. You can explain to Steve.” She grabbed my elbow and started leading me downstairs.

Vana handed me a heaping bowl and a glare. “That bowl comes back undamaged and cleaned. Understand? If not, I’ll take it out of your backside. And no, I don’t care that doesn’t make sense. And then you young missy. We have more to discuss later today.” The innkeeper stalked off back to the kitchens.

“I’ll explain later. Can I at least feed Steve while we walk?”

“No, you will put your arms around my shoulders and hang on. I have to move quickly and I am the only one careful enough to not spill while we move at speed.” She indicated for me to climb on piggy-back style and took Steve in one hand and the bowl in the other.

If I thought the princess carry to the woods incident was embarrassing, this was mortifying. Luckily I had a hood that I kept down but, given my size and who I was with, I knew many people would figure out it was me.

True to her word, Jasna didn’t spill a single morsel of food and Steve seemed to love the wind whooshing through his fur.

We arrived four minutes early. I gave Jasna an annoyed eyeroll.

“Between me rushing you here and your actions last night, I think you are not in any position to do anything but grovel and thank me. But I want neither from you right now. If I could have, I would have brought Steve here alone.”

I winced but nodded as we went to knock. We waited for 25 minutes in a rather awkward silence, only broken up by knocking every minute or so, while we waited for the door to open. The head healer was clearly already inside and we could hear her singing to herself and moving things around.

Finally, the door opened.

“Oh, you’re here already. I do not expect delvers picking an early time to actually be here when agreed. Come in and place him on the throne please.” With absolutely zero contrition at making us wait, Lenka, the head healer, let us in.

I expected Jasna to be upset but she seemed to just take that awful explanation in stride.

The ‘throne’ was an elaborate wooden contraption that had places dug into the wood for arms and legs of a human to go accompanied by pretty aggressive-looking straps, presumably to hold someone down while they struggled. For Steve, there was merely a brown pillow and a small bowl of fruit.

“Will we need to restrain him during the procedure?” I asked nervously. “Can you walk me through what you are going to do?”

She wheeled over a cart that had twenty glowing crystals arrayed across it. At my look, she ignored my actual questions for my implied one. “Rechargeable mana crystals. Cost an arm and a leg and are the worst to charge up but it will mean I can apply as much healing as his body will take rather than how much mana I have.”

“Great, that’s wonderful. Thank you. Now, will I need to restrain him during the procedure?” I asked again, taking Steve from Jasna’s arms and placing him on the pillow, putting the bowl of fruit next to him. He sniffed curiously and started smashing random fruit – peels and all – against his face, trying to eat but with some difficulty. Jasna moved to help him while I focused on Lenka.

“If you do, it will significantly limit the healing as much will be transferred to you. Did you not bring restraints for him?” she asked as if that was a normal question.

Trying to contain my exasperation, I looked to Jasna for an answer. She pulled out a few strands of silk from her bag and handed them to the healer. At my look, she shrugged. “They told us what was needed when we brought him here yesterday. Tiesa and I planned to take care of it so why inform you?”

Lenka quickly tied Steve down and Jasna and I took turns tickling, petting, feeding, and in Jasna’s case, singing to him. I sent feelings of reassurance through our bond as well so he was only mildly grumpy.

“This will take upwards of <twenty minutes> so you, keep him calm and you, watch the door to prevent anyone from disturbing us.” She didn’t look at either of us but Jasna immediately walked to the door after giving Steve a last reassuring pat.

Watching Lenka work was mesmerizing. As she started, her hands moved through a series of motions and emitted colors across the spectrum that would have any tripping raver admiring her finger work. She hummed a tuneless song, often going from high notes to low and back in a seemingly random order. Of her odd movements and actions, it was hard to know what was necessary, what was ritual, and what was merely for show to the clients.

The magic seemed to coalesce and Steve began to glow slightly, starting with the toes on his hind legs, his white fur turning first pink, then purple, then green, then yellow and finally back to a dark blue-ish purple that evoked thoughts of deep space for me.

Throughout, Steve chittered but not in alarm, almost like he was trying to hum along with the woman as the lighting effects intensified. The gleam emitting from my bond slowly worked up his lower body to his abdomen through to his face. I felt fascination rather than trepidation from Steve as the lights finally reached his eyes and the bulbous orbs started to glow, strobing through colors that were hard to describe and lasted mere milliseconds.

Steve started to send feelings of pain through our link and I tried to send reassurance back but I could still feel him struggling. His little feet and arms flexed and bent against the silk but Steve’s body was held firmly in place against the pillow. He seemed to finally start to notice that his vision, however slowly, was returning and started excitedly chittering at the funny lights coming from his own face to dance across the woman in front of him.

All throughout, Lenka would pause slightly, reaching one hand over to her row of crystals while keeping her other hand moving in a rhythmic pattern. A crystal would dim and the lights emanating from her would return to full intensity as she replenished her mana.

I heard the door open and Jasna whisper something but the sound quickly faded into the background as I enjoyed the feelings of fear recede and relief and joy flood through Steve’s emotions.

And then, of course, he moved his head and spotted food in a bowl to the side. Nothing else mattered for the final five minutes of his treatment, his concentration was fully focused.

Shortly after draining the second to last crystal for its mana, Lenka finally stopped moving and swayed backwards. I caught her under her arms and sat her down by the base of the healing throne. She gave a dirty look at my hand before giving a deep breath.

“Can I untie him now? He can finally see well enough to know where the food is.”

“Whew, that took way more out of me than I expected. Yes, yes, you can untie him. Please give him to me. I need to run a quick check.”

I quickly removed all but one of the silk threads, instead electing to untie it from the chair and let him keep that on his hand to entertain himself with.

After a few minutes of poking and prodding, including a few times I thought she was going to literally stick her finger into his eye, Lenka declared Steve had taken to the healing as expected and was reacting slightly better than what she’d modeled.

“So, does that mean he’ll only need one more treatment?” I asked hopefully.

“No, still the 150 gold treatment and a final assessment but I’d estimate the final treatment will be maybe 95 gold instead of the 100 I quoted you. While he takes healing well, his essence channels are unusual enough that it took about 50% more mana than I budgeted. So he heals better but it’s more resource intensive. Make sense?”

Ah, the old multiple variables have shifted but the outcome is essentially the same. Fun.

“Yes. By the way, any relation to Councilor Regina Vitola?”

Lenka snapped her eyes to my face, suddenly giving me a much more appraising look. “She’s a benefactor of this house of healing, yes. Why do you ask?” Her voice was that kind of cautious that said there was something far deeper going on.

“Oh, just something she said recently. So, will his eyesight continue to improve before the next treatment?” I asked, trying to keep her slightly off balance.

“No. Ten gold to heal that pinky, five if you still have the digit relatively undamaged.”

I raised my eyebrow but brought the pinky out of my storage bag. She snatched the loose digit and grabbed my hand, while placing her other hand on the last mana crystal. Before I could even say a word, my pinky was reattached and working fine. I brought out five gold coins which she made disappear into a storage item I couldn’t see.

Giving me a dirty look, Lenka said, “Now, you are taken care of. You depleted my entire mana stock. I will need to call in people to refill the crystals and also reschedule a number of important clients. I have work to do and you have moving on to do.” She turned as though that settled everything and started looking off into space, presumably using her AAI.

Jasna gave me a hand signal to follow her and I grabbed Steve away from the food bowl he was licking, grabbing Vana’s bowl and carefully stowing it in my sack as I wasn’t sure how my ring might treat it.

I stepped out into the intensifying sunlight of mid-morning, coming face to face with Jasna waiting a few feet outside the door. “Tiesa said we have to talk one-on-one. That’s why she refused to come. I need to work on talking out my feelings apparently.”

She started to roll her eyes and then stopped. I heard her mumble under her breath but didn’t catch it. “You upset me greatly last night and we need to talk about it. I want you to hear how I feel.” She let out a huge breath like that was the hardest thing she’d done all week.

“Let’s go speak at the inn? Oh, I didn’t send you the message last night but Vana uh… found out what was under my bed…”

“Oh, did you have some kind of embarrassing thing? Was it a sex thing or something childish?”

“Well, I don’t want to tell you what it was but I will say it was in a lead box.” I tried to emphasize the importance and luckily her initial look of confusion turned to understanding and then anger.

I held up a hand placatingly. “All is good, she just wants to talk to us. Well, the three of us, at her house. Let’s go to the inn and collect my things to head over?”

Jasna scooped me up and my involuntary indignant noise was matched with one of excitement by Steve as Jasna ran us through the city. A few people yelled obscenities – or what I guessed were obscenities – but we moved so fast my AAI couldn’t translate.
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                Luckily, she set me down before we entered and I put Steve on my shoulder. “Vana, we’ll see you at your place in fifteen minutes,” I said as we entered and headed up to my room with Jasna in tow. When Jasna saw the state of the box and the ruined lock, I thought she’d be angry but instead, the woman got very close to examine it, muttering to herself.

“Uh, we should probably go, right?” I asked, interrupting her investigation.

“Yes. I am still very upset with you but I am no longer upset about Gabby being exposed. This is excellent work. Though you probably shouldn’t have left her in your room, Vana appears to be incredibly skilled.”

She lifted the lid off completely, stuck her head against the dungeon core and started muttering, occasionally laughing.

After about two minutes, she silently put the lid back on, engaged what was left of the lock, hoisted the box to her shoulder, and turned to leave the room.

“Okay, yes I want to talk about… her… but first, let me see my little man.” After opening her front door, Vana approached me like she was going to pinch my cheeks and swerved at the last second to pick up Steve, tossing him lightly in the air to his delight. She then took him over to the food table and was thrilled at how he spotted it from feet away.

We enjoyed some light chitchat over food while settling in, Vana not wanting to rush the conversation. Jasna took the lid off the box and nodded to Vana as if executing a previously agreed upon signal.

“Gabby, can you hear us? Please give us a sign,” Vana intoned like we were in a seance.

And the dungeon core obliged with a loud fart sound. Vana chuckled and Jasna burst out laughing, almost breaking her chair in her mirth. I rolled my eyes and Gabby blew a raspberry I knew only I could hear.

“Before we start, Vana, I would like to compare lockpicking later. I thought Terry forgot to lock the lid and was ready to be even more mad at him. But you barely damaged the lock and still picked it. How long did it take?” Jasna was staring intently at the innkeeper like she might miss something if she blinked.

“<Two minutes> maybe?”

“Incredibly impressive,” Jasna replied.

After a few seconds of awkward silence Gabby piped up. “Okay, okay, now let’s focus all our attention on the most important person in the room. Me!” She made mouth trumpet noises like fanfare but it was lost on everyone but me. “Ah yes, Earth-specific reference. At least Terry thought it was absolutely hilarious and he was right.”

Vana and Jasna looked at me and I rolled my eyes.

“Gabby, you’re in rare form. As always,” I said in a deadpan.

Jasna went to ask something but Vana put a hand on hers to stop her. “Dear, 90% of what Gabby says is utter nonsense so just ignore it unless we ask you a direct question. Well, at least that’s my recommendation. How the heck did you two get along before this?”

“She annoys Terry and that makes me laugh?” Jasna just shrugged.

Gabby burst into laughter again.

“Okay, I get it. Har har. Now, can we focus on why we’re having this meeting? We always knew the box under the bed was not a long-term solution. And then it ended up being viable for far shorter than we hoped or expected.” I was trying to bring us back to the actual problems that needed addressing as we were all in actual danger if Gabby was discovered.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #25: While every important meeting should move the agenda forward, keeping people on task and on target doesn’t have to be a fun killer. Don’t be the party pooper when you can still ‘do the needful’ in a fun atmosphere.

“What’s a party pooper?” Gabby asked, though thankfully only in my mind.

Ignoring her, I looked over to Steve. He was happily in a food coma on the table to the side and, for all our noise, he didn’t seem to be aware of anything other than his contentment.

“Wait, you treated me like a box of… bedroom activity enhancement tools… you stuck under the bed? Hm, not sure how I feel about that. Nah, seems fine. I am something that makes everyone’s life a little more spicy.” Gabby started to hum a few saxophone-heavy songs I wasn’t going to explain to anyone on Putijama, much less the people in this room.

Vana chuckled. “Yes, yes, you are sassier than I am Gabby, congrats. But I agree with Terry, this is actually serious. If you’re discovered by the wrong people, the best you can hope for is a quick destruction.”

“Way to bring the mood down Vana,” Gabby replied.

A scoff and an eyeroll later, Vana continued. “I have some ideas but wanted to hear what you all were planning to do before steering you one way or another. This is dangerous but I think we can do something good.” Vana was far more serious than I had ever seen her.

Jasna and I laid out our basic thoughts and goals while Gabby provided – usually entirely unhelpful – color commentary.

“Okay, so the plan is to deploy her in an area where she won’t get discovered, to try to feed her some bodies, to use her for training and maybe some light testing, and to use her as a source for great loot? Anything I missed?” Vana had started writing things down on paper and I actually missed an erasable whiteboard for the first time in my life.

“That I’m right here? That you haven’t talked to me about my motivations?” Gabby gave a harrumph that triggered another round of eyerolls from us all.

“We also need to figure out how to tell Tiesa,” I said, looking to Jasna.

“Not yet, she’s already grumpy enough with me. And more so with you. I don’t think we want to burn that bridge yet.” Jasna sighed and slumped in her chair. “I don’t like keeping secrets from her. And she always knows. I’d think it was a skill if I didn’t know her better.”

“No, it’s just you’re pretty easy to read dear,” Vana said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “But to the point of decisions for today, I don’t have an essence stone to feed the princess here – yes, she told me her full title, and no, I shan’t be using it. It would be odd for me to try to source one too. But I do have some excellent wards here so no one should find out about her and I don’t have anyone trying to get up in my business.”

Vana slapped her knee. “Well, not in the way I’m meaning but yes Gabby, there are many… suitors… shall we say. But my point is that I think Gabby should stay here and I can keep her out of her box so she can recover. I have some ideas for where we might deploy her as well.”

“I’m still worried about people scanning the area, especially if we are feeding her—”

“I’m RIGHT HERE! Talk to me, not about me!” Gabby bellowed in my mind.

“Fair, sorry Gabs. Nope, that one is taken by Gabor.” I made an apologetic gesture.

It’s really hard to not make physical gestures when you’re talking to someone. Pre-pandemic, I always made them when I was on audio-only calls too.

Recovering my momentum, I tried to get us back on track. “Anywho, Vana do you have ideas for how to make sure she doesn’t show up on scans once we do deploy her? Maybe we put her near a Tier 2 rift that we can keep relatively well delved to make sure there aren’t any visitors but Gabby’s rising essence from feeding her doesn’t set off any alarms? Are we trying to thread a needle?”

“Eh, I’ll finally go on that date with the guy who has something to do with maintaining the scan network around here. He should have more information and I’ll circle back. Can’t remember his name. Bad breath and a worse mustache…” Vana shook her head morosely. “The things I do for you princess. You better reward me with something pretty from one of the delves. I really want nice vambraces – and no, they don’t have to be practical. I’ll send you a sketch via AAI. Ooh, I’m excited.”

“About the date, helping Gabby, or the decorative armor?” Jasna asked.

“The latter two. Again, bad breath, worse mustache.”

We chatted a bit further but when it was clear we wouldn’t make much more progress, Jasna and I said our goodbyes to Vana and Gabby, collecting a sleepy sugar glider.

“We still have to talk. Let’s head back to your room,” Jasna said, plucking Steve from my arms, placing him in her hair and walking away before I could answer.

Upon sitting on the bed again with Jasna facing me, I tried to look at her while she screwed up her face, clearly not wanting what came next.

I was almost sure she was reading off an AAI but she still made an effort to mostly look at me. “Terry, I am very upset that you didn’t listen to my warning and went off to speak with Barno. He is a slimy piece of sodus and you not trusting my judgment there upset me.”

“And I sincerely apologize. I shouldn’t have gone with him then. I let my tiredness from the day – Steve, the delve as a whole, Gabby almost getting discovered, the meeting, just everything – win over. I probably would have still met with him eventually but I should have discussed with you first. No, you know what, that’s an excuse. I shouldn’t have gone with him and that’s that.”

Her expression was difficult to read as she listed out a number of things the Councilor had done to remind me not to trust him. It was hard to hear some of the more gory details of her uncle’s death as well as some of the other things Uros Barno was accused of previously.

“Uh, so when I tell you he set up a meeting with a merchant that can scan my Cap, what do you say? And that they have someone who can likely tell us what we picked up in that awful experimentation facility? And examine my ring too.”

“There are usually protections against them sharing that information so Tiesa and I will review. Maybe we can bring a merchant of our own too?” She started to rub her chin in thought.

We discussed the Uros meeting for a bit before she said simply she was still mad at me but that we could move past it for now. She also had no idea if the Councilor had a Cap or skill related to influencing people but had never heard speculation that he did.

We headed over to Gabor and Tiesa’s house to strategize and set the time for the meeting with the merchant. I left Steve with Vana at the front desk as I didn’t trust the merchant enough to bring him.

As per usual walking down the street, I received random acceptances of my language translation blast request. I had put them on 99% transparency so they didn’t clog up my vision and learned to ignore them almost from the second they started. It happened again as Jasna and I reached Gabor and Tiesa’s house.

“What the <> is up? …shit,” a boy asked as we entered. There was an odd blank space where I physically heard him say sodus but my AAI didn’t translate and fuzzed out before translating it a few seconds later. Then, ‘hearing’ a swear word in English from someone other than Gabby was so jarring, I didn’t know how to react.

“Sorry, what did you just say? And why did shit come through so late?” I asked.

“Well, I didn’t want to drop the worst words I know, ladies are present,” the dark-haired boy in his early to mid-teens said, like that was all the explanation needed.

At seeing my confusion, Gabor laughed and stood up. “Terry, remember Lora and Bruno Zepa? Bruno mentioned his friend’s kid was working on some language translation software. Well, meet Karel Kosmen. Bruno put me in touch with him and I wanted his first module to be translation of swear words. I know how annoying not being able to swear can be. Plus, your pronunciation leans towards cute and those words deserve some oomph. You aren’t doing them any <> justice… fucking.”

Rolling my eyes, I put my hand out for the kid to shake. He just stared at it for a second before asking, “Wait, did you say something came through late? Well that isn’t <> good.” What followed for the next twenty seconds started as normal swear words in English; and then were followed by a number that weren’t, mostly dealing with anatomy and a few related to other essence types that weren’t common to the Kingdom. All gave a small fuzz to my brain before the translation happened a few seconds later.

“I thought you didn’t want to say bad words in front of ‘the ladies’, what changed?” I asked Karel, interrupting his curse-a-thon.

“Oh, it’s just Aunties Tiesa and Jasna, who gives a <> about being polite around shit them?” he asked like it was a weird question. It was still jarring to have the swear words translated out of order in the sentence.

Humoring him, I nodded. “Fair point. But yes, I am hearing a blank kind of fuzz and then the translation comes through about one and a half to two seconds later. Here, should I try it from my side?” At his nod, I went on to recite, to the best of my memory, a long skit on how the f-word is extremely versatile often attributed to Monty Python.

“Ah <> man, that shit sucks, let me try a few things I had ideas around. I’m betting there is a processing delay because I am making individual requests when the software detects swearing instead of actually running as a sub-process of your translation software. And yeah, I heard all those, man you got a potty mouth.” The young teen slumped into the couch sticking his tongue through his teeth much like Tiesa did when working on her AAI while we went off to the meeting Uros Barno set up, leaving Steve in the care of his Uncle Gabor.

***

“Shame Nikolaj couldn’t come,” Tiesa said as we headed to the town hall. Apparently, even merchants as fancy as the one Uros knew conducted their day-to-day business in Velez at the hall, though they often took private meetings elsewhere and usually didn’t setup stalls in the main hall.

Jasna stopped me just outside the doors to the building. “Remember, AAI messages can be intercepted. Even here. Illegal as hell but still possible to probable, given the Uros connection. Nothing over AAI that you wouldn’t want everyone reading. Understood?” At my nod, we continued towards the special rooms at the back of the hall.

“Come in, come in,” Ervin, the merchant said and indicated some pillows and a low-slung table. The man had skin patterned like wood with swirls and loops throughout, colored a dark brown with purple undertones. He was bald and with a beard on one half of his face, the other clean shaven. The giant earring hanging next to the beard was of a crescent moon and a little bear hanging off the tip. His clothes, however, were so nondescript that they were almost a shocking contrast.

As we sat down, he immediately busied himself in the corner making coffee while a woman wearing a bright orange veil over her face and a pink jumpsuit nodded at us. “Just humor him. His coffee tastes terrible but he does better deals and behaves if you pretend it doesn’t.”

I could just make out the mirth in her eyes at his scoff and the momentary freeze in his coffee activities.

“Milenka I presume?” I said as we made ourselves comfortable. “I have a few things for you to identify and maybe appraise I guess. I might be willing to sell but more than anything, we need to know what they do. The enchanters in town are mostly low-level or practical application focused on delving or farming. Basically, these things were beyond them. And you get to hopefully charge Uros an arm and a leg.”

“Yes, yes I was briefed by our mutual friend— oh, from those faces, I see we aren’t on the best of terms with the Councilor. Interesting. Very interesting. I might have some additional things to run past you if that’s the case, oh ho ho.” Milenka seemed to already be enjoying herself.

“Yes, I was hoping to start with these,” I said pulling out the six items we’d picked up at the awful experimentation lab from my ring.

Instead, she shot forward fast enough that both Tiesa and Jasna tensed, ready to strike. Milenka’s entire focus was on my ring and she started bringing out tool after tool examining it while it was still on my hand.

“I guess I did want that examined too…” I murmured, slightly confused by her behavior.

Tiesa cleared her throat and pushed the woman back slightly. At her perturbed look, Tiesa said, “AAI-guarantee first, analyze second.”

[Incoming AAI-Backed Guarantee from Milenka Koleva: ‘I, Milenka Koleva, swear to analyze, to the best of my ability, any items you present to me today or in the future. I also promise not to share the abilities of any items which are not sold to me with anyone that you have not given me permission to share. These terms expire either three years from today or upon your death, whichever is sooner.]

I looked over the agreement and asked for an addendum that she wouldn’t do anything that would lead to the disclosure of any item’s ability either.

Tiesa and Jasna looked over the wording and nodded, giving their assent.

As soon as I accepted, Milenka was once again in my face. Her veil pulled back, her golden brown eyes opened wider than I thought was possible as she stared at my ring from all angles.

“I’ll give you 400 gold for it. Or 250 gold and this storage ring that I am selling for 250 gold.”

At my shocked expression, she shrugged.

“It’s not actually powerful. Yet. But I think this might not be essence capped. No idea what it will become but I’m eager to find out.” She gave a malevolent chuckle. “I’ve never seen this style of enchanting. Just where did you say you got this boy?”

Ervin finally came back with the coffees. “Well, now you have both of our attention.”
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                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On AAI Guarantees (Short Form)

AAI guarantee compliance is monitored by your own AAI. If you violate, it’s reported immediately/as soon as possible to the Planetary AI. The only ways to prevent immediate reporting are being in a rift/dungeon or using an illegal blocking field. Nobles’ AAI restriction tech is not allowed to block guarantee violation reporting.

Violation repercussions are very aggressive, at best resulting in six months hard labor and up to death – sometimes there’s even a bounty your AAI broadcasts to everyone in your area! Violating the spirit, if discovered, can cancel all existing guarantees and block the violator from making new guarantees. In spirit violation is not monitored by the AAI. See On AAI Guarantees (BORING!) for more information.



After a few more increasingly bizarre offers, Milenka finally relented and started to explain what she found.

“This enchanting style is completely new to me. And I’ve traveled to every little corner of this world, at least the ones I know about and aren’t blocked by the storms. I’ve seen hundreds of approaches, many I would guess might be better than this, but nothing quite so… lyrical? It’s like there is a song or a poem told through the enchantments. It’s beautiful and haunting in equal measure.” She couldn’t seem to take her eyes off my ring.

“So, you said it’s not essence capped, what does that mean?” I asked, trying to bring her attention away from my hand.

Tiesa answered instead. “Means it might be able to continuously Tier Up. Almost all Tier 1 items – or really any Tier items – can’t take essence at all. Especially human-made ones. Rift-made items have a higher percentage that can but it’s still in the 5-10% range at most.”

Jasna added, “And most only have one aspect that can be improved. A Tier 1 weapon, the enchantments or the materials might be able to go up to Tier 2 but very rarely both. And then it’s almost always the limit – one Tier up.”

“Yeah, and the power level at that new Tier is usually sub-par. So a Tiered Up weapon will start Tier 2 at the bottom of Tier 2 where most items that are crafted or dropped are mid-Tier or better. If you’re a crafter, why mess around with the higher-Tier materials if you aren’t going to make a good weapon?” Tiesa was nodding along to her own statement.

“Aha, yes, and the cost to Tier anything up is astronomical. Few are silly enough to hurt their essence channels just to push that power to an item. Especially a mere support item. That ring is very curious indeed. Why would someone spend so much time, effort, and resources to craft it? I must know. There’s really nothing I can trade for it?” Milenka was giving me puppy dog eyes but it was especially hard to see through the veil she had lowered again.

I shook my head. “Does that mean I can continuously Tier it up and it won’t hit that cap? Is there really a reason to do that with a spatial storage item?”

“Ah, only most likely. I cannot say for sure. It is very odd. The enchantments are very strong but seem strange. They were made to be moderately ineffective at a low Tier it seems. And there is an enhanced protection from null essence but that makes the null eat away at mundane things in there. I normally would expect these other items you dumped out to be negatively impacted by being in any storage item but they don’t appear to be suffering at all. So curious! Such a mystery!”

“Calm yourself Milenka. Maybe I shouldn’t allow you coffee if you are already this excitable,” Ervin said, laughing at his own joke.

Tiesa and Jasna stared daggers at the man.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #26: When someone is showing passion, undermining them or making fun of them is usually the last thing you should do. Especially as a dude to a woman. Just not a smart play, no upside and lots of downside.

No matter the planet, don’t tell a woman to calm down. Even I know that one.

Clearing my throat, I pointed to what looked like a resizable sweatband for working out. “Why don’t we start with this and we’ll come back to my ring?”

Milenka began to analyze the band and started chuckling darkly. The longer she looked, the more she laughed.

Finally, after five minutes I had to ask. “What’s so funny? It’s just an enchanted sweatband? From the notes, they were trying to use it to increase speed?”

“And they succeeded! In the worst way possible! That ring was strange but this, this is like if you had access to some of the best enchantment runes on Putijama, significant resources, a bit of knowledge related to how that was made,” she pointed to my ring, “and then gave it all to a moody teenager, giving them a deadline of a day. Many of the runes are related to speed, but only related.” She looked back down laughing even harder.

“I’m not sure I get exactly what you’re implying,” I said, trying to get more information.

“It’s just a jumble of runes, many of them working against each other. It’s like knowing a lot of words and a bit about what they mean but when you put them on a page, it becomes close to nonsense.”

Milenka put the band on her wrist and punched the air, her hand moving strangely. She nodded and seemed to do a few more tests with her hand and turned back to me.

“The effect of this is to speed up the muscles within its domain. Right now, that is about <6 inches> total. Punching with this on and actually hitting something would probably break your wrist! Imagine your hand itself, the muscles moving very quickly but on an arm moving regular speed. What good would that do? I guess if you got it up to Tier 5 or so, it might be able to cover an entire body but there’s no way the materials last that long. Utter garbage but entertaining and educational. I’ll give you five gold for it.”

Tiesa informed me on the walk over as to how selling worked when it was team spoils so I sent an info packet on the item to ‘the team’, knowing Vidas needed to actually approve the sale. As I handed over the next item – a pair of blue and red rimmed spectacles – I got an approval back, sending it to Milenka.

“Oh this one is even worse! Ha, how would that— and with that— with the. No, no way. That’s so funny. Ten gold for this just for the sheer entertainment value. Can’t wait to use these bad boys!”

“Tell us what they do. Stop being cryptic. It is annoying.” Jasna folded her arms in front of her chest.

“Well, let me guess. The notes said they were trying to increase perception, the ability to spot incoming enemies?” At my nod, she laughed again. “They tried to restrict it to only monsters and only ones that would attack. No need for some of the general birds in a rift that aren’t actual enemies. But they connected it all completely wrong! So all it does is significantly increase your ability to spot and track mundane flying animals that won’t attack!” She burst into a fit of giggles.

So they are birding binoculars… Great, these items are all going to suck, aren’t they?

The next item, the researchers noted they were trying to increase someone’s control over green essence. And while it worked to some degree, it only did so for spells whose affinity was to another essence. Mainly black, making it essentially useless in the Kingdom. We netted another whole 15 gold as it might be sellable in an area with black essence.

“Oh, don’t look so grumpy! You’re up 30 gold, that’s not terrible!” Milenka said, storing another item in her heavily protected but mundane pack.

“This circlet was meant to increase intelligence in some way. The researchers said it worked but not how they intended,” I said, handing her a large and ornate band of a silvery metal that caught the light just right, making me feel on the verge of an inspirational thought. Despite a few hours playing with it while thinking, none ever came.

“First, don’t tell me what they do! It’s more fun to figure it out myself. Like solving a madman’s puzzle. And… you work closely with these researchers you are going on about?” Milenka asked curiously.

“Why do you ask?” Tiesa cut in before I could essentially ask the same thing. Jasna was frowning. It seemed all three of our hackles were raised.

“Well, these all have some essence in them. Some concentrated essence. But it is Tier 1 concentrated essence. He,” she pointed a finger bedecked in a gaudy ring at me, “seems to be on relatively equal footing with you, at least in some form and fashion. So it’s not his…” Milenka trailed off as if to say ‘you fill in the blanks here’ about them not using me as an essence mule for the items.

I looked to Tiesa and we nodded at each other. After a full two seconds of silence, I looked back to her as it seemed we both thought the other would elaborate. “Tiesa, why don’t you explain,” I said, laughing slightly.

Tiesa gave a highly redacted and modified version of discovering the items in a long-abandoned facility near the southern coast.

Milenka seemed to relax slightly. “I’m a merchant and enchanter myself so I know we don’t always get to focus on ethics. The baddies’ coin spends just as well and I’m no paragon of virtue. But these are sinister. Well, not the items but what’s been done with testing them. They all have some degree of essence in them and all are built to take as much essence as they can get.”

Figuring it was okay to confirm slightly, I said, “Yeah, from the little info we could get after they destroyed most of it, calling them baddies is an utter insult to anyone else that you’d call a baddy. If you imagined pure evil, it sounds like they were worse. And did it merely out of curiosity and greed. Not sure if that bit makes it worse or not.” I finished with a shrug.

“Well, this thing is essentially useless. If you fill it with essence, it will make you smarter. Unfortunately, they used channeling runes so it has to be your own essence! You’d be far better just allocating that essence to your own physical core with a focus on mental cultivation and not robbing yourself of the future power. I’d probably destroy it rather than let someone use it but it has two runes I haven’t seen used like this. Ten gold?” Milenka asked, looking like she was ready to put it in her bag.

“Can you send me a full write-up on that? I think we’ll keep it as we have someone we know who studies mind cultivation and would be interested in examining it. We’ll destroy it after,” I said, trying to hold back my nervousness at how well that could work with Steve’s Cap.

She took it back and inspected it deeply for another few minutes.

Ervin chuckled but said nothing, continuing to sip his fourth cup of coffee.

How is he not bouncing off the wall or needing to poop? No Terry, focus.

I sent the item description along to the rest of the team and got approval to sell so I purchased it myself. It meant I was down two gold from the start of the process – I made 20% of 30 gold and would have to pay 80% of ten gold so six profit and eight cost – but it was still worth it.

Most bonds never really got all that intelligent as at Tier 3 or 4, the general cap the government would allow unless the bond was in the military, they were usually moderately clever and able to fight but couldn’t really communicate. Spending 100% of a bond’s essence to get smarter was a luxury few people would have.

As I was still considering possibilities, Tiesa took over and handed the enchanter a slightly stubby and matted cape of indeterminate animal or beast pelt.

Milenka began chuckling almost within seconds of seeing it.

“I see why these things were abandoned. I’m going to go grab something quickly.” She went into one of her packs and pulled out a small bag.

After staring at it for a good few seconds, a very silly hat appeared and she put it on her head.

At my look, she scoffed. “You don’t like my prognosticator’s hat? How rude. I was going to read these items and tell you something about them!” She made a lot of hemming and hawing noises while moving her hands around, laughing to herself. Tiesa shrugged and Jasna looked checked out.

“I see with my seventeenth eye. Yes, I have way more than three. I see that the notes indicate they took the useful items and left the stuff that was utter junk! How did I do?” She gave us a beaming smile.

“Got it in one,” I said.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #27: Sometimes just humor people if it will expedite things. If the information isn’t useful to keep secret, disclose it to move things forward.

She laughed and then returned to the item, holding it up. “Behold, the dirty cape of now you see me, now you don’t!” At our confused look she made more signs of trying to present it like it was something amazing. “This one might actually not be capped too which is confusing as it looks like garbage. But the effect scales pretty incredibly. It’s just a terrible one: before you’ve been spotted, you are easier to spot. Once you’ve been spotted, it’s far easier to hide and break line of sight. So it’s absolutely terrible. I guess maybe if you’re a coward that wants to run but you’d get attacked immediately by any rift creature because you’re so much easier to see. It seems like it would be about 100% easier to see and gives a 50% bonus to stealth once you’ve been seen.”

I looked to Jasna. She was tilting her head back and forth. “I think it might be useful for someone we know. What do you think? Risto?” I was hoping she got the hint.

“No, that fool loves to rush into a fight and wouldn’t retreat if his life depended on it,” she replied.

Tiesa clearly picked up what I meant and said, “Yes, not him but one of his students I know. I assume that one is ten gold too?”

“Nope, 25. It might have uses as you said. If you outbid that, it’s yours.”

I sent the info packet and 26 gold bid to the team and there wasn’t an immediate answer.

“Either way, it will go to Tiesa for her young friend or the team will keep it.”

I indicated the last item, which was a rather ridiculous item that looked almost like a professional wrestling championship belt.

I always wanted one of those as a kid but my parents were probably right, that would have been a bad idea, definitely would have tried to wear it to school…

“Now this one is actually mildly useful without too much of a drawback. It currently boosts strength by about 6%. And it’s fashionable. But the essence conversion ratio is horrible. I estimate getting it the rest of the way to peak of Tier 1 would mean a strength boost of at most 15%. You’d have to get it to Tier 3, which I’d guess is its max Tier, to be closer to 100% boost. And that’s an insane expense. 40 gold for this one.”

Tiesa sent an AAI message to Jasna – at least that’s what I guessed happened given both their reactions – and got a small nod. “41 gold it is,” she said.

“Eh, I’ll bid 50. I like the look of it and it’s just impractical enough to be fun,” the enchanter countered.

At an eyeroll and a 51 gold bid from Tiesa, I sent the info packet to the team and got back approvals for both pending requests.

I thought we were done as Tiesa put the last of the items in her pack but Milenka took my hand again.

“There really is something about this ring. It’s not an actual smell or sound but it’s like it’s just outside each of my senses, like I can feel the touch will come or there is something that if I move another inch, I’ll be able to get its scent. It’s going to haunt me. You’re sure I can’t buy it off you?”

Even the times I took the ring off my finger felt like something was immediately missing so while it was probably economically the right call, it wasn’t one I was interested in.

I shook my head and Milenka just shouted ‘Bah’ at me and went to go sit in the corner and work on her tablet.

“I apologize about her. Milenka can be… a tad too enthusiastic. If she weren’t as talented as she is, I might not be so willing to tie my fortunes to hers. However, as you saw, she can assess almost any item and is an incredible enchanter. She also has a great eye for value. Her haggling is horrible but that’s what she has me for.” Milenka threw something at him from the corner at his insult of her haggling and he reached out a hand to snag it without looking to her.

Ervin’s smooth voice made me simply want to trust him and work with him. It made me wonder if he was using a skill or it was his Cap at play.

“Understood. I have to deal with my own fair share of… interesting characters…” I tried to keep from looking at Jasna but Tiesa was laughing slightly so my gravitas seemed to be on shaky grounds. “Anyway, this Scanner you have, where is it?”

“Oh, it’s actually just an add-on to the Scanner here. I think we can use that, right?”

At my groan and drop of my head, Ervin laughed. “I’m kidding, already dealt with the Magister. The way my device works is interesting because I need to power it at the same time you are getting scanned. I use my own mana so I have to be in contact with the crystal. That means I will be able to also see your Innate Capability.”

At my non-plussed look, he chuckled darkly. “Relax, I have done this many times. Do you really think I’d still be alive if I went around blabbing about people’s Capabilities? Besides, I trade in hard goods, not information.”

[Incoming AAI-Backed Guarantee from Ervin Hasani: ‘I, Ervin Hasani, swear to provide the energy to enable you, Terry Carver, to learn your Tier 1 Innate Capability. I also swear that I will not disclose said Capability to anyone and shall not do anything to allow for the disclosure of said Capability knowingly through any actions. This guarantee lasts until my death and shall come with a 25,000 gold fine, to be paid to Terry Carver, should I break this guarantee. I also swear to immediately inform, to the best of my ability, Terry Carver should anyone else come to know his Innate Capability through my actions or inaction.]

I sent the terms to Tiesa and Jasna and both considered for a full minute.

I don’t really see how this can be broken or exploited. While Milenka’s contract wasn’t this ironclad, this seems like I’ll know immediately if something goes wrong and he’s strongly economically incented to not disclose it. I don’t trust Uros but setting me up like this feels odd. I’ll go with Tiesa and Jasna’s recommendation but I think I’m in favor of it.

I looked to both women who I’d come to trust so much the last few weeks. Both gave me a nod, though Jasna’s seemed reluctant. We all stood from the pillows and walked to the Scanner room.

“I’m sure you know the drill, just place your hand on the Scanner and I’ll—” Ervin cut off as the door opened and in marched the Magister of Scans and his assistant –daughter? Maybe both? We never really got a clear answer on that – both looking extremely grumpy.

“I’m here to oversee that you don’t damage our Scanner. You heathens from The MM don’t have the delicate mana control necessary but Uros has guaranteed the repair and upgrade costs for when you break it,” Vadim, the Magister of Scans, said haughtily.

Ervin simply smiled and rolled up the cuff of his sleeve on his left arm, showing a device that clearly pierced directly into his skin in a number of places and had lights blinking merrily across the entire length, ebbing and flowing like the waves on a calm beach.

“Don’t worry, Uros is compensating me appropriately for this. And it is only excruciating for the first ten minutes after you put it on. And during the process. And when you take it off. But again, don’t worry,” the tall man said with a smile.

He gestured me to the orb and laid his own hand on it as well. “I probably have enough mana to do this a few times over but no need to be risky. Once I initiate powering the Scanner, go quickly. Understood?”

At my nod, I saw a surge of power flow from his forearm into the Scanner and the device went from softly glowing to a vibrant shifting technicolor light show. I quickly placed my hand on the Scanner and went through the prompt.

[Welcome to the Scanner of Velez; AAI connection detected. Begin Tier 1 Innate Capability scan: yes/no. Error, additional power source detected. Please see Scanner screen for results. Begin Tier 1 Innate Capability scan: yes/no.]

I selected yes and felt the scan, much deeper in my cores than the previous attempt by the Scanner here and even deeper than the one in Zalano when I had my Core Ignited.

It felt good and bad, like a warm, tight hug but with a slightly sweaty favorite aunt wearing a bit too much perfume.

I chanced a look at Ervin and he was concentrating deeply, pain clearly etched on his face despite his making no sound. I could see the gauntlet he was wearing writhing on his arm, seeming to penetrate its barbs into his arm deeper every second.

After what was a slightly unpleasant minute for me and what must have been agonizing for Ervin, the screen lit up brightly for the world to see.

Well, specifically only Ervin and I as we were the only ones touching the orb.

[Tier 1 Innate Capability: Significantly enhanced essence channels. You may absorb skills with lower cost. You may absorb up to five skills per Tier without any cost and additional skills will have a lower essence channel cost. Absorbing skills when higher within each Tier will allow for additional skills to be added for a lower cost.]

I stood there staring at the readout. It was essentially my wish from the first second I landed on Putijama: the ability to use spells at no cost to myself. Flying was off the table until Tier 5, at least according to the at least seven different people I’d asked. But, pocketbook willing, I could literally go buy [Fireball] right now and it wouldn’t hurt anything more than my bank account.

Finally. After the worst 24 hours of my life, I get a break. We might get Steve to being actually smart enough to be a real member of my team, a real partner to me in delving, AND I get to be a mage.

My smile faltered slightly as I saw the look in Ervin’s eye. He quickly went back to a look of pain, shaking out his arm, but I saw that hunger. That same look Katarina gave when she saw Steve’s Cap.

Well, shit.
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Ervin hiked his look of pain back onto his face as quickly as he could but he knew he’d slipped.

This is just an incredible find.

Sliding back into his private room with Milenka after bidding adieu to the three locals Uros had foisted on him, Ervin shook his head slightly, turning on their isolation equipment before facing his business partner.

“I want that ring,” she said.

“I want him for his Talent,” Ervin replied.

“Halfsies on the kidnapping?” Milenka said, munching on a lemon square and offering another to Ervin.

He took a bite and had to get some water as the thick, delicious treat stuck to his teeth. After far too long of a pause to be cool, he replied, “Yes, halfsies it is. We’ll have to be slow and careful, can’t have our clauses triggering. Who should we use?”

***

On the walk out, Tiesa and Jasna explained essence extraction and concentration. I had to ask them to start again as I got distracted by seeing a large bear wearing a rather fetching suit manning one of the booths.

Essentially, someone who willingly donated their essence – which was clearly not what happened at the facility we discovered – would still have their essence channels damaged unless you pumped the same amount of essence back into those channels in a relatively short period of time.

There were machines that extracted the essence painlessly and then concentrated it, though it took a fair amount of power to do so. That concentrated essence was slightly more powerful, hence why it was popular if you were buying essence to pump into your skills or items.

People could concentrate their own essence inside their bodies but it was tough. And generally pretty useless to do before someone got to the upper echelons of Tier 1 as the reverse pyramid of cultivation naturally compressed essence gained in the lower sub-Tiers.

Essence extraction was a great way to make ends meet for those who didn’t want to delve and didn’t see a need for the general improvements essence brought. Thus, it was quite common for low Tier 1 rifts to be delved often with a small team taking on the monsters while others just soaked up the essence, selling it at essence extraction centers. The facility would take a certain amount of someone’s essence and then compress 50% of that, pushing it back into the person. The 50% that was kept by the essence extraction centers meant a pretty nice payday for whoever ‘donated’.

I contemplated what that meant for Steve and even me given my stronger essence channels as we neared our next stop.

Once more back at Tiesa and Gabor’s house, I shared my Cap with them both and Gabor, who was holding Steve in his lap like an evil stereotype with a white cat – he had grabbed Steve from the inn while we were in the meeting. Karel had run off to meet some kid Risto knew who liked programming.

Gabor whistled. “Well, that’s a pretty ridiculous one if I do say so myself.”

“Yeah, I’m jealous. I’ve got a few skills but five a Tier just seems ridiculous. And then with that Cap from Steve and the item… you might really be setting yourself up for some amazing things Terry,” Tiesa said as Gabor served us all tea and baked goods before sitting on her lap for a change.

“I want to get into that but Jasna, I thought this cape could potentially be useful for you so that’s why Tiesa and I saved it for you. I’d like to get it professionally cleaned if possible but given your exceptional stealth…” I trailed off as she just tilted her head to the side, giving no indication if she even wanted it.

“She’ll love it, even if only as a novelty,” Tiesa said nodding.

Jasna shrugged. “Sure, I can remain undetected so it could be useful for getting away. We’ll see I guess.”

“Yeah, yeah, we’re all great friends and people. Blech. Now, since we’re past that crap, what spells are you gonna get!?” Gabor was tilting back and forth like a kid in a candy shop.

“Well, I get a rift-dropped [Poison Resistance] so that doesn’t count against my five. I was thinking [Fireball], something with shooting lightning, a healing spell—” I looked at Steve with that, sitting on Jasna’s lap and eating out the bottom of her pastry as the filling fell on his face to his greedy delight, “—and then I’m really not sure. Any advice?”

The following 30 minutes was a long discussion about the merits of each person’s build and their own skills, essentially justifying their choices over the years more than anything that was too helpful for me.

Still, it was a fun time after a weird few days, just sitting back and listening to everyone shit-talk each other while laughing.

As things were calming down and we talked about going out to eat, there was a knock at the door. Gabor answered and there was a hissed conversation before he turned around and called, “Terry, there are some… people… here to see you. It’s your so-called teammates, though I’d call them traitors.”

“It’s just me and Pavel,” Inara called. “We came to apologize and offer some options but without pressuring you one way or another.”

She sounded sad and a little worried, throwing in reassurances that made it a bit awkward, but I figured that made sense given how powerful everyone other than Steve and I were in the house.

After looking to Tiesa, who gave an encouraging nod, and Jasna, who merely stared back at me, I decided to acquiesce.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #28: Sometimes you have to compromise on who you will work with. If you can trust the other people, it should be fine. But really hammer in on what trust means and how to work together. Forgive but don’t forget.

As we all crowded into Tiesa and Gabor’s living room, Tiesa grabbed two of the chairs from the kitchen and pointedly gave them to Pavel and Inara, making it clear they were not part of their group with the slightly less comfy seating.

Handing someone their own proverbial timeout chair is cold.

“Speak,” was all Tiesa said.

“Terry, I am so sorry for what my brother did. I agree that we couldn’t have let you leave – it likely would have meant all of our deaths, so it’s hard for me to be sad or anything – but the way he did it was unacceptable. Utterly so.”

He shook his head morosely but I didn’t really have an answer. “Even though it didn’t technically violate the contract, we all agreed that we’d offer up a free cancellation. If you don’t think you can work with us—”

“Great, thanks. That problem is solved,” I said, picking up Steve from the couch cushion beside me to head back to the kitchen. The feelings seeing them again stirred in me were making me petulant.

And I’m right to be angry at them.

“I think you want to hear them out,” Tiesa said.

Jasna nodded. “It’s rude to not listen when someone apologizes.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #29: Sometimes you have to be an adult. And that sucks. But suck it up buttercup, you want to control how things progress and to make choices about your future? Do what’s necessary.

Trying to retain – or at least regain – some of my dignity, I sat back down. Steve made a few protests at not going back to the ‘food room’ of course.

“Thanks,” Inara said sheepishly. “Look, we have a few alternatives. You should have already gotten word you are getting the one usage of the spell disc but we can get you a second – maybe for Steve there. That was part of the modified offer from the city.”

I thought for a few seconds before speaking. “Why does the city want you to stay on? They seemed pretty insistent about it being too expensive to cancel the contract but this out seems clean and simple. What am I missing?”

“Easy, we didn’t offer that to the city,” Pavel said with a slight grin. “We wanted to talk to you first. We want to work with you if we can. Yes, the rewards are great but it’s also, you know, saving our homes and all that. It’s something that feels good to do.”

Game recognizing game. Kind of a dick move to tell someone they aren’t good enough or wanted to save their homeland so it’s a good subtle pressure.

“You have to know I can’t work with Vidas again, right? I can’t trust him to not treat me as simply a tool instead of a teammate.”

“Yeah, I don’t know how to feel about my brother…” Pavel said with a sad sigh.

“Bad. You feel bad that he was a donkey kurac.” Jasna looked like she was trying – and failing – to comprehend how there was any other answer.

Inara laughed and Pavel gave her a hurt look. “What? It was funny. And yeah, I really love my future brother-in-law but man do I have trust issues now too. But back to why we’re here: we want to still team up with you but only through the rest of Tier 1. We can’t break up the team that long.”

“With another frontliner?” I asked and was surprised at both Pavel and Inara shaking their heads emphatically. “Is that wise? We already struggled twice here and that was in just three delves.”

“We could maybe look to bringing someone else on but I think we’re on some lighter duty for the next few months. We have seventeen delve offers on the table that came through the Council today – apparently they’ve been up to some things…” Pavel looked greedy for a second, rubbing his hands together. Inara slapped them apart.

“Yes, great rewards, great delves. But we want to work with you Terry. And we can tell all those greedy politicians we’re only doing delves that are relatively safe. I get why they sent us into that damn rift but it was exceptionally stupid and risky on their part,” Inara shook her head.

We spent the next few minutes talking about the actual deal. 40% loot share – 20% each for me and Steve – and Romie, Inara, and Pavel working with us. The improved economics were also nice as the Council was willing to give us a bit more of the payments from other cities in exchange for me not cancelling the contract.

Again, smart move by them to not offer that to the city. Good point of leverage and I’m still pissed at the Council…

“Let me discuss it with my team here. Wait outside for twenty minutes and we’ll get you a preliminary answer?” I wanted to see if I was missing anything before making a call.

Once they were outside and Tiesa confirmed they headed back to the inn, I got up and began pacing.

“Can I go over my points here and we discuss?” I said, trying to use my friends as a sounding board instead of the churning ball of anxiety in my head.

“Okay, so the big thing here is answering am I comfortable even teaming with them. I think I am. I can slip into a good frontline fighter role and really expand my capabilities here. I like all of them other than Vidas – hell, I still like him a bit even if I don’t trust him – and think I can work with them in and out of rifts.

“My biggest concern here is am I letting the improved economics and that I actually like them as people cloud my judgment? It feels like I’m missing something in all this. What do you think?” I finished lamely, still a bundle of nervous energy.

“I think you’re missing your anger. That the time since the delve has slowly tamped that down. Vidas was wrong and what he did was wrong but he did what he thought was necessary. And I think that is what’s eating you up: that it isn’t making you furious, that it isn’t eating you up more. I think that will weigh on you.” Tiesa was staring at me, trying to get a good read.

I agree that I should feel worse about things here. This shouldn’t be a forgive and forget, should it? Why am I not more furious?

We continued to discuss for another twenty minutes before I sent for Inara and Pavel to come back from Vana’s.

“Okay, I’m in. Let’s do this.”

We spent the rest of the night chatting and eating – Tiesa cheated at rock, paper, scissors to make Gabor go pickup food for everyone as we started to plan out or delve schedule for the coming weeks. Risto and Karel joined and worked in some training into the calendar as well as well as further improved on my new swear word translation module. Apparently, the kid Risto introduced the programmer to helped him improve his module greatly but Risto had to take them to the empty school because the café they were in did not appreciate them swearing every other word.

***

As I laid in my bed that night, I tried to update my priority list as best as possible but it was still tough. There were so many things I needed to chase down so I started focusing more on what decisions needed to be made rather than anything else.

I spoke out loud to Steve, using him as my own personal rubber duck. He was happy to oblige as long as I gave him food and/or pets.

“Ugh, Steve, this sucks, what do I do?” I sighed and ran my hands through my hair and then his fur.

“Okay, first and foremost, I need to take away the blades at my back. Or at least some of them. Vidas was one – and I think we need to do something to ensure he doesn’t look for revenge – but I still had two legitimate assassination attempts. Well, one might have been a kidnapping attempt but still. Let’s put pressure on the Purveyors of Platinum through Gabor and the Council to get more info.”

[Task Added: Press Council to get more info on Milica assassination in the rift]

[Task Added: Figure out how to get more information on second assassination/kidnapping attempt; ask Melandra and Aleksandra Podlipa about Pitola dynamics]

“There seems to be something going on with the rifts that is abnormal. The one we just delved had an unusually high concentration of null essence and it went from normal to overflowing too quickly. I’m confused why more people aren’t talking about that. Is that not that weird? I think we need to talk with Ratmir about it and see what’s going on and if there is more information.”

[Task Added: Conversation with Ratmir to investigate the weird rift occurrences]

“It’s time I get some upgraded gear. No, you’re right, that we get some upgraded gear. You want a little helmet?” When I placed a hand on his head like a helmet but didn’t pet him, he shrieked indignantly, trying to move my hand manually. “Hopefully the payment on my new morningstar wasn’t stopped; probably not, that wouldn’t fly well, don’t think Vidas would be that dumb here. I also need to pick up some potions.”

[Task Added: Pickup morningstar, get new armor commissioned, get potions]

“Okay, who do you think we should put through Melandra’s process to give them null affinity? Yes, I agree, Aras is a great choice. But no, I don’t know if he’ll give you food.” Steve chittered in a way I decided was contemplatively.

“Good point, we can make that part of the commission he pays to us. And I think Risto mentioned he’s got a former student who would be a good Tier 2 choice? Yes, I want a spread so they aren’t sticking us in Tier 2 or 3 rifts. It’s bad enough as is right now. And according to Tiesa, Aras is good enough at Tier 3, he can survive in a Tier 4 if not clear it himself. Weird how ‘the tyranny of rank’ is more important at Tier 1 and 2 than the higher you go.”

[Task Added: Finalize null affinity treatment decisions. Ask Aras if he is interested and get Risto to talk to his student]

“Yeah, good point,” I said to Steve and high-fived his little hand. I sent messages off to Risto and Aras instead of waiting.

[Task Modified: Finalize null affinity procedure decisions and inform the Council and Melandra]

“Uggggghhhh, Melandra. That means talking with Katarina. Let’s table that one for like five minutes. Okay, yes, I will give you more food in exchange for allowing that, thank you your magnificence.”

I got up to stretch and walk around, hearing Vana ‘escorting’ a rather sauced customer to their room. “Gotta love how awesome she is. Okay, the Vana, Gabby, Tiesa conversation needs to happen. Vana said she was going to look into where she might be able to buy some land that fits our needs. I’ll poke her for an update, but not over AAI. Wait…”

I sent a message to Gabor, Tiesa, Jasna, and Vana. [So, AAIs… I know messages can potentially be intercepted, what about things we are storing in them but not sending?]

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: I know you heard me toss Mr. Savickas into his room, you could just stick your head out and ask. Though I know your head is usually stuck someplace that it’s hard to remove it from.]

“Helpful!” I yelled out and heard her laugh.

Gabor was also similarly cooperative but Tiesa and Jasna confirmed it was only messages that went across the communication network that could be intercepted, at least as far as they had ever heard. And that was exceptionally rare without the sender knowing it like at the Barno or Illeva estates.

I was still slightly cautious but less so.

[Task Added: Talk with Vana about good locations for Gabby and any updates]

“There’s little things I don’t need to run down like Goran.” Steve must have sensed something through our bond as he started boxing the air and sending feelings of dislike back. “Agreed. But let’s focus on what we’ve accomplished for a bit. We have our team set again, we don’t have to worry about our Capabilities or any fallout there – at least for a while – we have the items identified. Wait, good point. We want to have Ratmir test the circlet for you. Hopefully it automatically resizes…”

[Task Added: Ask Ratmir about intelligence circlet]

“Yeah, I think you’re right, the Galactic Trade Federation Empire 2.0 stuff needs to take precedence too. I’m sure we’ve missed some things, hopefully nothing major, but tomorrow, let’s meet with Nikolaj and start to run down our list there.”

[Task Added: Meet with Nikolaj, start to leverage newly acquired financial services license]

“And we have to look into that well-dressed bear we saw today. I honestly forgot about the talking squirrel in a house dress from the first day. How weird is that? Forgetting something so strange?”

[Task added: Look into sentient animals? Something for Steve?]

“So that’s that, right?” As I went to fluff my pillow, Steve stared at me and I felt him almost judging me.

“Fine.”

[Task Added: Meet with Katarina Illeva]

            

    
        Chapter 28 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On the Mating Habits of Sapient Beasts

Wouldn’t you like to know 🤣 There are probably a few programs on your AAI but I’ll leave it up to you to figure out and/or imagine.



Vana woke me as usual with a knock on the door but she was already three doors down by the time I was ‘decent’ enough to open mine. She tossed her head back and I took that to mean go downstairs and eat.

After a typical early morning of breakfast and then heavy training with Risto – both with and without a gaggle of kids trying to take me down; though my improved sub-Tier, being at the bottom of Tier 1.2, made it far easier to fend off the little monsters – I started to work through my list.

[Incoming Message from Uros Barno: Meeting set with Merchant ClawPaw as requested. He knows you are going to be asking some odd questions and a bit about your history – what’s public at least. But still, don’t be speciesist.]

Normally, that comment would have set me off but I was meeting with a damn talking panda and I had a lot of questions that were probably inappropriate.

I discussed it a bit with ‘The Crew’ – what Gabor and Risto had started calling our little group of five, much to Tiesa’s feigned annoyance – but all I really knew about sapient beasts on Putijama was they existed, they were born intelligent – or about as intelligent as a human baby and progressed at about the same rate as people – and they mostly kept to themselves.

“Merchant, it is so lovely to meet you. I brought a few gifts but am not sure what might be offensive based on stereotypes,” I said with a bow. While the merchant was a Tier 3, Tiesa said they’d be executed within a few minutes if they harmed me and there were even AAI-based assurances as to the safety of customers and partners in official merchant meetings.

How this is an official meeting, I still don’t know. Thanks to Uros and Nikolaj.

“Dude, I smell that honey. Give it here.” The massive bear with panda-like markings but far more aggressive teeth and claws held out his huge paw and made a ‘gimme’ motion, flexing his claws towards himself. Each one was capped with a rubber implement that looked functional for using fine dexterity and also preventing any accidental disemboweling.

I was somewhat expecting him to make bear-like noises but he spoke completely normally for a human, which confused me to no end as I didn’t understand how his voice box worked.

“Okay, so good nose,” I said laughing, pulling out three large honeycombs from my spatial storage bag. “I handled them for about five seconds before putting them in there.”

“Yup. Good nose, good deals, good vibe. Ya know?” he said happily as he crunched into one of the large sticky messes.

How do you ask sensitive questions to a surfer dude merchant?

“Yeah, so as you can see, I have a beast bond and I was hoping to get more information about beasts that might help me with him,” I said hopefully.

“Ha dude, you’re climbing up the wrong tree. We’re super different from the bonds. Those things are weird, created by rifts. No offense to you and he’ll always be too dumb to take offense. Well, offense at my words, seems he’s getting a little grumpy at me not sharing.” His smile grew wider as he bit into the second of the large and apparently delicious treats. “Too bad they don’t have any of the good stuff around here. You know, that makes the honey more… fun?”

“Ha yeah, too bad!” I said a little too loudly.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #30: When someone is hinting at drugs but not asking you to partake, just go with the flow. No need to ‘harsh their buzz’ as the kids say. Or did say 50 years ago on another planet. You don’t need to do drugs to be okay with others taking them.

The bear chuckled and pulled something from a pouch, draining it. “Okay dude, you said you brought presents. As in plural. Whip ‘em out.”

I brought out a resizable hat that Tiesa promised me would look ‘very fetching’ on the giant bear as well as a few types of meat and a trail mix of nuts and berries.

“I mean, yeah the meat is good but it’s not like I’m gonna eat it raw.” He stored it in his ring with a bit of an eyeroll. “Now dude, stop tiptoeing around and ask stuff man.” The bear gave a small yawn and started snacking on the nuts. He tossed a few to Steve, who was pretty hit-or-miss on catching them given his still diminished eyesight.

“Merchant ClawPaw—”

“My dude,” he said exasperatedly, “drop the formal stuff. I. Don’t. Care. Nikolaj is my dude. I know you don’t have a formal license yet so it had to go through that other dude but still. My dude. He said you’re from another world, which is so cool man. Like far out, but literally, ya know?” He chuckled a bit and then abruptly stopped. “Wait, are worried about me eating you? That would be kinda speciesist but like, Niko calls me Fuzzybutt. What do I care?”

Do I really want to call him that?

“I assume that’s not your name, do you have one I can call you? Just feels weird to—”

“Ha, nope. Sent a message to Niko and he said to make you use it. Ha. Wait, whoops, wasn’t supposed to tell you. Eh, whatever. You’re calling me Fuzzybutt!”

“Okay, fine. But what can you tell me about sapient beasts here on Putijama? And how do they have any relation – if at all – to beast bonds?”

He didn’t respond until I finally added, “Fuzzybutt.”

Over the next hour, the very laid back Ursa explained there were seventeen different sapient beast species on the planet and that they were a few sprinkled throughout the Kingdoms – like the squirrel I encountered – but most lived in larger congregations, either of their own species or a couple of towns dominated by beasts with a mix of species.

It was tougher on the animals without appendages that made living a modern life easy, so the camels for instance lived on the edge of the desert in a pretty open and laidback ‘town’ of large yurts that friendly humans built for them.

There were legends as to how the sapient beasts came to be but the same was for humans. It seemed a great magical cataclysm around four hundred years ago wiped the records clean and no one really knew much about anything before that. There were also more legends about coming from across the seas but there was a violent storm that prevented exploration to that area of the world.

As for how the sapient beasts and bonds related, there wasn’t any relation other than they both existed and both were not humans. Even the few bonds that matched the same general species as a sapient beast, they didn’t even come close. Fuzzybutt cut me off before I could ask about interbreeding – though I liked to think I wouldn’t have – saying that there weren’t any official records because that would be having sex with a non-sapient animal and, as he said, “That’s hella gross dude.”

When I asked about bonds getting to a level of sapience, he just shrugged. “Never heard of it happening so eh, doubt it’s in the cards. Sorry my little dude.” He was kind to Steve even if he didn’t feel any kinship with him through simply being not human.

We wrapped up and connected permanently via AAI. I barely remembered to ask what he actually sold as we were leaving. It was mostly textiles so, since I had Sofia and Deva as my clothing hookups, I didn’t feel the need to browse his wares.

***

As I was in the area, I swung by the Council who were meeting in a closed-door session. Lurka took me into a side chamber.

“You owe me something nice. I like chocolate and cheese,” the gigantic slender man said to me, raising a bony hand to point at me from across the table.

“Why in the world is that?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“Some of the Councilors were ill-prepared for your meeting and therefore, we’ll say did not fully leverage their incredible depth of judgement. So now I have to prep every single petitioner for far longer before they can meet with the Council than I did previously,” he said giving me an annoyed look.

“Ha, sorry if the people running the town aren’t used to, you know, actually speaking with people as part of running the town,” I said sardonically.

Really? He’s trying to hit me with the blame on this one?

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #31: Sometimes you should take the loss even when you are winning or have won. If it doesn’t cost much and gains some allies or prevents a bridge from being burnt, be the bigger person and admit defeat.

“You know what, I am sorry if I made your job harder. I did what I thought was right and Steve didn’t have time to screw around relative to healing. But I recognize my actions negatively impacted you and for that, I’m genuinely sorry. What kinds of chocolate or cheese do you like?” I asked, getting ready to take down a note.

“You have to figure it out,” the man said with a smile.

I gave him a flat look and he responded with a rather creepy laugh, almost like he was a creaking door.

“Back to the point of my visit,” I said, trying to get us mildly on track, “I want more pressure put on the Purveyors of Platinum relative to the Milica assassination attempt.”

“And what are you willing to trade for it?” he asked with a small smile.

We negotiated for about 45 minutes and came to an agreement.

“So, to be clear, your offer is that you’ll have the affinity conversion rituals performed tomorrow night, you will give preferential fee schedules on anything banking related to the Council and any members of their family, and you’ll reduce your percentage fees on your delves of rifts controlled by Velez, correct?”

“If you mean will I agree to that for just a ‘We’ll look into it’, the answer is obviously no. I have to see movement before my side of the agreement kicks in. Let’s do this: rituals tomorrow as an exchange for the increased pressure. If the Purveyors give more information to the guard or me, then I will do the reduced fees on rifts. But as I said, only for six months. Yes, of course I caught that Lurka.”

He scoffed and I ignored it and continued.

“If we catch the culprit, preferential fees for banking for the Council and their families. Hell, I’ll even throw in mistresses or whatever for that.” I was a little tired from the long conversation and realized I was in shooting-the-shit mode: I’d made a mistake as Teodor Bondar was part of a large harem or polycule. “Eh, scratch that last part, I don’t want to single out Teodor as an exception.”

Lurka chuckled lowly and smiled. “Good thing you said something so quickly. I am in real time communication you know…”

After another few minutes of negotiation, the Council agreed to meet with me for three minutes and I luckily had my good outfit on me. All went exactly as Lurka agreed beforehand and I was able to leave with an agreement and a smug sense of satisfaction.

***

After a late-morning training session with Risto and the remaining members of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider, I headed off for lunch with Aras, Risto, and Milda Grickus, a Tier 2 mostly former student of Risto’s – she still took lessons and had a once-a-week class at the schoolhouse – that he nominated for our Tier 2 delver.

“Aras, good to see you, this time in far better circumstances,” I said, shaking his hand as we were escorted into a private room at the town hall again.

“Same,” was all he said.

At my eyeroll, he laughed for a second but quickly schooled himself.

“Terry, meet Milda. She’s the one I was telling you about. Amazing boxer. With cultivation restriction bands, I bet she could beat Tiesa,” Risto said excitedly.

“Mr. Lazarov, while I appreciate the confidence, I think that is entirely inappropriate to say or believe,” Milda said primly, folding her hands in front of her despite standing. The young teen was probably only 15 at my guess with curly orange hair marked with brown streaks and languid red eyes. Despite being about two heads shorter than me, her bulging muscles in her sleeveless tunic were intimidating.

“No, no, you know I hate being called that. It’s Risto! That’s it!”

“Yes, and when you say dumb sodus shit, I feel the need to distance myself from you, Mr. Lazarov.” She kept her face almost as passive as Aras despite Risto making a litany of noises in protest.

Karel’s swear word translation module was getting better but was still a little rickety.

“Well Milda, nice to meet you. And nicer to find someone to give Risto grief. This lunch is on the city so get whatever you want. Aras, this lunch is on the city and I will itemize it to point out your dishes unless you order within reason.” I smiled at his look of offense before he nodded once.

“Don’t I get instructions?” Risto pouted.

“Of all the people here, are you the one that needs a minder more than anyone else?” I asked.

“Yes,” came four responses as the attendant assigned to take our orders stuck their head in the door.

At my look, he shrugged. “I had Risto for a teacher and by about ten, I think we were more mature than him.”

We ordered a large amount of food and the table was soon groaning while we ate through it. Aras was his usual laconic self while Risto was as excitable as ever.

We took turns holding Steve so as to not let him loose on the table and so I would actually have a chance to eat as well. The food was quite good as always.

“So, I have to ask, why me?” Milda asked abruptly as we were pretty much through the early meal small talk. Risto winced. Aras turned to give her a bit of an appraising look. “What? You really think I’m the only person who fits the bill of Tier 2 and competent? I’m not even connected.”

Good, no BS and sensible. That’s one of the reasons Milda. But your guts are another.

“Well, I asked and Risto recommended you within five seconds of me even bringing up the possibility. And he has yet to even mention another person.” She swallowed heavily.

“I trust his judgement,” and at Aras’ small giggle, I laughed too, adding, “at least in this area. From my experience, if there’s only one name, that usually means that person is quite good and the right fit. I also had my friend in the guard look into you and your record.” Milda looked slightly afraid at that. “Don’t worry, I saw the scraps you had with those rich kids from a slightly… different light. Your willingness to stand up for what’s right mattered, even if it was standing up to power.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Still, this seems like it’s at least somewhat political and I don’t have the backing to keep myself out of trouble.”

Clever girl.

“Oh Moldy, you know I wouldn’t put you in a spot you couldn’t handle!” Risto said enthusiastically before pounding back half a mug of ale.

“Yes, you would. That combat final, you sent four people at least 5 sub-Tiers ahead of me to attack. Barely made it out without injury.”

“See, you could handle it!” Risto said triumphantly.

“Yeah, let’s just do what most people do and ignore Risto,” I said to an indignant squawk. Steve made a rather impressive imitation of his noise and that set the conversation to a bit of a lighter mood.

“Let’s get real though. First, from what I’ve seen from recordings, you’re a very competent delver. Two, your past of not really minding punching the kid of a minor local noble – yes Risto, I know Velez claims they don’t have nobles… – you stood up for the kid they were bullying. And it was recent enough that you had to know it might blow back but you did it anyway. We need people who are going to do the right thing.”

She gave me a long appraising look and went to speak but I held up my hand with a smile. “Not done saying why yet. Your style lends well to defending yourself. You don’t have noble backing so this opportunity represents a boon for you, at least financially but also presumably in your standing in the community. It also means you’re far less likely to be a giant pain when we negotiate terms or anything.” Aras snorted slightly.

“Yes Aras, I know you will be a pain but I think you’re probably worth it. Probably. But, back to you Milda.”

I waited for Milda to interject but she motioned for me to continue.

I fixed her with prolonged eye contact. “You’ve done a lot. Risto has kept tabs on you and your work in the community and your work ethic on training and delving. You remind me of a few people I’ve met. Many of those people would have been something big, been wildly successful, if they got one break, one opportunity. Or they were successful because they got one. I don’t think you even need this to become what you want. But I think you deserve it and will make big things from it. Plus, I’ll be honest, I can probably get reasonable and rational AAI-backed guarantees without issue from you.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #32: You can win people over by hitting them with the unvarnished truth. Butter them up a bit first, lay out the flattery. But by showing you aren’t hiding the downsides, you’ll engender more trust and you won’t have to deal with them digging for every little drawback. Show you see them as an adult and you’ll get trust in return.

I laughed but she gave me a slightly pained look.

Crap, did I go too far?

“What?” I asked cautiously.

“Her chip isn’t paid off. The person controlling the loan has to approve anything that would be guaranteed.” Risto looked a bit embarrassed. Milda gave him an eyeroll. “Yeah, I should have mentioned it, I know. But I was too excited for you to remember something like that!”

“How much?” I asked.

“Excuse me?” Milda said giving me a wary look.

I looked back at her just as confused. “How much is left on your loan?”

“22 gold, 40 silver,” she said hesitantly.

“Oh, that’s not too bad! I think if we do the three delves we have scheduled for tomorrow and the day after, I can get enough together to pay that off. We’ll just pay you out at 50% rate on your delve earnings until you’ve cleared 22 gold off, sound good? Sorry, not gonna do it for free.” I went back to focusing on my plate for a second until I noticed the dead silence in the room.

“What?”

***

After Risto escorted Milda out shortly after my apparently awkward proposal, I asked Aras to hang back. We were summarily given the choice of being ejected from the room or ordering more food. Despite the two-to-one vote of more food from Aras and Steve, I didn’t want to step on any goodwill I had with the Council over feeding either glutton.

“I have ideas about where we could go to chat but—”

“Let’s do mine,” Aras said and started walking. Figuring he meant his house, I followed.

We walked for a few minutes until we hit a residential district dotted with lovely two-story cottages. To my utter surprise, we stopped at the gate to a mostly bright pink home with a few random splotches across the pastel and neon spectrums. It had an incredible garden sporting an absolute riot of color.

At the look on my face, he just turned to me and said in a deadpan voice, “Surprise.”

I rolled my eyes and we entered the gate and I marveled at the beautiful display of plants, both decorative and edible.

“I thought you were a minor noble or whatever here?” I asked confused.

“Third son. No estate for me,” he replied as he led me through the front door.

The inside of the house was somehow more lurid than the out. Every bit of Aras’ abode was extremely colorful and decorated in a wild spread of mismatched colors. To say it worked could only reference its ability to give one a headache. We entered a room that was a kind of hybrid living room and entertaining area with a large table for meals.

Sitting down at the orange table painted with pictures of different animals with added wings, I looked down at the flying pig and asked the question that was bothering me. “Okay, before we get into our conversation, what was up with that? Why did it get so weird? I thought that was a good deal.” I ran my hand through my hair, only now remembering it was still pretty awful.

“Her reaction was normal. Thought you meant an AAI loan transfer. Private parties and loan transfers… nefarious dealings…” he said ominously.

“What, like slave labor?” I asked. I had been hoping I really wasn’t going to have to deal with slavery and hadn’t heard hide nor hair of it until now.

“Legally, no. In practice, yes. Many owners trade a lot of shady work, including less appropriate things, for reducing debts owed.”

“Ugh, she’s a kid!” I yelled, immediately after which I heard a curse and some muttering from upstairs.

“Yes. And that would be illegal. And disgusting. But it can happen.” He shook his head bitterly. “Or you could sell to The MM.”

“Do they have slavery in The Monetary Might Kingdom?” I asked, suddenly sidetracked.

“After a fashion. Indentured servitude. All about money there.”

“Just what the hell is going on in my house?!” An angry voice came from the stairs, punctuated with a stomping. “Who is fool enough to come into my home and interrupt my nap and not think they’ll get a nice close meeting with my hand?”

“Ah. Meet the wife.”

A woman dressed, if possibly, even more loudly than the décor entered with a furious look on her face. “Dear husband, what the jebbie fuck are you doing allowing such a ruckus? And who is this moron being so loud? I know I’m gorgeous but I still need my beauty sleep to be that bit extra gorgeous.” The blonde woman sporting a pageboy haircut, bright pink eyes, and a patterning of makeup across her face that probably represented the entire color wheel struck a pose with her hand on her hip.

“This is Terry. He has a job offer. He’s new.” Aras gave a small shrug.

How the heck do these two match in the slightest?

“Oh, you’re that sex machine but not guy. Yeah, heard about you. Don’t! Be! Loud! In! My! House!” She punctuated every word with a clap and a stomp, being rather loud in her house. At a normal volume, she turned back to her husband. “I thought you were already looking at that job with the Council. What does this weird Tier 1 have that could beat that?”

“He is the one offering that,” Aras said with a slight jerk of the head towards me.

“Oh. Well I guess that just means we’re going to have to get a better split of the loot after you were so rude in my house.” She sat at the table with a smile that said butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

Well, shit.

***

After an hour and a half negotiation with Aras and his wife, in which I learned far too much about his personal life, I had Risto bring Milda and her mother over to Tiesa and Gabor’s. We had Nikolaj join too.

“Okay, this might look bad, like I lined up some big powerful people to force you into a contract. That’s actually the opposite. Tiesa, Jasna, hit her with it,” I said as we settled into the living room. We had to bring in the chairs from the kitchen to fit everyone.

Milda’s eyes went wider than I thought possible. I started to wonder if she was using a skill.

She looked dumbly from me to Tiesa to Jasna and back about six times. I had worked with them on the wording but each woman put her own flair on the AAI-backed guarantees that they would do their best to kill me should I pressure her for anything untoward. We tried to extend it for life but it wouldn’t work as AAIs would not allow something so vague for so long with their limited monitoring capacity so it was for five years.

Her mother, getting increasingly worried, finally spoke up. “Um, I’m not sure what’s going on here. Just Risto here said this was a good thing? I trust him but can someone explain?”

We spent the next hour drawing up the contract for our loot split with a number of contingencies, mostly based on if there was something where the value was hard to determine, and had Nikolaj carefully explain all the details.

By the end, Milda was in tears and Risto and Tiesa had to take her for a walk around the block. When she returned, she still looked shellshocked, just less so.

“I’m sorry. I heard you were some kind of pervert and… crap, didn’t mean to say that. I just—”

I went to lay a hand on her shoulder but she flinched back. I sighed slightly. “Risto can explain the body double thing. Again, I want to give you your deserved shot. That’s why we brought this group together. No offense but, at least to me, you’re still a kid.” She rolled her eyes then looked mortified. I laughed.

I put on my best parent giving a serious talk but not talking down voice. “No really, I am more than twice your age, at least in number of days lived. Risto will explain. You’re a kid. A hard working and smart kid who is going to do awesome and also make me a lot of money. But we’re business partners and I hope we can get to friends. But nothing more. Not now. Not ever. Make sense?”

“I thought my debt was going to take another few years to pay off so it’s overwhelming and I’m waiting for the giant trap you laid but I can’t see it. And that’s still causing me anxiety.” She couldn’t look me in the eye.

“Yup, makes sense. But you were in the lunch meeting with Aras today because he’s my other choice. If you want, I can give you his details and you can ask him to look over your contract. I want to give you time to have the contract analyzed but we need an answer tomorrow simply because that’s when the treatment happens. Take some time if you need.” I got up to escort her to the door when I got a contract acceptance from both Milda and her mother.

It was getting late but we headed to the Purveyors of Platinum to pay off the contract in gold using Jasna’s piggybank. I worked out a small deal with Jasna as well to give her interest as I paid down what I owed her.

[Updated Note: Money Owed

Jasna: 62.5 gold (37.5 gold gift to heal Steve fund, 25 gold reduction to Council charges to pay for Steve’s first healing) -> 84.9 gold

Tiesa: 88.5 gold (37.5 gold gift to heal Steve fund, 25 gold reduction to Council charges to pay for Steve’s first healing, 26 gold for the cape for Tiesa)]

While the two women had said the 25 gold from each was free, I still wanted to make sure to pay them back appropriately.

We said our goodbyes to the now smiling girl and her mother and I went to the blacksmith to pick up my new morningstar.

***

God, this thing looks so cool. And the force multiplier enchantment is going to be amazing.

I barely prevented myself from making whooshing noises as I swung it around. Sometimes a grown man needs to release his inner kid but I could do that later.

The gorgeous weapon was a black ball of death on the end of a long haft of glowing red, orange, and yellow metal, almost making it look like it was on fire. It felt heavy in my hand which was exactly what I’d asked for.

We inquired where the best place to get armor was. The blacksmith tried to say her but from looking at the wares, Risto gave her an eyebrow raise and she folded quickly, giving a good referral to a smith and enchanter brother sister duo.

I did offer her the commission to do Steve’s rift cage but her supply of Tier 3 metal, which is what I required the Council to use, was miniscule so she pointed me to the same shop. Risto checked around with former students by AAI and got back a lot of positive feedback on where she referred us.

Risto and I chatted as we headed to the armor specialists.

“Didn’t you get commissioned armor as part of the deal with Azarov?” Risto asked.

“Yeah, and that was like seven or eight days ago. I didn’t have time to take advantage. Essentially I was almost killed, then went on a five-day trip to Pitola and back and then some stuff went down here. I’ve had one day that was just fun time where I could have done it but other than that, when?” I asked, somewhat indignantly at the implication I wasn’t taking my defense seriously.

“Okay, okay, settle down there bud. Let’s get you what you need.” Risto sighed and rolled his eyes dramatically.

We spent almost an hour working with the armorer as Risto collaborated with Sofia over AAI to give me a ‘really differentiated look’ instead of just the typical protection of standard armor. I thought the shop owners were going to be annoyed but they liked the challenge of making it functional and fashionable. They even asked if they could literally put their shop’s name on the butt of the pants.

The conversation about Steve’s cage was much quicker as we put in some Tier 3 glass for observation, a significant amount of padding, and double reinforced bars.

Of course, the little nooks for storing food for him were the most tedious but probably important part to keeping him protected – otherwise, he’d try to escape.

This thing is probably going to be sturdier than the most ridiculous roll cage from Earth given the Tier 3 metal.

Steve’s cage was set for pickup early the next day and the armor would take a bit longer but I didn’t need a full new set for our Tier 1.0 delve the next day just outside town.

I opened up my notes app and was happy to populate a new entry:

Completed Tasks

[Look into sentient animals? Something for Steve?]

[Press Council to get more info on Milica assassination in the rift]

[Finalize null affinity procedure decisions and inform the Council and Melandra]

[Pickup morningstar, get new armor commissioned, get potions]

[Task Added: get potions]

We swung by Gabor and Tiesa’s place and I got what Karel promised was the final update to my translation module that would make swearing totally normal. At least he promised me that then and immediately backed off said guarantee but it seemed to work well when everyone shouted obscenities at me for a few minutes.

It was a fun time with Risto but I gritted my teeth and headed towards the inn to prepare for the thing I dreaded most about the next few days: Dinner with Katarina.

            

    
        Chapter 29, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Essence Affinities

Essence affinities are funny. For most people, they matter very little. Everyone – unless they are a newborn – has an affinity based on what essence color they’ve been exposed to most throughout their life. Some even have two, or extremely rarely, three. So someone who lived their entire life in a heavily brown zone will almost always be a brown affinity – sometimes bodies just absorb more of another color despite exposure but it’s rare.

Even for delvers, essence affinity is usually not that important. Their affinity will impact their Innate Capability about 50%-60% of the time – unless they are Ignited using affinity-less essence like fancy bigwigs in the big cities. So green generally means plant-related Capabilities more often. Brown is earth, blue is water, orange is fire, etc. For delving in rifts, the rift's essence affinity also isn't too important; people absorb other colored essence at a slight drop in efficiency, no harm done other than some minor discomfort.

But suck it up! I’m always uncomfortable!

There are even some superstitions about delvers with certain affinities and rifts with other affinities leading to either great or terrible rewards. Blue and orange are opposite so that is either really good or really bad depending who you ask. Same with white being regular light and yellow being sun/lightning; could harmonize well or be a disaster. Seems like hooey but people gonna superstich.

That’s what’s been so awful about null. In sufficient quantities, it damages essence channels. The body can’t change the essence to match the person’s affinity easily. That transformation causes null to scour the channels as it fights to nullify everything in them, reducing the capacity for any essence. Normally, delving in rifts with other affinities is like a finger prick. Null is more like a knife to the gut.



I swung by the inn to change and take a few calming minutes to center myself. I knew I would be stressed since it was the first time to speak with ‘Councilor Illeva’ – as I was calling her in my head. She lost being on a first name basis. I don’t care if that’s petulant – post discovering she had been deceiving me and ‘The Crew’.

We decided that with Tiesa being the least politically incompetent of our group, she should accompany me.

As Tiesa opened the door, I realized we probably should have coordinated. She was dressed in a somewhat slinky evening dress of royal purple and turquoise waves with slits up both sides. Her greenish hair was made into a series of loose braids that hung magically – presumably not literally – behind her head. She had on a lovely simple necklace of silver with geometric patterns that fell into her plunging neckline.

I was stunned as I had never seen her dress quite so nicely.

“Eyes up here soldier,” she said with a laugh.

“You look amazing! Not trying to pick you up or—” I stopped at her raised hand and she started laughing deeply, a sonorous noise that was almost like a musical donkey bray.

She gave me an appraising look and nodded her head to come inside.

Gabor took one look at my simple button down paired with essentially cargo shorts. He started to laugh and wasn’t able to stop, going from a chuckle to guffaw to literal knee slapping in seconds. Then he took in Steve in a little vest and hat, causing him to start rolling on the floor while howling.

“Yes, yes, we should have checked in. I was thinking kill them with class and he was thinking… well, how do you say ‘dressing like a slovenly commoner to show disrespect’ without it actually sounding bad?”

I laughed, turning to her. “I mean, we could send them the most mixed of messages showing up like this. I don’t really care how it comes across as long as we get some answers, prevent further lies, and reset the power imbalance.”

She shrugged, bent to the floor to kiss Gabor on the cheek, and took my arm as we headed out the door. We strategized on the walk as she ignored the number of heads turning her way. As always, she was fun to chat with and threw in the right number of vicious barbs about Katarina to keep it light but still focused on our objectives.

As we reached the perimeter, I knew we were probably being watched so I put on a bit of a show. “Right, so our goals are to fully extract all the money she siphoned from the Council on our behalf and double it, secure a significant advantage in future deals, take Maksim as our joint concubine, and set the affinity altering procedure for tomorrow. Agreed?”

“Eh, Maksim isn’t really my type but you do you,” she deadpanned as we crossed the AAI restriction perimeter. Surprisingly, the only thing that it blocked was recording without express permission but even that was available to request.

Katarina stepped out dressed in a very conservative pantsuit of brown cotton, lacking the barest hint of her usual sparkles. Even her makeup and jewelry were muted.

“Yes, low AAI restrictions tonight. We are to dine with Melandra and her brother Melaxander. And my Maksim of course,” Katarina said somberly though I detected a bit of mirth at specifically saying ‘my Maksim’.

Maybe we can be friendly and still enjoy interacting even if I can’t trust her much. I think that is something I can swing.

We entered the drawing room where it was only Maksim waiting for us. He did a little strut around the room though it was significantly less impactful than it would have been in his matching boring brown jumpsuit. He smiled at both of us, throwing a rather large and obvious wink.

While it was funny, both Tiesa’s and my smile were more strained than I would have liked.

For once, Maksim started the conversation. “Looks like we were caught with our hand in the town pot and, well, that means we simultaneously lost face but more importantly your trust. I apologize for, shall we say, not informing you and causing you to lose faith in our dealings.”

Tiesa snorted and I decided to not hold back my eyeroll.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #33: Sometimes you need to let people see how you really feel in the moment. Not everything has to be a game to play and people need to know that when they’ve messed up, it has consequences. Hold people to account and let them actually know you will. Trying to play everything close to the vest makes people think it’s a game, not your life and your trust.

He sighed and sat down heavily with an air of a very tired man. “Okay, political bullshit language aside, I was the one who suggested we leverage your situation for some additional profits. We had a few bad breaks on our insurance contracts and needed to pay out quickly. Rather than borrow at heavily inflated rates, I made a bad call.”

Maksim ran his fingers through his carefully coifed hair, utterly destroying his look. “We at least should have informed you and cut you in because making money by using your friends is the exact kind of noble shitstain behavior we say we despise. But I was concerned you might refuse. Though Katarina believed you’d be more reasonable.”

Not sure what my answer would have been had they asked me to be part of their scheme. Probably no though…

“Yeah, you really screwed that up, didn’t you?” Tiesa said, following our general plan to just keep them on the back foot.

None of The Crew thought we should agree to anything that night and the plan was mostly to just press our disappointment and see what they’d offer. It wasn’t the nicest action but essentially treating me as a piggybank wasn’t either. Jasna especially argued it was far better than they deserved.

Steve started making angry chittering noises; whether that was from feeling something through our connection or merely because he was in a room that usually provided a lot of food and wasn’t currently living up to expectations was hard to say.

A servant entered quickly with a plate of some of his favorites and we continued with awkward small talk.

Katarina kept bringing up how Ocrid, a city about twice the size of Velez to the southeast, had lost a lot of lives recently to a series of rift breaks and a very large dungeon break. She harped on about how it was such a shame because they really needed to pay out quickly to ‘help those poor souls’ recover, especially since their farmland was decimated. It was a bit too transparent and fell on deaf ears.

While dinner was usually set at six bells after midday – what would be about 7:15pm on Earth –it seemed Katarina and Maksim thought better of it and we were bid to enter the dining room twenty minutes early.

The same beautiful table sat in the middle of the spartan room but it had shrunk in length, now the perfect size for the more intimate setting of six people rather than the previous ten. It was still glowing merrily with its myriad enchantments.

There we met Melandra and her brother, a squat man that looked even more toad-like than his sister with wide, protruding brown eyes and a flat face. Both seemed a bit confused and threw an askew glance towards Katarina who gave a small shake of her head.

I half expected Melaxander to croak in some way but his voice was actually quite nice. “Hello, it is you that have brought us such an… interesting opportunity; my thanks. Though I was misinformed as to timing, I thought we’d already be out of your… fair city by now.” I guessed he was trying to be diplomatic but still sounded arrogant.

“Yes well, you were apparently not dealing with the decision maker and that has caused delays. I hope you are compensated as such,” I said and Tiesa kicked my leg lightly under the table. I wasn’t sure if that was encouragement or a press to rein it in but I didn’t care too much.

Maybe I am having a bit more fun at their expense than I should be. It’s not like it was some epic betrayal, just being greedy dicks.

“So, have you worked with an Affinity Alteration Amaryllis before?” I asked to both siblings.

“No but I’ve worked with similar ingredients and made similar treatments for many other reasons. It’s all pretty much the same when you get down to following the general guidelines of a recipe. Of course, there is artistry involved; you still must focus on feeling how the magic is flowing in the moment to make the right minute adjustments,” Melaxander said with a tone bordering on reverence.

“Yeah, this dork loves that stuff. I just like plants but I have to prepare the ingredients and my knowledge and skills – and my Cap – are all focused on getting those perfect,” Melandra replied before slurping at her soup happily; deciding to focus more on her enjoyment than manners, she picked up the bowl to a chuckle from Tiesa and drained the last bits into her mouth, then swapped her bowl with her brother.

At my questioning look, he smiled. “She’s like this with most things, better to just let her have her way when I don’t mind much. Anyway, I think you were trying to question my competency?” He didn’t even look or sound upset, just a little bored.

“More I’m a concerned guardian,” I replied with a bit of exasperation, looking to Steve who had his own small high chair and was happily on his second plate of food. About 70% had gone in his mouth rather than his fur and I was reasonably happy with that ratio, probably a new record for him. “I want to hear more about why you believe you can use a less concentrated dosage to give people dual affinity. Is that a different recipe or procedure from a full affinity change?”

After a ten-minute explanation by the siblings, often cutting each other off and disagreeing loudly and with a general policy of ignoring all questions that didn’t come from Katarina, I had way more than the gist I was looking for.

“Got it. So once the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis starts to be harvested, there’s a ticking clock. And there will be two separate cauldrons for the potion-paste but it’s essentially the same concoction, just with a bit different of ratios of ingredients. At least that’s good. And how confident are you that the dual affinity will take?” I asked, trying to make sure I understood everything.

“About 80%,” Melaxander said.

“100%,” Melandra replied forcefully, throwing an elbow into her brother’s side to no reaction as he brought a bite of roast rift beast – some kind of lamb-like creature but with a subtle herb flavor that Katarina’s chef brought out perfectly – to his mouth.

“We’re already contracted so why lie? I am not positive it will work or especially will work as intended. But your delay actually makes my job a bit easier as tomorrow is a full moon, when the treatment has the highest efficacy. When can we have the Amaryllis delivered?” He turned to Tiesa with that question.

“Now,” she said tossing the storage ring to Melaxander who fumbled it to the ground and almost dove to grab it before regaining his composure, carefully retrieving it from the floor. He brought the flower out momentarily to examine and show to his sister, quickly storing it after less than a minute of admiring.

[Say something about how it’s impressive there is a ring for only one specimen.] I sent to Melaxander; he gave me a confused head tilt but I nodded.

“Quite impressive that you have a ring this magnificent just for this single flower,” he said woodenly and I was left wondering why Tiesa was the only person around who could act their way out of a wet paper bag.

Katarina’s eyes narrowed, snapping and holding her hand out to examine the ring. The Councilor’s eyes narrowed even further, almost to the point of being closed, when she found the ring still had most of her plants intact – Tiesa had grabbed a few of the simple herbs and other edible flora to plant in her garden after Katarina’s dealings were revealed in full but we’d not touched any of the expensive and/or rare plants.

I chuckled at her annoyed eyeroll but the rest of the dinner was occupied with rather stilted conversation as I tried to learn more about the alchemy business and was rebuffed every time by the siblings.

***

“You two go in here. Please. I want to chat with you but need to speak with my husband for a bit first.” Katarina was basically pleading with us by this point. Instead of the usual well-appointed drawing room, we were in a far more comfortable room with squishy leather furniture and a large-screen tablet on the wall. “There, granted you access to the tablet, watch whatever you want.”

She shut the door in my face, although slow enough that it was more me being petulant to not move than a rebuke of some kind.

“I mean we’re still almost assuredly under surveillance here but eh,” I said, flopping down. Tiesa’s beautiful hairstyle was currently being demolished more and more by the second as Steve made a nest to nap but she didn’t seem to care. As I tried to figure out the tablet, Tiesa circled behind the couch momentarily and then swam back into view in her normal clothes.

“You didn’t want to go anywhere to change?” I asked, a bit bewildered.

“Terry, don’t be such a prude,” she said with a laugh. “If you saw something, the only one that would care would be you. And I’m guessing they have some kind of visual monitoring in here too. Again, don’t care.” With a flop on the couch next to me that threatened to fling me off like a particularly well-timed trampoline counter jump, she took over the tablet.

At her processing speeds, she figured out if she wanted to watch something before I could even understand what I was seeing.

Tiesa stopped briefly on a channel with a couple quickly going from fighting to kissing and not looking like they’d stop there. I gave her a questioning glance.

“Took a picture, inside joke with Gabor,” she responded and then rolled her eyes. “Fine, let’s watch boring dude stuff; there’s history programs or the arena fights channel.”

As I only responded by crossing my arms, she laughed and put on the arena fights channel to immediately start avidly cheering on the female contestant.

The woman was down one arm – it was magicked out of the arena and was on a table, being seen to by healers – but was still using her remaining one to wear down the defenses of a man in spiked armor wielding an enormous axe. Her fencer’s sword flitted in and out, causing a cavalcade of injuries while she easily dodged his heavy and highly-telegraphed moves. Every step the man took left a massive bootprint of crimson behind.

Tiesa explained why it wasn’t like the arena in town where the injuries were only simulated in between randomly shouting for the woman on screen. “There’s not only the loss-of-use factor from something like cutting off an arm – even the pits can do that; it feels really weird to not be able to move your arm – but these arenas can’t simulate genuine blood-loss so they allow real injuries. Killing blows mean you lose the fight – and often lead to fighter’s murder – but otherwise, you’re encouraged to go pretty hard. Gabor wanted to compete in an official tournament but I talked the lug head out of it.”

Just as Tiesa’s champion slashed three times into her opponent’s arm, causing him to drop the axe and presumably sealing the fight, Katarina dramatically opened the doors and the tablet shut off automatically to a small grumpy noise from Tiesa.

Katarina and Maksim were both in comfortable clothes as well and suddenly the guy in the cargo shorts was the best dressed in the room by dint of wearing a moderately nice shirt.

“I know you’re mad but did you have to embarrass me in front of our esteemed guests from out of town? They will inevitably talk in Pitola about us and the entire city will suffer because of it. I thought you cared about Velez if not me,” Katarina whined as she sat in one of the cushy chairs. The chair retaliated with a rather undignified noise to my amusement.

“You’re right, I didn’t need to do that. But I wanted to so I did. The wounds are still fresh. And I’m sick of playing passive here – it’s led to two assassination attempts and not a heck of a lot of actual support from the Council, including you.”

As it became clear she was about to offer an indignant rebuttal, I laughed. “Rude but true. We all needed to discuss our go-forward relationship and the plans for the affinity alteration treatment but I don’t think that dinner will change anything. Melandra was badmouthing the city from the second she arrived. Sent me an AAI message while we were in session.” I relaxed back into the couch but it was too accommodating and I slightly flailed momentarily to regain my balance lest it fully eat me.

“Look, did I make some mistakes? Yes. But do I want to prevent you from making further mistakes? Also, yes. I know you met with Uros. I don’t think I have to tell you how dangerous that man can be. Just ask your friend Jasn—” Katarina sputtered to a halt as Tiesa rose from her chair ominously.

Regaining her composure, Katarina continued, “You’re right, that was over the line. I too feel the fresh wounds. I thought you’d see that I was continuing to ensure you’d have financial support and a strong ally. I guess everything I’ve done for you, we’ve done for you, we’ve provided, didn’t mean much on your end.”

“Well, it feels like it was mostly built on lies and to your benefit well above our own. Not to mention your financial support was very rarely your money. Was the ability to help us also built on lies? Seems like the Council was willing to do everything ‘you provided’ anyway. So, what are you going to do to help us advance our aims?” I was still hot under the collar and being more blunt than I wanted but it felt good.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #34: Maintain your composure when tempers flare. You can leverage your anger but never let your anger leverage you.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #35: Sometimes it just feels good to be fully honest and tell someone off. Don’t do it too often but it’s okay to indulge from time to time. Always making the smartest decision is the dumbest move. It’s about building a good life and that includes living it.

Katarina sighed heavily, fixing me with a pleading look. “Well, right now, I need to rebuild my political capital. You must understand, you were doing that consulting job. You couldn’t come in and start changing things on day one. After some mistakes were made… well, I have to focus on the foundation right now, building trust and influence again across the Council. Our family has never been the richest or most powerful, even in Velez. I can’t stick my neck out, that would be foolish to everything I’ve built.” She went from sounding apologetic to almost angry at my audacity to suggest she actually follow through on what she’d promised.

Okay, gloves truly off.

“Katarina, let’s be straight. I trusted you. We trusted you.” I pointed to Tiesa with a fashionable Steve hat and then all around, trying to indicate my other friends. “The relationship we built was one based on three things: I liked you, I trusted you, and you had connections and power to help us achieve our goals and keep me – and now Steve too – safe while I amassed my own power. So, tell me how much of that still exists.”

At her gasp and faux pearl clutching, I knew I’d hit home. “What are you doing to help sort out the two assassination plots? What are you doing relative to my bank? Not to mention you literally haven’t asked about Steve and how he’s doing once. So the trust pillar is in shambles, the friendship pillar is looking shaky. A two-legged stool doesn’t work but do we even have a single leg? If you don’t have any power and I don’t like or trust you, why should I work with you?”

Maksim stepped forward. “That’s quite enough. I won’t have you talking to my wife like that.” He looked ready to throw something but I just affixed Katarina with a stare.

The Councilor had a slightly manic look in her eye. “I just want to keep you safe. Yes, I of course want to ride your coattails and make some money. Is that really such a bad thing? Why am I the bad guy here? That’s Uros!”

“Uros essentially told me not to trust him. There’s a saying on Earth about the knife you see in front of you versus the one your friend plunges in your back. It’s poorly stated but you get it. I know not to trust him. He knows I don’t trust him. My relationship with him is transactional. But our relationship,” I made an emphatic gesture between her and me, “that… that wasn’t supposed to be transactional. But you used it in a slimy way. In a way that put me – that put Steve – in danger. So I repeat, what legs of the stool do we have?” I let the heat out of my voice to show how weary I was from having to deal with her betrayal.

Maksim went to speak but Tiesa cut him off. “Terry’s right and you know it. That said, stools can be repaired. Start with showing us you can do some work on our behalf and we’ll go from there.”

My friend stood up and I quickly followed. I heard Katarina muttering under her breath but not loud enough for my AAI to translate. I half expected some of my AAI privileges to cut out before we could leave but nothing happened.

Tiesa and I walked back to the inn in silence, both thinking.

I invited her in for a drink but she declined, handing over a sleepy Steve and giving me a goodbye hug.

As I was heading upstairs, Vana caught up to me and walked side by side, occasionally throwing a hip check my way. I gave her a side eye.

“Boy, I am having fun. I had to toss out two people too drunk to continue and had to put two more into rooms. I’m hoping the cleaning won’t be too bad. I need some light entertainment.”

As I got to my room and opened the door, she swept inside and grabbed Steve from my arms, spinning to sit on the bed. I gave her an awkward look and she rolled her eyes and indicated for me to shut the door.

As I did, she smiled. “Okay, been doing my research. I have a few good locations, sending Jasna out to scout them tomorrow and see how everything looks. That’s it.” She sprung to her feet and shot past me in the blink of an eye, throwing a wink and a tap on my backside with her foot as she bounded out the door laughing.

“Is everyone here weird Steve?” I asked, shutting the door and flopping onto the bed.

Completed Tasks

[Talk with Vana about good locations for Gabby and any updates]

[Meet with Katarina Illeva]

[Task Added: Talk with Jasna and Vana about locations for Gabby and any updates]

[Task Added: Assess future relationship with Katarina]

            

    
        Chapter 29, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                After a quick bath and grabbing Steve some nighttime snacks, I retired to my room and started using my sugar glider companion as a particularly chatty and hungry rubber duck.

“Okay, so Katarina isn’t really going to help us move things forward. Or probably really can’t for a bit if she doesn’t have liquid money or political power at the moment. I think Aleksandra Podlipa should have good connections in Pitola at least to help us figure out who the people were that tried to kill us on our trip back. Maybe she can help on other things too?”

I sighed dramatically and Steve imitated it. At feeling my mirth through our bond, he decided that deserved head scritches while I fed him instead of just talking to him.

I complied with my tyrant-to-be.

“Right, right, good point,” I said in the same tone I used to talk to my ex’s dog, pretending she said something deeply insightful I needed to consider instead of showing her stomach for belly rubs.

For some reason, this just works for thinking out loud. I think I like animals far more than people.

“So, we still need to talk to Ratmir about your circlet and the weird stuff going on with rifts suddenly going from normal to breaking. And we need to get potions, that’s true too. We’ve got that supposedly easy delve tomorrow… yeah, that feels like enough things to do tomorrow but I want to go talk to Aleksandra too. I need to prevent an attempt on our lives while I’m here.”

I got up and paced to Steve’s indignant chirp. “So tomorrow, the plan is go pick up your backpack, delve, then talk to Ratmir. I want to check in with Gabor about the investigation into the Milica assassination plot too. And then Aleksandra for the Pitola shenanigans.”

“Oh yeah, your essence affinity change is tomorrow night too. Big day. Damn…”

[Task Deleted: Figure out how to get more information on second assassination/kidnapping attempt; ask Melandra and Aleksandra Podlipa about Pitola dynamics]

[Task Added: Figure out how to get more information on second assassination/kidnapping attempt by asking Aleksandra Podlipa about Pitola dynamics]

***

I met the rest of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider minus Vidas downstairs a bit after first light.

Inara was now the full-time leader and shot caller for the group as Romie wasn’t the most talkative and Pavel was too close to the action to call out changes normally and hated leading outside of battle.

I wonder where Vidas is staying and if he’s even in town. Don’t much care as long as he stays out of our way though.

The rift was supposedly the easiest near Velez and they kept it low on essence on purpose to allow Tier 1.0-1.1 people to train and hone their skills while generating a bit of coin for the city. It was how someone like Milda had her Cores Ignited at thirteen and was Tier 2 by fifteen: rifts like these provided a way to advance moderately quickly for those who wanted to take it and were willing to borrow gold to do so.

Inara got all our attention over Vana’s lovely breakfast. “I’ve sent you all a lot of videos of this rift but really, it’s a single enemy and they are slow. They hit hard but telegraph their punches. Ugly as sin and no one wants the meat so this is just a full clear for us to get used to each other in this new iteration. We’ll start with single monsters and use our regular weapons but I got us some blunted ones for upping the difficulty and training coordination. We’ve got a few potions but DO NOT make us use them.” Inara gave us the order to meet at the gate for the 30 minute run to the rift in a little over an hour, giving me enough time to go collect my backpack bathysphere for Steve.

As we arrived at the rift, the tear in space glowing very dully like it was barely holding on to existence, a man was waiting holding a clipboard and sporting a bored expression. He looked like a simple low-level bureaucrat, utterly nondescript.

Or starting IT workers before the furry colleagues get their claws into them.

Without looking up, he spoke in a monotone. “Greetings. This is a restricted rift and is not open to the public currently. Please either book an appointment through a guild or a direct request to the Council. Thank you.” He said the last like it was a complete dismissal, final and with no recourse for dissent.

“Yeah, we have a booked delve for <10 minutes> from now. Don’t you have your schedule?” Inara was giving the guy some deserved grief with her tone but he didn’t seem to notice.

“No, I have a children’s group coming. The Gluttonous Glider or something.” He glanced up briefly and rolled his eyes after looking at us. “Are you really trying to tell me that a professional team is named that?” He scoffed and went back to working on his tablet.

I winced and Inara did too but apparently for different reasons. “Ugh, should we have gone with The Gluttonous Gliders? That sounds pretty cool. And then we show up with Steve looking all trim and fit and everyone is confused. But nah, I think alliteration rules but Ever-Consuming is just so much more ominous.” She was apparently talking only to herself and Pavel rolled his eyes while Romie looked on with a slight smirk.

The man looked up. “Why are you still here? Wait, are you really— Ugh, grow up. You have to wait <7 minutes> for the instance to cycle. There are some kids who went in before you. I’ll set a timer so wait for my tablet to beep before you enter.” He pressed a few buttons and murmured loud enough for me to translate, “That way, I don’t actually have to deal with you buffoons again.”

We all chuckled at his cheek, mingling while going over our preparations one last time and checking our allocation bracelets. Romie had learned how to change the settings through a few hours of training with Ratmir so they were our technician. Since Romie, Inara, and Pavel were all peak of Tier 1, the allocation was mostly to Steve and me with a small percentage to the others for powering up skills and enchantments.

As the timer went off, we headed inside.

The rift was a dirt path lined closely with tall trees that swayed in a non-existent breeze. The path had rather sharp curves always alternating between right and left. Just beyond each curve, blocking visibility from the previous, was a large, two-armed and four-legged gorilla-like monster with the squished face of a pug.

Worst and weirdest centaur ever.

As Inara said, they really only punched and could definitely do damage but they made a loud mooing sound before they swung. And, just like the path through the rift, they alternated hands. They weren’t exactly easy to kill but a full-powered swing from my morningstar seemed like it should do it based on Romie’s calculations.

Steve popped up to the top of his backpack, his head poking up in a domed window of Tier 3 glass, sitting on a small seat. There were more glass domes mid backpack facing directly behind me and to the left and right as well as one at the base like a glass-bottomed boat. It looked bizarre but had a slow feeding system for snacks in addition to good views so Steve didn’t seem to mind being cooped up in the slightest.

Pavel started fighting the first monster with his spear and took time to show exactly how they telegraphed moves so I could see the monster’s attack style live.

I was up next and accidentally brained the beast before using it for training. I knew Risto and probably Jasna would be annoyed but it was still a bit funny to accidentally win instantly.

We spent the next hour slowly working on our teamwork and me reacting to callouts, including a few without my AAI, finishing the delve with a pittance of a lump of gold that added up to a bit less than two full gold pieces.

I split off to grab Jasna for my conversation with Ratmir as Tiesa had business in Zalano for the day.

***

The usually odd researcher – and coot – was acting more unhinged than normal when we showed up at his door.

“You! You knew and kept them from me! Why should I let that stand?” He was pointing at me wildly and pulled out chunks of his hair as we stood on the doorstep. Stubble slowly regrew from the new bald patches before my eyes and I remembered cultivators could get some weird powers.

Jasna pressed Ratmir back inside, motioning for me to follow. “Please explain. I am not sure why you are upset this time. What did Terry do?”

I rolled my eyes at her and she ignored me completely.

“He had six— Yes six! Six interesting items and didn’t let me examine them! He sold them! I know, Milenka told me!” He was pacing back and forth and throwing small bits of carrot at me, which Steve happily tried to catch and eat.

“I didn’t think she’d be able to tell you that with her guarantee,” I said, non-plussed.

“She couldn’t say much but she gloated. GLOATED! Didn’t put in a no gloat cause, did you? Stupid! Always add a no gloat clause!” He spit to the side. “There are multiple objects I won’t ever be able to analyze! And just where did you get six – six! – unique items? What are you holding out on me?” He came at me with a giant bowl, pointing it at my chest like it was a sword.

Jasna was at the ready but didn’t do anything.

[Incoming Message from Jasna Zupan: This is your circus and he is your monkey. I considerably like this phrase you’ve taught me.]

I chuckled and then brought out the circlet. “We wanted you to be the only person to actually be able to test this. Did Milenka get to test any of the good items? No, she only got a few bad ones. We still have the three interesting ones.”

“What!? You sold her some of them?!”

“Who else did you think bought them?” I asked before thinking it might upset him further.

It took us fifteen minutes to console Ratmir enough that he agreed to look at the circlet. We arranged for him to look at Tiesa’s strength-enhancing wrestling belt and Jasna also acquiesced to an examination of her cape. She even hid throughout his dingy place, both before and after being spotted, to show him how it worked.

“Okay, okay, I don’t have all day,” he said, despite spending quite a bit of our time already. I handed him the circlet that supposedly increased mind cultivation in some way for the person who gave it essence. “Oh, this is interesting. Can you give me the exact details Milenka sent you?”

He examined it for another ten minutes, muttering the whole time. He proceeded to pull down a curtain where there were multiple monsters in cages, each with a silence enchantment based on their snarls not causing a peep. He pulled a howling one out and killed it with ease; the circlet lit up on his head. “Hmmm, interesting. Well, I have no idea the damage it will do to pathways but yes, I do think it could get a bond to a decent intelligence level. But it would probably cripple them.”

“What if a bond had some special ability to not have that be an issue?” I asked, realizing too late I had already revealed too much.

Thus began another fifteen minutes of back-and-forth negotiation for the AAI-backed guarantee Ratmir would take in order for me to elaborate further.

“Yes, fine, you win. Now tell me why you asked that.” Ratmir looked like he was simultaneously about to strangle and hug me in his anticipation. I sent him a copy of Steve’s Innate Capability readout and he gave me a look that could kill.

“You hid this from me too!?”

“Uh, no. It’s just not something you share,” I said, getting annoyed.

“Well, then yes, I think this will be fine. Hard to know 100% until he reaches the peak of the Tier but I have an essence stone for him to test with.” Ratmir went directly to a garbage can and reached down into what looked like a disgusting mess. His arm disappeared into the illusion and popped back out holding a slightly glowing stone about the size of a marble. “Okay, have him absorb from this and put some essence into the circlet.”

It took a bit to first convince Steve to not try to eat the stone, then teach him how to absorb essence from the stone, then to channel a very small portion of his essence into the circlet.

Ratmir ran more tests for twenty minutes, nodding and talking to himself the entire time before crashing down with a whump. “Okay, you wanted to also talk about these rifts and the odd behavior. I have been collaborating with a number of my colleagues – well, more like chuckleheads than colleagues – across the area in a number of other cities. It seems mostly contained to the—”

“You didn’t tell us if the circlet works or will harm Steve. We need that information,” Jasna said and I was glad she did. I was too confused to even interrupt the wacky scientist.

“Oh, well yes. Have him direct some essence into it in a rift. He can keep the essence stone since that’s about the only thing he’ll get that matches his affinity.”

“Until tonight,” Jasna said before I could cut her off.

That set off another round of ranting and raving about not informing him about this incredible research opportunity on changing affinities and I gave him Melandra’s contact info so he could go on and on at her instead.

“Yes, back to the rifts,” I said, trying to focus him on what we needed.

He explained, in both no detail on many aspects and excruciating detail on others, that the sudden change in rift behavior was new to the last few weeks. It first started happening about ten days before I arrived so none of the people Ratmir was speaking with believed it had anything to do with me. The phenomenon of rifts suddenly going from not very full to breaking was mostly centered around the null zone, about 80% of incidents happening in the area.

I pressed further on what could be causing it and Ratmir explained that he – and “all the rest who aren’t morons” – believed it was a man-made issue, that someone was testing something on rifts.

Luckily, it was only Tier 1 and the occasional Tier 2 rifts thus far as a Tier 3 rift break with no preparation was usually enough to destroy part of a town or even significantly damage a city if they didn’t have enough strong guards on duty.

Completed Tasks

[Conversation with Ratmir to investigate the weird rift occurrences]

[Ask Ratmir about intelligence circlet]

[Task Added: Have Steve test circlet in a rift]

“So, do you have any idea who could be doing this?” I asked, confused who would spend the time and money on suddenly spiking a rift’s essence.

“I’ve never seen anything like it. Doesn’t feel natural. If I were a crackpot, I’d blame aliens,” he said laughing.

Well, shit…
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                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On The Essence Rebirth Cycle

There are five main essence zones in the Kingdom of Verdant Earth: green, brown, blue, red, and yellow. Each zone operates on its own rebirth cycle.

For centuries, every ten years – give or take a few months – the ambient essence in each zone depletes over about a six-month timeframe. Where there was once a significant amount of that specific essence being generated and pushed out into the atmosphere, said generation falls to essentially zero.

Over the next decade, the essence generation and concentration for that specific zone slowly build back up to reach their zenith before they again fall to near zero and the cycle starts again.

Those falls in colored essence can greatly impact not just the rifts but the land and the people. Where rifts were regularly recharging from the dense ambient essence, meaning they could be delved very often while still giving out good rewards, they might give out a few lumps of silver and/or take significantly longer to recharge. Thus, delvers move to another area to chase better payouts. That is a big negative impact on the local economy but it’s planned for – the rebirth cycles happen like clockwork.

Non-delvers also move as opportunity is better elsewhere across a range of job times. Those people are called rebirth nomads.

The land impact is varied by essence color. The brown zone is known for its excellent mines from gems to metals. But those mines suddenly go fallow at the start of the rebirth cycle before reaching an overflowing status, sometimes with iron deposits slowly growing in front of your very eyes, just a decade later.

The blue zone sees less precipitation, causing a host of issues for the environment and businesses alike; the red zone sees weakness in all living things, including less resistance to diseases, negatively impacting their animal farms; the green zone sees crop yields fall and forests struggle; and the yellow sees its industrial output fall due to lower electrical efficiency.

The biggest issue with the new null zone is that it is strengthening quickly, meaning the issues happening now are only the start. If it increases on its current trajectory, the null will overtake all the existing green ambient essence in about a year. No one really knows what will happen then. The green zone is still the greatest source of food for the entire Kingdom.



I decided to speak with Aleksandra Podlipa by myself but our meeting was delayed slightly on her end. Luckily, Gabor came with good news instead, so Jasna and I followed in his happily humming wake.

As we entered his office at the central guard building, he smiled broadly. “Well, looks like I’m the big damn hero again. Did it all by myself too. Finally got a name from the Purveyors of Platinum: Dorota Prendi, the widow of Elvis. Remember, it was his company that was used to pay off The Rakish Raiders so they could be replaced with Milica’s team for your delve? Dorota’s the only one that could move the money in the old account, at least technically.”

How could I forget a name like Elvis Prendi?

“Yes, and I’m sure the pressure we put on the Purveyors via the Councilors had nothing to do with it, all you Gabs,” I said, trying to inject as much sarcasm as possible.

“Yup, I’m the best. As we all know,” he replied nodding and with no hint of irony. “The big issue is she’s willing to talk but only in person and only with you present for some reason. Says she wants to apologize since her inattention cost you dearly. But… she’s in Zalano. And still under house arrest. So we need to sneak you in. I’m working on it,” Gabor said, rubbing his hands together.

I always loved heist movies but I am guessing this is headed for more Monty Python than anything cool…

“Do not trust this fool for camouflage advice. Tiesa and I will make sure no one recognizes you,” Jasna said with a sparkle in her eye, which worried me slightly.

“Okay, but not now please,” I replied as I headed to the door to get changed for my meeting with Councilor Podlipa. Both Gabor and Jasna gave me a sour look as I waved goodbye.

[Task Added: Figure out how to sneak into Zalano to speak with Dorota Prendi]

***

Aleksandra and her wife, Asta, showed me into a space that was oddly familiar, bringing back memories, both good and bad.

Ah the good old windowless and soulless meeting room…

It even had the screen on the wall for showing information and cheap looking wood paneling.

After a few pleasantries, Asta left and it was just the two of us, faced across a large and beautiful dark wood table, seated in leather-backed chairs on small wheels that made slightly indecorous sounds with every movement.

“Thank you for joining me. I understand you have a few questions?” Aleksandra seemed wary and her tone was clipped.

“And thank you for hosting me, you are doing me a favor and I appreciate it.” I paused and, at her non-response, I plowed forward.

“Yes, so I am trying to dig further into who might be behind my attempted assassination or kidnapping and why. Well, specifically the one on our trip back from Pitola. It’s all a bit off and seemed rather rushed. These were definitely not the cream-of-the-crop,” I said with a shrug, trying to show a bit of nonchalance.

If she wants to make this a non-cooperative meeting, I’ll simply play it casual. No need to signal I am desperate or anything and have her try to pounce. Not going to be leverage for a Councilor again.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #36: When meeting with someone who is behaving adversarially, pull back on showing your hand as much as possible. There’s no reason to show your neck for a strike. Try to tease out their motivations and slowly move them to your point of view but don’t act like you need them.

I continued, “Everyone who’s looked at the footage of the fight – or the arguments amongst the group before the fight even more so – says they were a bit of a joke. It was four against five but they were all Tier 2s against a group of Tier 1s.”

I looked to Aleksandra who was already looking confused and bored. “I’ll just be blunt: I’d love to know more about you so we can figure out the best way to get information from your contacts in Pitola. I don’t want to make an ask of you that wouldn’t be reasonable or possible. I hope to make it worth your while of course.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #37: Always make sure to incent people who aren’t already on your side to help you out and make it known it’s a clear expectation of the interaction. That can be positive incentives: the carrot. Or it can be negative incentives: the stick. You don’t have to lay out exactly what you’ll do but getting a reputation for following through on both types of incentives is important.

“You came to my house to get to know me?” she said slightly incredulously. “You realize why I’m skeptical, right?”

“Katarina? Yes, well, I didn’t mean to bring the house of cards down around her, small as I think said card-based building may have been. I was just as surprised as anyone else in that room. Maybe don’t try to use me to steal from the town? If you aren’t a criminal, do you have anything to worry about?” My joke landed flatter than a balloon near a five year old who just found a thumbtack.

“Okay, you say you’ll make it worth my while. How do you plan to do that?” the Councilor asked, trying to look angry but I could see her leaning forward just that little bit.

Got ya.

“Well, it honestly depends on what you want.” I paused and spread my hands to let her imagine what I might be able to deliver, to get her leaning that little bit more forward. “I am very flexible but I have a few ideas. The simplest is I would forego my rewards on a few delves – pre-selected by you of course so you don’t know the rift reward ahead of time – that you could use for greasing some palms or filling your own coffers.” I paused to get her reaction but the only thing I got was a slight head tilt.

Taking another angle, I said, “There’s also ‘helping my team choose which delves to take’ so you can again, work out some deals with other cities. I know you’re new here and building your power base so it’s important to have those relationships with important people in your sister cities. If you have additional ideas, let’s hear them. We can figure them out later too, there’s not some massive rush. And yes, I am indeed being extremely blunt because I see no need for subtlety. I want you on my side, let’s find a reasonable way to make the happen.”

She gave a nod like it was sealed but so far, the suggestions only benefited her so I made sure to bring it back around to what I wanted. “Of course, I am not going to just give anything away without some promise of progress and information from your side. Let’s say one free Tier 1 rift delve for the information you’re about to provide and then we set some milestone rewards for as we progress through figuring this out? For each milestone, you earn more delves to give away?”

After a 30 second pause to consider, she sighed, then nodded. Giving me a wary look, she asked “Where do you want to start…?”

Over the next ten minutes I learned she was originally from a mid-tier noble house in Pitola that specialized in magical research. They were very well regarded and a number of other noble houses paid them to investigate an incredibly diverse range of magical topics.

It had been the family business for generations and earned them a good reputation.

It wasn’t the most prestigious work but it was lucrative.

And enlightening.

In a cultivation world, knowledge is power. Even if they were restricted from disclosing a lot of what they learned because of their contracts, her family and their retainers still were likely the most knowledgeable group in all of the Kingdom on many subjects, especially essence affinity.

When the rebirth cycle – the natural cycle every ten years of the essence zones in the Kingdom depleting and then slowly renewing in strength over the next decade – started going awry, it was a wonderful opportunity for the Podlipas.

Or so they thought.

Instead, after a small mountain of wealth had been spent – by the Podlipas, their sponsors, and Pitola itself – with nothing to show for it, Aleksandra’s family were painted as frauds, only there to prey on the good intentions of the city for the benefit of their own coffers.

Aleksandra and family also didn’t uncover much useful information on why the rebirth cycle failed so the Kingdom could prevent future cycles from going awry. That didn’t make them popular with cities outside the former green essence zone.

They figured out even less on how to tackle the null issue itself.

It was an abject failure.

Unable to combat the narrative and made the scapegoat for a myriad of the issues surrounding the null essence debacle, Aleksandra’s family decided to fight back.

The current rebirth cycle was strange in many ways, not just for the outcome. First, it began half a year earlier than expected. Not unprecedented but still an unusual occurrence and one that started to throw things off in the region very quickly.

The economy was built on cyclical predictably, including storing food for when the land was not as productive. The first six months after the ambient green essence concentration neared zero, crop yields typically plummeted around 75-80%.

The drain-down period, when the ambient essence went from its zenith to essentially zero, was only three months this time instead of the usual six. It had never been less than four and a half for any essence zone in recorded history.

That meant a number of what they called rebirth nomads – people who moved elsewhere when the land went fallow for the first year of the rebirth – were caught unaware and many were destitute with no job prospects in other parts of the Kingdom. While riots hadn’t started yet, it was a near thing.

The delvers – the most important source of income for most of the largest cities in the Kingdom – went elsewhere months earlier than expected too. During the draw-down period, the rifts were refilling slower than expected so there were more profitable opportunities elsewhere.

And that was all before the null essence issues started.

There was a quadruple whammy economic impact: far fewer delves driving direct revenues from delve fees, far fewer delvers to spend their significant coin, a looming food shortage, and a glut of labor.

Essentially, it all went to shit far quicker than anyone expected or planned for.

All of which was now being heaped onto the Podlipas for not foreseeing and preventing it.

It didn’t make sense but blame rarely did.

Her parents were currently battling for their reputations – and likely their lives, as her mother barely survived an assassination attempt the previous month – in Pitola but they had sent Aleksandra away almost two months ago.

The Velez Councilor had reached out to a number of larger cities but with the family name being mud at best, no major city was willing to even have her and her wife move there, much less occupy any place of power.

A few of the smaller cities similar in size and power to Velez barred her from even visiting.

“Crap, I’m sorry Councilor Podlipa, I’ve been in similar situations if not to nearly the extent of the stakes and consequences,” I said, really feeling sorry for the scapegoat of such a major challenge for a few million people.

“Please, call me Aleksandra. I appreciate your concern and condolences but I appreciate my time more. Can we get to the point?”

Blunt but sharp. I can deal with that.

“Yes, sure. I was hoping you might be able to help me get more information about the attackers to see who sent them. It seems it was a noble-sanctioned attempt, which has some other significant challenges. I was hoping you might have strong connections and it seems you know a great many important people in Pitola.”

“Send over their pictures. If their faces were maimed during the fight, please send the best pictures you have,” she responded dispassionately. “Unfortunately, you are wrong to a certain degree. I do not have nearly as strong of connections as I once did; most either believe the bullshit about my family or are playing political games, which amounts to almost the same reaction. And my wife’s family are commoners so they will be no help. Essentially, don’t expect much.”

I used my AAI to package and send the photos I had collected from everyone present – the four we killed and the noble that fled – and then Aleksandra forwarded them on to a few people. We made small talk about my attempts to start a bank and just as I was considering leaving, she started getting replies.

“Well, this is unexpected. I even received messages from a few people I didn’t send the pictures to. Including a few who I thought would never speak with me again.”

As she put up a lot of the information on the screen on the wall, I had to admit it was concerning.

“So, let me get this straight. The three on the left here, they were generally people for hire that were known for shady dealings but mostly petty stuff. But Elson, the one I killed that had tattoos all over their face and body and no hair, they were part of a null-worshipping cult?” I was confused as to how a cult sprang up in just the few months since the null issue even emerged.

Aleksandra hmmed for a few seconds. “Yes, it appears so. The cult members have been causing some minor disturbances in Pitola – even my parents had to deal with some small harassment from them – but they’ve done nothing overt enough for the government to crack down. I wonder what the connection is. Was this just another random person for hire who happened to be a cultist?”

“Their beliefs that the null is here to cleanse the world and people’s souls, to take away the bad and leave a better tomorrow, is one I’ve seen in some form or fashion in a few of my own world’s religions. But it often leads people to perpetrate evil without really considering it, simply because it furthers the cause. I can see why the government wants to stop it,” I said, reviewing the information again.

After a prolonged pause, I asked, “Do we have any information on the presumed leader and noble, the woman on the horse that ran off? All they called her was ‘my Lady’ or similar so we didn’t get a name.”

“No, the only information any of my contacts have is a noble contract was indeed initiated. It’s a small price to check if a noble contract happened and one of the families that was harassed by the Church of Unullification – such a silly name – happily did it. To actually get the information on who put out the noble contract, that will be a considerably larger sum.”

We went back and forth for another twenty minutes but didn’t make much headway beyond that so I chose to leave, much to Aleksandra’s relief. She had earned her Tier 1 and Tier 2 delve in just under an hour and looked pleased as punch at least on that point.

I asked her to give my AAI ID to anyone who wanted to speak more on the Church or the noble but didn’t really expect much in the near future. On the off chance it might ‘sweeten the pot’, I gave her the right to provisionally offer to trade delves for more further information or productive meetings with Pitolan or Zalanan nobles or officials.

***

Before heading to the affinity change ceremony, I took Steve back to the inn. The two of us had a nice early-evening meal in our room.

“Okay, just this last thing for the day and then we get to start doing regular delving soon. You’re gonna be able to use that circlet a lot and get really smart. I hope… I’ll still love you even if you’re a himbo.” My bond was flexing his arms and sent a feeling of delight through our link.

“Plus, we have that meeting to get our money changing stations into a few places soon. Should be in the next week. And I think we’re close to going live with a few businesses where people can deposit their money at the stores so the stores can use it to buy more inventory. Crap, we’ll need to hire someone to audit their books won’t we…”

I rambled on about the different things we still needed to do for another twenty minutes, covering the assassinations, my dream build with spells and skills, how I didn’t actually want to stop using my morningstar – up close fighting was just too fun – who I thought was behind the money movements with Dorota Prendi’s accounts, and much more.

Coming out of my reverie, I looked over to see Steve was lounging on the bed, again ‘making biscuits’ by gently pressing against the mattress. I called out “Incoming!”, our code word for when I tossed him food. The grape struck his face before he saw it. I wanted to chuckle at the scene as he scrambled to grab the waylaid food but instead, I started sniffling.

“It’s funny, not sad,” I tried admonishing myself but to no avail. I looked to my bond sadly. “Hey Steve, look at me. No, not more food right now. Just…” I fully broke down for a few minutes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought you into the rift. This isn’t really what I wanted, never planned to be a parent or anything. But…”

Violently jerking my hand through my hair, I looked in the mirror. What I saw was someone still trying to deflect. Trying to make excuses. Someone who hadn’t actually accepted they were the one 100% in the wrong. Maybe the Council shouldn’t have sent us. But that didn’t matter. I made a choice and needed to accept that.

They might send me on more, and I needed to make better decisions. I didn’t control my own destiny.

Yet.

I need to stop pretending I’m just some guy. “Time to actually step up Terry. You want to change this world, start acting like it. Be the change.”

I hadn’t even realized my internal monologue had become external. Steve released a shriek of joy and sent excitement at the thought of a fight through our bond.

Realizing my tangent, I looked back at my bond. “Crap dude, I’m bad at apologizing to someone who is literally sending love to me right now. And yes, I’ll feed you more in a minute. I… it was my fault. I am going to make sure I protect you with my life going forwards. There will be risks, but we need to calculate them. Plus, you’re going to be as strong as I am soon! We’re going to do this together. But that doesn’t only mean the benefits, it means the responsibilities. I’ll do right by you going forward.”

I felt extremely cheesy but Steve didn’t care. Though at the idea of cheesy, he perked up again.

I handed the small sugar glider his favorite kind of cheese and relaxed, a few gentle tears rolling down my cheeks.

Time to start the job.
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                Melaxander Panov, Co-Owner and Operator of Melaxander’s Alchemy

Starting at sundown, Melaxander and Melandra started to prepare the cauldrons to be used for the affinity changing treatment. There was his typical large black one off to the right. And then, a much smaller bright pink cauldron that Melandra had given her brother as a joke when they were teenagers that he secretly cherished beyond any other possession.

That one specifically was for the much more concentrated version of the potion to be used on the small, annoying bond. Melaxander was glad for the beast’s size as otherwise, he would have been worried about not having enough ingredients to deal with the giant that was Goran, who had been an unexpected arrival. He was so large, even two regular helpings of paste might not fully cover him.

Luckily, Terry and Aras had put their proverbial feet down and said the giant wasn’t an acceptable choice for some reason or another and they wouldn’t allow things to go forward. The titanic man was quickly swapped, though he waited around menacingly until his replacement showed up.

Could have done without the screaming. At least the Tier 3 was somewhat comported. Ugh, children and their politics.

Both men seemed to calm down into a huffy silence once the massive man was gone, which let the master alchemist and his moderately helpful assistant/sibling focus on the craft.

The first parts were the easiest as it was about creating a potion consistency that would eventually be spreadable with a tackiness that made it stick to skin without causing issues. Too runny and it would slough off and not work. Too dry from the start and you were baking instead of brewing. Adding water late in the process was a complete gamble so best to start with a bit too much water instead.

He knew how terrible most spreadable potions smelled so they started with some scents that would soften the impact on the nasal passages of his patients and not damage the efficacy.

And that is how he viewed them, as ‘patients’ – he needed to consider the ‘before’ as someone with an illness that he was treating in order to leverage his Innate Capability to the fullest. While his Cap probably would have been more useful for a healer, Melaxander much preferred to deal with the cauldron rather than the children. And delvers ever were the spoiled children.

After creating a base scent rue, something his sister endlessly teased him about but which made their potions far more palatable – both literally and figuratively – his sister Melandra started bringing out the rare ingredients that made up the base of the potion.

The star of the show, the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis, would come last.

First, they needed to focus on enabling a change to the essence channels. This was actually the hardest part of the entire process – other than stomaching the smells – as any miscut in harvesting the Eglite Thistle could mean at best ruining the rare ingredient and more likely, if unnoticed, causing significant damage to the most important aspect of a delver.

His sister, as always, performed her part brilliantly if annoyingly. The extremely vibrant specimens Melandra pulled from her custom storage pouch were perfect as she prepared them for his final inspection and dissection.

Three whole thistles went into the larger cauldron and one and one tenth of a thistle went into the smaller. Melaxander was sad to waste so much but the formulas called for extremely exact amounts and he wasn’t about to play around to save a few silvers.

Melaxander pretended it was about the principle but really, cutting corners meant his Innate Capability might not function for weeks as he wasn’t using everything he could on his ‘patients’. Melandra had convinced him early on in their business journey to scrimp and it almost ruined them so they agreed never again.

The scent from the Ever-Dying Daisy was heady, smelling like a mix between a compost pile and the sweet undertone of decay. It was necessary for heavy transformations within the body, though usually when dealing with poisons or removing some unwanted issue like a genetic defect. For this specific concoction, it was all about relaxing the body’s ability to fight off the change. It was laying one’s defenses into a gentle repose.

Altogether, it had taken almost two bells just to gently add the juices and actual plant matter in such a way that it would break down just right. Melaxander’s arms were getting tired from the intricate knife and heavy amount of pestle work.

Luckily, the Demon’s Dandelion, named for the sharp black horns on its leaves and bright crimson flower, was incredibly easy to harvest though it was slightly tedious to add one seed at a time every twenty seconds over a quarter bell span.

The Affinity Alteration Amaryllis was the real belle of the ball. Melandra took it from her ring reverently, handing it to her brother as the moon started to reach farther into the sky, almost hitting its zenith. The ever-shifting colors of the flower turned into a cornucopia of scents as well the millisecond his knife pierced the stalk.

A peaty bog, mixed with a roaring fire, that transformed into the smell of copper and freshly tilled soil. A faint hint of a wildflower meadow transformed into the smell of fresh baked cookies and a hug from his mother – which almost made Melaxander miss his next cut, lost in nostalgia – to the cloying scent of decay. As he cut deeper and deeper into the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis, making a spiral out of the stalk, the change in smells started to shift more and more quickly.

But one smell, one Melaxander had trouble identifying, started to emerge more and more as he angled his cuts into the petals in very exacting spiral patterns. It was like the smell of an electrical spark but also clean.

This was where Melaxander made his magic. Following a recipe was one thing but when dealing with the final mixture, the rate of adding the coup de grâce ingredient that gave the concoction its actual purpose, that was where the real skill came into play.

It was what separated the potion makers from the alchemists.

The smell reached a crescendo before quickly dissipating.

Oh no, not like this!

But his worry was misplaced as it slowly returned, though only emerging when he vigorously stirred either cauldron. As he felt the lingering magic in the ingredients finally give up the ghost and release into the mixtures, he knew he was done, slowly bringing the heat down.

He gestured to his sister to deal with the actual people part and slumped to the ground, exhausted, taking out a bucket to wash his hands before bringing out a sandwich and greedily filling his depleted energy and stomach.

Good show. As usual. Now, to see if it actually works.

He perked up as he saw the silhouettes of his ‘patients’ writhing in discomfort through the cloth enclosures and sensed the magic once again in the air.

***

Aras Burba, Third Son of Olena Burba, Tier 3 Delver

Melaxander had been stewing a strange concoction that smelled of decay and life in equal measure since sundown, creating great wafting scents that rolled over the seven people there. Or six and one small and grumpy animal.

Terry had at least insisted on private stalls for when the affinity altering paste was to be applied and no one had any real objections. Delvers were usually not modest but it was still improper to be stripping naked for all to see just outside the city gates.

The guard required the brewing and treatment were done outside the city once they learned of it lest multiple homes be assaulted for hours on end by smelly fumes. Aras had to agree it was a sensible policy.

Melaxander was clearly in his element, mumbling to himself as he added various ingredients between either consulting with or yelling at his sister. Whether it was a chant that was necessary or just something the odd, toady alchemist did was hard to ascertain.

But the three-bell wait was over as the full moon continued its climb further into the sky. They were each apportioned out some of the affinity altering paste along with some herbs to chew on to increase its effectiveness.

Goran’s replacement – Danut Karklina – still had to be given the biggest bucket but not the two they needed for Danut’s awfully-chosen predecessor. The large man gave Terry an odd look as he grabbed his metal pail. Vesna was quiet and almost resigned, the girl being far more introverted than just a few weeks prior. Milda also grabbed her bucket, giving Terry a firm nod and heading into her curtained stall.

The sickly green and still faintly frothing liquid smelled slightly different with each waft of air that pushed vapors into his face. Aras could pick up the underlying scent of the lavender and garlic the siblings added early in the process but mostly he smelled the strange Affinity Alteration Amaryllis.

The second Melaxander started to harvest it with the help of his sister, the scents in the area kept changing wildly, one second that of a meadow, the next of pure blood, sunshine creeping through the clouds after rain, and the ocean. However, as they continued, it started to smell more and more of a deep scent that reminded Aras of nothing. Or more correctly, not the absence of smell but the unknowable scent of destruction, of the end. Not even decay could compare in the slightest to the scent.

Well, here goes nothing.

Aras began to smear the thick paste on his body, starting at his legs. They made him shave everything below his neck to make the paste more effective. His wife had laughed merrily while helping him.

The sickly goop felt like a warm hug that slowly turned icy, starting to cool like when the sun crept behind the clouds on an early spring afternoon, turning to a colder, late-fall day and finally an icy winter morning, cold and sharp. The feeling seemed to permeate to Aras’ very cores.

Makes sense. Supposed to modify them. Still feels bad.

He continued to smear more and more across himself, glad that reaching Tier 1 so long ago increased his flexibility enough to reach his mid back, though Melaxander said they didn’t need 100% skin coverage.

The feeling of a deep chill turning to numbness started to spread throughout his body and the metaphysical feeling of his essence channels. As a Tier 3, he was shocked that the same concoction was being used for the Tier 1 and Tier 2 women in the cloth enclosures to either side given the potent effect it was having on him.

Not great. Wouldn’t recommend.

Aras started to feel his body interact differently with the air itself, the low null essence concentration this far from the center of the zone no longer feeling like a slight nuisance but instead a nice fresh breeze.

And then it happened.

Really not great.

Aras had always been at least wary of his Innate Capability. One that increased his personal power the more excited he got sounded great when he first read it. Except it was viewed as detrimental for a reason: the more his power increased, whether through his Cap or just in general, the less in control of his emotions he was.

As a low Tier 1 teen, that hadn’t seemed like such a bad thing. Being wild and rambunctious as part of the training program simply meant he was able to overpower his opponents. The same for when he was in a rift, always letting everything impact him emotionally as much as possible. When a teammate was in danger, he let the fear and anger surge, literally ripping monsters apart with his bare hands.

And then, the incident.

Even thinking about it at all sent a wave of sadness, regret, fear, and loneliness through him.

A wave he had to crush mercilessly, lest it put others in danger.

His teammate Erol missed a throw with his dagger and grazed their other frontliner, Larisa, dosing her with poison and distracting her at a key moment. It cost her her life, at least indirectly, the teeth of the giant weretree clamping on to her shoulder and ripping her arm clean off before it swung a stump into her gut.

Aras went berserk, killing everything in the field as he watched his best friend from childhood slowly bleed out, too incensed to even think about giving her the potion he had that would save her life.

Five minutes later, four more weretrees drawn by the noise also lay in pieces, torn asunder. But so did Erol and Larisa. Larisa had further wounds that looked like they were inflicted by a serrated short sword – his weapon of choice – and then bare human hands rather than the monsters of the rift. Erol was decapitated, clearly by a sword swing.

From that day forward, he vowed to never allow his Innate Capability out of its cage. Aras kept himself in check, learned to fight with a bow – only resorting to his short swords when necessary – to maintain a better sense of calm, and married an ebullient woman to do the feeling for him.

But the null now invading his body was starting to change that. It was eating away at the cage in a way he couldn’t have anticipated. It was like he could take the emergent feelings he didn’t want and push them into the disgusting essence, essentially nullifying them.

I guess that’s why they call it that. Heh.

His chuckle, one of the first times he’d allowed himself to feel mirth on purpose in over a decade, felt foreign but delightful.

Maybe this isn’t only my penitence but also my salvation.

He had a lot to make up for but things were looking up. And he could finally give his wife the grief she’d been giving him for almost a decade. And I’ll give it back tenfold.

***

Steve Carver, Pugilist, Unchallenged and Unrepentant Leader of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider, Goodest Boy

Gross, no put on me. Taste bad.

“Steve, stop trying to eat it. I know you think it tastes bad. Learn the lesson, take the loss,” Terry said exasperatedly.

Best way to get rid of gross is in my tummy. Silly bond.

Steve eventually acquiesced to not eating the gross paste in exchange for Terry pulling out food every twenty seconds or so to distract him.

Ugh, cold but feels right. Still, maybe this lick will taste better?

***

Huh, smells like ozone. I guess ozone kills off a lot of things – organic right? – so makes sense null and ozone are related.

I was actually rather proud of Steve for sitting relatively still and only taking about ten licks of the paste before deciding it was better to not eat. He was clearly not pleased by being covered in a slowly hardening smelly substance but I sent calming feelings through our link. He was mostly mollified with snacks and pets.

Luckily, Melaxander assured me that getting a bit of the paste on my hands as I applied it to Steve was fine though I didn’t think to ask about the little bugger eating it. Sending the alchemist a message rather than yelling out from my own cloth enclosure – which I thought was slightly funny to give Steve his privacy – Melaxander assured me it was non-toxic at that dosage level, especially for any Tier 1 creature, but that he’d probably have ‘severe stomach issues’ for the next few days.

Great. I wonder how the bathysphere is to clean out… should have gotten self-cleaning enchantments on it… Maybe it’s not too late?

I felt Steve’s wonder and curiosity at the changes happening to his body and cores. He was pulsing feelings of being uncomfortable but based on the noises the others were making, slight as most were, I guessed he was taking it better than anyone else.

My earlier rage at the Council selecting Goran had mostly subsided. It felt like something had truly snapped while yelling at the man – who only responded with a knowing smirk – while sending off messages to the Council. All I received back was confirmation from Lurka about fifteen minutes later that a replacement would arrive shortly.

I had to do some major breathing exercises and even asked Tiesa to deliver some tea for me – she was smart and brought enough tea and the exact right number of cups for everyone but Goran as we awaited his replacement.

Said fury was now just a small but extremely hot ball of anger, like the core of a star. It burned brightly on whoever thought selecting Goran was a good idea: they would regret it.

I did get a small amount of satisfaction that the Council caved so easily but that also made it seem like it was merely a test, one I very much did not appreciate. I literally had two people I wouldn’t want getting the treatment that were reasonably possible: Goran and Dahlia and they tried to choose one.

I have been using a bad assumption that literally anyone is operating under good faith in the slightest. Why? They really have been screwing me over every chance they get.

I need to stop negotiating like we are building something together. Adversarial mode and have Nikolaj look over all agreements for loopholes. Should have done that with the vendors Uros set up… Hopefully I can even trust Nikolaj in that.

[Task Added: Figure out who on the Council tried to pull some shit]

[Task Added: Get far deeper on AAI guarantees and contract agreements with Nikolaj]

[Task Added: Self-reflect on why I’ve been so trusting]

Steve stirred restlessly at my roiling thoughts through our bond so I had to put my anger and worry off for later.

It took about 40 minutes for the change to complete and it was now past midnight. Luckily ‘Mama Tiesa’ had thought ahead about the need for further cleaning, bringing a few buckets with clean water creation and soap enchantments. And she ‘just happened to only be able to get four’, giving one to me, Vesna, Aras, and Milda.

She really is good at the quick little jab. No wonder she fights with her fists.

After all of us were clean, I took pity on Danut – he hadn’t done anything to me yet and was presumably an unwitting pawn in dickhead machinations – and let him use my bucket. His grumpy stare softened slightly and I hoped we could reach an accord.

With a big few days of delving near Struva ahead of us, we headed back to the inn to try to get what sleep we could.

Looking to Steve, I muttered, “Hopefully we can get that circlet going. Right now, you are literally a paste eater…” It wasn’t my best insult but it still had me smiling as I drifted off for my few hours rest.

            

    
        Chapter 31 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Ignition and Age (Humans)

There are many superstitions by village around the perfect age to Ignite your children’s Cores.

In the Kingdom of Verdant Earth, the law says they must be six but twelve to thirteen is highly recommended. Anything below ten is considered risky at best.

In the Monetary Might Kingdom, there are no laws. Little is known about the Kingdoms across the sea.

From experiments done by less-than-ethical people, children under six certainly don’t have fully developed essence channels and Igniting their Cores will lead to significantly reduced essence channel capacity. It cripples their ability to cultivate for little gain.

For those under a year old, there is about a 20% mortality rate simply by performing an Ignition, no matter the essence type. The essence overwhelms their channels and explodes their Core.

Superstitions about the perfect age and how Igniting on a certain birthday or moon cycle or while wearing the family’s lucky pants persist despite extensive study showing it’s all a load of hooey.

Whether you are using affinity-less essence or your local colored variety, it is recommended you wait until you don’t damage your kids. Don’t be an asshat, wait until it’s safe.

While the same questions about Ignition and age have been asked of the sentient beasts, their response from a bear representative was to ‘mind your damn beeswax, and stay away from mine’. 🐻🍯🐝



A loud pounding woke me from my dream I was increasingly sure was a car crash. Possibly merely a vivid recurring nightmare but it also felt real. Like it was something I lived. The pain all across my body was familiar.

Putting on my shirt while rolling my eyes at the increasing volume of the knocking, I opened my door. Pavel was standing directly in front, Inara off to the side. I could easily guess which one was making the racket at her impish grin.

“Yeah?” I asked, still bleary from only getting a few hours of sleep. Steve made a noise half between a burble and a chirp.

“Time to go. We have an escort to Struva. They sent us fast horses that are Tiered up, meant to make the journey very quick. Usually at least <six hours> if you run or far more by cart. Should only be <three hours> instead.” Pavel waved like I should just follow immediately; I shut the door in his face.

I heard a soft sigh and a muffled ‘Rude’ through the door, one of the words I had to learn early when Tilda gave me language lessons.

“Okay Steve, big day of delving. Three delves, two with the team, let’s go!” I picked him up and spun him around every twenty seconds to his delight as I collected my things over a few minutes. Choosing comfort over riding in my gear, I donned a simple outfit and headed downstairs.

Pavel seemed to think we were going to head straight out the door but I headed directly to my favorite innkeeper first. I shoveled a bit of food into my and Steve’s mouths before I let the man escort me out. Inara stayed behind and ate off my plate before sprinting to catch up as we made haste to the eastern gate.

There was a man waiting with three utterly massive horses, with a double saddle on each. “Here to escort five delvers to the Struva area? Only contracted for the day, so let’s hurry up. Wait, where’s the fifth?” He looked at me, Romie, Inara, and Pavel. I laughed and pointed at Steve. “Damnit, could have brought a less expensive horse for me. Well, you four, two to a horse. Get to it.”

Looking to Romie as my obvious travel companion, Inara leapt over and snaked her arm through the archer’s. “Nope, Romie and me, you have to be with Mr. Boring-Pants.”

Pavel rolled his eyes. “One bad story and I am relegated for the week. Well Terry, you want to be in front or behind?” Looking at my backpack for Steve, which I decided was probably the better choice rather than trying to hold him the entire trip – the little bugger was likely to try to jump off – I chose back.

Despite the incredible speed, the horses’ hooves clomped rather quietly. It was almost like a cheetah, though we seemed to be going far faster than even they could.

“Pavel, you mentioned they Tiered up the horses. How does that work?” I asked.

“Eh, mundane animals only get a little out of essence – their channels are totally garbage. But it still can help a bit and these are Tier 5 and a special breed used for this essentially. As tough as they look, they are utterly useless in combat; speed and comfort only. But yeah, you can Tier up beasts, it’s just very rarely worth it. Even at Tier 5, they are maybe twice what a mundane version would be, though it all goes to physical cultivation.”

The rolling hills of green that were clearly slowly shifting to yellow – the land was feeling the impact of losing the green essence zone more than even the people – flowed behind us as we passed two hours into our journey without anything of note.

Fields of grain slowly transitioned into wild grasses gently shifting in the breeze, making a soft but soothing rustle. We began to see patches of wildflowers and the air smelled slightly sweet.

That’s when things started to look familiar.

Very familiar.

The small forest we were skirting alongside had towering trees that reminded me of an old grove forest from just outside Chicago.

And my first moments on Putijama.

I noticed a few puffs of smoke rising above the trees and thought I saw something in a clearing deeper in, though it was much too far to see precisely, especially at our speed.

“Pull over,” I said to Pavel. When he didn’t immediately listen, I said it far louder, though as friendly as I could. He looked confused but acquiesced. “I think this might be where I… landed? Not sure of the right word. This looks like where I woke up.”

Pavel whistled loudly to signal Romie to pull their horse off too, circling back to us. I quickly explained and the four of us decided to head in.

“Wait, one of us should stay back here with Steve,” I said, learning from my past mistakes.

“What’s the hold up? We have a schedule to keep.” Our escort, who still hadn’t given a name, was looking nonplussed.

“Uh, can you watch my bond? We need to investigate something,” I said, holding Steve out hopefully to the Tier 2 man.

He looked confused as I deposited the sugar glider in his arms. “Uh, sure I guess?” I handed him a bag of snacks which he started eating himself before realizing they were for Steve at the little booger’s indignant noises and attempts to climb into said snack bag.

We quickly donned our armor and started to discuss tactics, deciding formation twelve – me at the head with Pavel to my right and Inara to my left with Romie roaming behind. That way, I could potentially cover Inara with my shield and Pavel could do the same for me.

It was generally a very low-Tier area and there were no reports of a rift break in the last few years so it seemed pretty safe. With our plan and formation set, we headed into the woods slowly, keeping as quiet as possible.

Suddenly, a boar was charging at me, squealing like I had murdered its parents and it was on a suicide mission to take me out in an act of revenge.

Or just loudly, like pigs do.

I danced away, swinging my shield at its head as it passed by in an attempt to daze it before following up with my new morningstar, colorful if solely decorative flames blazing down its haft, ready to rain terror on my foe.

Instead, my light shield swing knocked the beast on its side as it gave a pitiful squeak, falling unconscious.

Oh yeah, mundane animals are weak.

“Oh no! Mr. Oinkington! What have you done!?” a small voice yelled from farther into the trees.

A squirrel about two feet tall emerged, looking furious at me and shaking a finger like our sizes were reversed and she was over three times my height. She was barefoot but otherwise dressed like most of the people I’d seen in the cities, sporting a nice blue cardigan with pink and brown capri pants that crimped at her calves.

Do squirrels have calves? Surely, right?

Not being able to hold in my laugh, I excused myself for a moment. Inara swooped in to do the talking, quickly mollifying the young girl by showing her the pig was merely knocked out and was actually coming around quickly.

I took out a length of rope and tied it around the pig’s middle before it could get too agitated again but it wasn’t necessary. Mr. Oinkington was completely docile, snuggling up against the much smaller squirrel as we walked her back to her home.

All I could think about was that her parents might be able to direct me to the rolling pin-wielding menace that had walloped my shins a few times in my first minutes on Putijama. Strategizing what I’d say didn’t make me the best conversationalist so, other than my apology, I continued to let Inara and Pavel mostly entertain the small troublemaker.

Apparently the pig had broken from his pen while they were playing a game and took off when she used the dreaded word of bath. Even at hearing the harrowing term, the pig oinked sadly.

As we entered a small clearing around an enormous tree, I took in the girl’s home. It had a door and windows embedded into the trunk, like so many fairytale creatures that created arboreal residences.

Despite my awe at the sight, I was more focused on my impending trouble.

A large squirrel, in the same housedress and armed with presumably the same rolling pin, was holding out her weapon of choice, pointed at me. “You! What have you done with my daughter!? Diacorna, get behind me and away from that miscreant! At least you’re wearing pants this time you pervert,” she spat at me.

At the utterly bewildered looks on my teammates’ faces, I rolled my eyes at the squirrel and crossed my arms.

“Yeah, just gonna clear the air. I was basically kidnapped and thrown into some place near here naked. It’s a long story but the gist is I woke up in a creepy facility next to a dead guy with no clothes and no real idea where I was. Even thought it was a silly dream.” I paused to see if she’d push back but she just kept her narrowed eyes on me.

“So, I came out, found you, and you attacked. Instead of helping an innocent person… essentially, you tried to kill a kidnapping victim.” I tried to inject some hurt into my voice. It wasn’t a great analogy but I needed to get her to think she was in the wrong to help me. Just asking for her help now seemed like an exceedingly bad strategy.

I mean, would you help the guy who you caught wandering naked through your front yard?

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #38: When facing someone you know you can’t get over to your side by being reasonable, if you need them on your side, the only logical reaction is to be unreasonable. How you go about that is situationally dependent.

Before either of us could follow-up, Diacorna screeched with excitement and danced around a bit, yelling, “You attacked Terry? And you give me grief for hitting my brothers! Wait, there’s a dead body?! Where? I want to see! Moooooommmmm-ah, can we go see the dead body? I bet it’s all gross like in the programs!” Then she started shadow boxing for no apparent reason other than to presumably spend her high energy.

“See what you’ve done?” her mother said in exasperation.

“You mean stopped her pet from rampaging through the forest, likely saving at least one of them from being hurt?” The squirrel rolled her eyes in exasperation.

I tried a different tack. “Look, I get it. You don’t like me and I fully get why. It’s actually reasonable. I was a victim of circumstance but still, I was a crazy naked guy on your front lawn. The earlier you let me check out the area looking for this facility I woke up in, the earlier I am out of your hair. Or fur I guess.” I was tired and a bit snippy but still felt pressing the ‘just cooperate enough to get me to leave’ strategy was working.

After a long pause, the Scuridae sighed and nodded. “Fine, fine. Until recently, every few weeks we’d see or hear something weird about <a quarter mile> (400m) up that way,” she said pointing. “And, uh, thanks for stopping the pig. That thing is a menace…”

Without another word, I started heading the direction she pointed and heard the pleading squeaks of young Diacorna fading into the background.

I found the facility entrance easily, a metallic door barring our way. Again, just like at the other facility we found, I felt something pull on the energy in my ring before it slid open noiselessly. As the others couldn’t see through the obscurement array, I dragged them in after me.

“It stinks but not as bad as I’d expect?” Inara said as we walked slowly down the hall, glow stones deployed to better assist the muted lighting.

We moved forwards slowly, jointly reacting to each faint echo or sound, shields and weapons at the ready, Romie taking up the back and pointed towards the entrance in case of a pincer attack.

The air was heavy and the light refracted strangely off the metal interior of the hall. Even the glow stones seemed to only cast about 30% of their normal illumination and there was a weird magical weight that made it all the more ominous.

“Creepy,” Romie said to nods from the rest of the group.

A door suddenly opened automatically at my approach, surprising all of us and eliciting a shield bash to the air from me. We moved quickly into tight quarters formation, me at the head, morningstar raised to strike quickly.

Instead of a fight, we found more dead bodies.

It was a room I hadn’t seen on my previous brief visit to the facility. We surmised the nine corpses were probably technicians or similar as the decomposed bodies were dressed in long coats the team informed me were standard attire for researchers.

Rather than investigating, we used general sweep and clear tactics, moving into the main room where I’d woken up. Upon finding nothing outside a body and an abandoned laboratory, we relaxed slightly. Deciding to start with the room with the researchers, we conducted a more thorough search.

“Looks like they were killed with some kind of laser or something similar,” I said, holding up a jacket as it sloughed off rotting meat to show a very round hole through it but no clear blood stain. The strike was just where someone’s heart would be.

After not finding anything of interest on the first four bodies, I decided against disturbing the last five in the name of looting essentially nothing.

We looked through the drawers and cabinets, finding some interesting supplies – mostly medical but a few books and the like which I tossed into my storage bag – then headed to the main room.

“It’s creepy how much it’s just like that facility,” Inara said. “So this really does mean that place was run by Barry too I guess?”

I nodded slowly, sighing. “Yeah, we kind of knew it had to be true but this is all but confirmation. Let’s grab what we can and head out. We’ve spent a fair bit of time here and I’m sure Struva is going to be slightly grumpy if we don’t show up on time.”

I took a large box from my ring which we filled with papers to put into it – my ring cared more about number of items than size in general.

I’d transfer the files to Tiesa’s house when we got back. She and Jasna had been reviewing the documents from the facility that were in plain Verdantese and the pair were working on decoding some of the papers that weren’t with the help of one of their friends from Tiesa’s time in the military.

“Oh fuck!” Romie called and we all tensed up. They smiled sheepishly, handing me a document. “No, look.”

It was in plain Verdantese and mentioned working with Lazar Fabianova to design the perfect body for him. I shrugged. “Who’s Lazar Fabianova?”

“Oh! That’s where I know that robe from! Hard to tell with so much grossness but yeah. Wait, didn’t he disappear like a month and a half ago?” Inara was bouncing from foot to foot. “Oh, oh, oh! Oh shit, this makes sense. One of the papers said something about ‘the transfer’. I think they tried to take his soul from this body,” she pointed to the decaying mass on the metal slab, “and put it into this one,” she said, laying a hand on my shoulder.

“Makes sense Barry would run too if he killed the top advisor to the King… can’t have any witnesses, so that explains the bodies… this is big.” Pavel was looking around with newfound interest.

“I found something here about a relaxation serum too. Any ideas?” Inara said.

“Opening a spa?” Romie joked to general chuckles.

“Okay, okay, I think we’ve gotten everything we can from here. But we can’t tell anyone about this place. Got it?” I asked, waiting for everyone to nod. “Crap, what lie do we tell our guide? And Struva?”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #39: Sometimes you just have to dictate terms, even with friend, and make it seem like the only logical option; people will often just go with it as you provided the solution. You don’t need to force everything if you make things seem like the best and only idea.

As we arrived back, our guide was surprisingly uncurious which was good as we were still working on the perfect lie. We collaborated on it over AAI for the rest of the ride north.

***

“Look at how cute they are!” Inara squealed as she held up the decapitated head of the combination armadillo-hedgehog-like monsters we were fighting in the first rift.

I was picking out a few of the quills from my shirt and tossing them to the ground. While the projectiles weren’t too dangerous, we all still had opted for the goggles Struva offered to rent for a small additional fee to delvers.

“That’s great babe, now please throw the dripping head into the cart,” Pavel pleaded as if he’d had this discussion tens of times before.

“No fun,” she replied sadly.

“Can I ask what’s up with this weird taxation and revenue share agreement thing they are doing for delves? Isn’t just an entrance fee for the rift easier?” I asked.

“Yes and no. The big issue is that when rifts get to be above a certain amount of null, only top of Tier teams – or Tier 2s and above I guess – are capable of handling the concentration. But those teams mostly moved away from the region because there are simply better delves elsewhere right now. So the cities are stuck.” Inara was cleaning off her gloves.

“Yeah, I still don’t get it,” I replied.

Her fiancé stepped in. “The cities have three problems: first, no one that isn’t peak of Tier can really delve these rifts without risking damage once they get past a certain point of null concentration. They have to keep them regularly delved to prevent that. It’s something the cities are learning quite quickly and is only getting worse. So, if they don’t have peak teams to deal with the rifts once they pass a certain point, that means no money coming into their economy from rift rewards and also no money from the entrance fees.” Pavel looked like he was about to go on a rant.

Romie cut him off. “And zero entrance fee rifts just get people killed,” they deadpanned.

“Ah, basically to get things back to normal, you need top of Tier teams to clear the rifts and drive the null essence down because if they just drop it to no entrance fees, you only get clown shoes teams going in that can’t handle the null. Got it,” I observed.

After a two minute explanation of why clown shoes means ridiculous and killing two more rolling balls of death, Pavel continued. “So, first is again no one who isn’t peak should delve a high null concentration rift. Well, at least without you or the new folks that can handle the null.”

I nodded. “Yup, makes sense. I imagine the second problem has to do with actually attracting these peak teams, though that doesn’t make a ton of sense to me. It’s good essence for their items or spells. And good rift rewards presumably.”

Pavel groaned as the corpse he picked up split in two, getting blood and stomach acid all over him. “Gross… but yes, to get a rift back to where normals can use it – like that rift outside Velez where a Tier 1.0 could go and it’s fine – you need to do a full clear or three. This one was actually probably safe for a Tier 1.8 and definitely a Tier 1.9 team, peak or not. But most of the good teams that fit the bill left the area. Too much economic uncertainty. So attracting a competent peak of Tier 1 team is hard, zero fees or not. Ope, we have a visitor, pick this up after,” he opined as another rolling beast came at us firing spikes.

After we dispatched two more monsters, Steve screaming happily as my morningstar hit the second beast on the head for the fifth time, finally caving the skull enough to end its angry hissing and attempts to bite, I brought us back. “I think I see the problem. You don’t get revenue inflows – either direct or indirect – from the rift. To get the rift back to a state where it can generate revenues, you have to attract a good team, but they aren’t enticed by just no fees. But why not? Especially if there’s no competition?”

“Null hurts,” Romie said simply. At my confused look, they added, “Long cooldown.”

Our spunkiest team member nodded. “Yeah, we love working with you so we don’t have to deal with that crap. It was really confusing how we could carry anyone up the Tier… We could only do maybe one rift that tipped past the limit every six to eight days without it starting to, at best, feel like it was damaging our essence channels, let alone our clients’. More often than that and I heard of some peak Tier 1s – and Tier 2s in the Tier 2 rifts – actually doing permanent damage to their channels. That is not fun my dude,” Inara complained.

“Just because Fuzzybutt used ‘my dude’ doesn’t mean you should,” Pavel protested. “Terry told that story for perspective, not to change your vocabulary. But yes, if you are trying to earn, you’re generally better off with rifts that are less full but you can hit every two to four days or even daily if you aren’t the one absorbing the essence. In a zone that is at the peak of the rebirth cycle, the rifts recharge so often that’s possible.”

The spear wielder put the butt of his weapon on the ground to lean on it. “The potential lotto of fuller rifts just isn’t worth dealing with null. Plus the pain with null gets pretty intense if you aren’t taking long rests between fights. Makes the rifts way more dangerous due to the distraction factor.”

“But then the third… oh, got it.” I flung the corpse of the one I’d brained into the cart. “Essentially, the cities are just not getting any money so they pay someone to come in and run the rifts, but there might be a jackpot. They are already suffering from the lack of rift-based money in the economy and something like a skill disc or natural treasure dropping… it makes sense they want a cut. Still a dumb way to approach it in my mind, super short-term thinking, but politicians aren’t known for making the best calls.”

“Yeah, but I had our numbers guy run everything down and having you on the team means we’ll be raking it in!” Inara announced with a little wiggle.

“Who’s your numbers guy?” I asked.

Pavel raised his hand with a non-plussed look while I chuckled. [Incoming Message from Pavel Lysenko: It’s actually Romie but then explaining anything numbers related to Inara or Vidas is too much hassle so they foist it on me. :)]

“I guess I get it now but I was wondering how those without an AAI could delve. They just go to the rifts with only entrance fees?” I asked to a chorus of nods as we prepared for the final boss.

***

We exited the rift, three qi stones in hand. Overall, it was quite the easy delve. The rift boss was even the rare variant without shooting spines.

My spirit was feeling reasonably full – we had decided to try pushing me towards Tier 1.3 first instead of leveling up Steve to 1.1 so I took in over 80% of the rift’s essence. I didn’t plan to let my bond fight until he improved in training with Risto and was at least Tier 1.3 himself so there wasn’t a rush.

The null essence we did push his way, I tried to get him to allocate most of it into his circlet.

I couldn’t tell how well my instructions worked but he did manage to sneak food out of my pocket as we were resting and collecting the bodies from the final fight for the corpse sled. It was only his third or fourth time getting something by me so it was simultaneously encouraging and worrying given his mischievous nature.

Waiting for us at the exit next to our guide for the day was a very angry man, tall and rotund with a very silly top hat and long, brightly colored jacket of green and pink.

“Leave that here and come with us,” he demanded, pointing at the corpse cart. “And hand over the reward to be inspected,” he spat, holding out his hand.

“You’re late, extremely rude. We’ll take that out of your pay. The other group is waiting at the next rift. We are paying them by the bell. Chop, chop.”

I looked to Pavel and we nodded our heads slightly at each other four times. [Incoming Message from Pavel Lysenko: Rock] as I sent [Paper]. He looked grumpy.

[Incoming Message from Pavel Lysenko: I still don’t get how rock beats paper…].

[Loser says what?] [Incoming Message from Pavel Lysenko: What?]. Then I heard him swear slightly under his breath.

Our still second-in-command stepped forward, putting his hand out to shake. The man looked at the still-grimy hand and gave a questioning eyebrow raise. Pavel cleared his throat, lowering the proffered appendage. “Right, nice to meet you. We are The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider. And you would be?”

Inara had dealt with the Velez Council heavily in arranging our trip to Struva over the following few days so she begged off ‘asshole duty’ as we were calling dealing with these types. That meant it fell mostly to Pavel but I sometimes stepped up to relieve him.

Just not this time.

“Did you really not do your homework boy? I am Councilor Klimas. That’s right, Stavros Klimas. We were to have a full reception with the Council tonight over a feast but as you have been slacking, that seems like it’s off the table. Now, onto the horses.”

Pavel sent a round of messages and because no one wanted to deal with the guy, we decided to say nothing and hurry to the next rift where I would be entering with two teams, leaving everyone else behind.

We were executing our political maneuver 31: when you are dealing with a pompous ass, if there is nothing to be gained from pushing back, just ignore them and rush through the interaction.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #40: If you have to deal with a jerk, minimize the exposure. If you were going to do what they want anyway, just get it done and don’t give them the satisfaction of pushing back and then doing their bidding anyway. But make sure to give them a hard time in other ways when it will hurt. If they think you are their lapdog, that will make it worse in the end.

The entire ride over, we kept our horses about twenty lengths back because if anyone got closer, Councilor Klimas tried to talk at us, usually scolding or bragging about the greatness of his house. [This guy is an utter cliché] I sent to my team and they all chuckled a bit with different versions of agreement.

Luckily, it was only a fifteen minute ride.

At the rift entrance, I decided to take Steve in with me. My reasoning was it was safer in there than near the idiot Councilor. We had one specialized team of four delvers engaging the monsters and a second team of three sent in to only guard me with specialized loadouts for protecting important people as they advanced in Tier.

The rift was also nowhere near as difficult as the rift Velez assigned us to clear where Steve got hurt, even when that Velez rift was low on essence.

It should be a cakewalk and even I could probably clear the rift solo.

Romie set our allocation bracelets – Velez had provided ten for us to use – with Steve getting 30% of the null and the rest going to me. I only received a small portion of the green essence as the rest of the delvers had items or spells to channel essence into and a few were still not at the peak of Tier 1.9.

Romie and I did the math: I would probably get close to hitting Tier 1.3 by our second delve the next day, maybe even at the end of the first since the rifts were slightly high on essence and we were doing full clears.

My delve with the other seven people was possibly the most anticlimactic event of my life. I stayed alert the entire time but the giant tortoises were perfectly countered by the team assigned to fight, never getting within twenty feet (6m) of the group protecting me.

Of the strikeforce team, two had binding or trip spells, one had a taunt skill enhanced by their Innate Capability and heavily enchanted armor, and the final one had an enchanted hammer that seemed to crack the monster’s shells in one to two swings. The team also had enough storage bags to not even need a corpse cart so post-fight cleanup was usually seconds at most. Their stamina was also incredible, going from fight to fight with no rest.

I spent my time between the battles I wasn’t allowed to go near trying to find anything else unusual with my spiritual sense, discovering a small, magically-enhanced ore vein. We marked it for after clearing the rest of the rift as the team wasn’t willing to start digging there and then, risking drawing enemies while they were unfocused.

Upon defeating the massive rift boss, which could use wind and water magic as well as an incredibly devastating charge and stomp combo, they swiped the reward distortion, netting four sizeable pieces of gold.

After handing the gold to me, both groups sent me out the exit as all seven of my companions grabbed pick axes from one of the protection team, heading for the vein.

Councilor Klimas looked incensed. “Did you kill another group? I knew you were bad news!”

“What are you even talking about?” I asked, slightly losing my cool. I was the one who kept almost dying. Maybe not the best comeback… “Literally no one has died in a rift with me. You asked if we did our homework, did you? And no, there was an ore vein that felt magical they went back for. I will be taking my cut of that by the way.”

Pavel sent [Scissors] through AAI to me, eliciting a chuckle.

Klimas hemmed and hawed about paying the teams extra, again threatening to take it from our pay and snatching the gold away. Finally, he indicated the horses again so we rode to our last rift before our arrival in Struva. We’d be delving the city-run Tier 1 rifts over the following two days as well.

There were six delves planned for the next day, with at least two delves being with The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider, possibly three if their stamina held. Struva was lending us rechargeable mana stones between delves for the rest of the group to always be topped up. Day three, the city hoped for us to do four delves but I guessed we’d do three before heading back.

As we arrived at the rift, I could tell something was wrong immediately. I could feel the null emanating from the purple-white distortion half a mile (800m) away. But the rift total essence level itself was barely above the two we’d done that day; the only thing elevated was the null concentration.

“So… this is weird…” I said, trying to gauge everyone’s reaction. “Do we have any data on other delves like this? Might be safe but not going to risk it without more information.” I turned to the Councilor. “I’m contacting our city’s leading expert on this but I need you to contact Councilors in every other city and get the same information.”

After arguing with him for five minutes as to why we would not charge in, I finally got a reply from our eccentric researcher. [Incoming Message from Ratmir Prodanov: Safe but only you. Lucky duckies. Null not make rifts harder, only essence does. Null hard on most people. Lucky duckies. Get readings! Take notes!]

I chuckled at his weird text language before reviewing the forwarded accounts of nine different teams that took on a rift with higher-than-normal null concentration.

Councilor Klimas finally got back a few replies, which he forwarded, presumably forgetting to take off the nasty things he said about our team in his outgoing messages; and he almost certainly forgot to take off the even meaner replies about him, his progeny, his skill in bed, and a host of other supposed weaknesses in addition to the delve reports.

This is not a well-liked man… I wonder why.

I forwarded everything to the team and we discussed for another 30 minutes but it all came back to the same conclusion: it wouldn’t be any more dangerous if the essence level wasn’t too high.

And it wasn’t.

We had two essence measuring devices ourselves and a researcher from Struva Ratmir called ‘competent’ showed up to measure, coming to the same conclusion. Every single report said the rifts with higher null essence concentration were more painful to absorb – which wasn’t a concern for us – but the monsters were actually slightly weaker and less intelligent.

I debated leaving Steve outside with Klimas. But, my teammates showed me the error in my thoughts.

Pavel performed a full-force leaping strike against Steve’s cage as it lay on the ground, destroying one of his cheaper backup spears. I realized the safest place for Steve was probably in his Tier 3 viewing box and I didn’t trust the Councilor to watch him either. If worse came to worst, I could also dump Steve’s cage out of the rift.

Our team voted to the dismay and diatribe of the Councilor. I said to skip the rift and hit it with a double combined team the next day but the other three voted we clear the rift. Deciding I should trust the judgment of the team, we geared up and entered the swirling vortex in reality.

Despite voting no, I was confident heading in.

We’ve got this.

            

    
        Chapter 32 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Alcohol and Tiers

Some might expect that Tiering up means you need more or stronger alcohol to get drunk. The opposite is actually true! Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean you can easily trick a Tier 5 into giving you their loot. Or their smooches. You gotta shake that money maker to earn their affections!

As the body Tiers up, people gain far more control of how things impact them at the cellular level. A poison that would kill a Tier 1 in seconds might, at most, cause a bit of heartburn for a Tier 5. But the Tier 5 could let the impact be even stronger than to the Tier 1.

And what is alcohol but a fun poison?! So while mundane alcohol is not very effective on a Tier 1, a Tier 5 can get sloshed off a single drink if they so choose. They can also clear the alcohol from their system if it’s from a low-Tier concoction instantaneously. Plus, no hangovers!

Ah the benefits of Tier.

Now get your party on responsibly delvers. Or not, I’m not your mother!



We really did have this one.

The rift was a weird and unique one. When we entered, all I could see in every direction were circular pink mounds about five paces in diameter rising from two inches (5cm) of brownish-blue water.

The mounds were dispersed in a haphazard manner, usually about twenty paces away from the nearest one. From the guides we read, sometimes it was far stranger, the mounds spelling words or creating symbols.

There were always close to 100 mounds in total, give or take 30, and each mound could contain one of the currently invisible rift monsters – floating octopus-like creatures with around twenty tentacles of various thicknesses armed with a combination of suckers and sharp spikes that fell to the ground from a body ten feet (3m) in the air. The number of monsters in the rift was typically around 30 but it often ranged from the low-twenties to the mid-thirties.

While the creatures weren’t that hard to beat, especially for an accomplished team, they were annoying. The floating tentacled beasts would only appear once someone touched the mound they were on. Attacks sent at the small hills before a monster appeared did no damage, even if it held a tentacled opponent.

The octopods could appear anywhere on their small islands, meaning a group rushing the island would have an unpredictable time, so most teams used a trustworthy if tiring strategy: have your tankiest member step up to tap the mound with their foot while everyone else stayed back. When the octopus engaged – and usually latched onto – the tank, everyone rushed in to finish the disgusting calamari wannabe off as fast as possible.

It usually led to one tired and pissed off teammate but few lasting injuries.

We, however, were not a typical team.

Inara, being the speedster she was, easily darted in and out with a quick foot tap, revealing which lumps of dirt had an enemy so Romie could pepper it with arrows as Pavel kept it from reaching the archer, delaying and corralling it with his shield and spear. I even tried a few throwing daggers but was pretty out of practice so I started switching in every third fight with Pavel as the lead, holding the tentacled creatures off and getting in more practice with my new morningstar.

The monsters were hard to kill with only a blunt damage weapon but their tentacles mostly latched onto my clothing or armor without doing any real harm. One hit my hair and bounced off like it was a helmet. The appendages that went for Steve’s backpack often sliced themselves open or even off as they hit the Tier 3 metal box, much to his delight.

When we slew any of the creatures, the essence’s null concentration felt like it was even higher than the instruments said when we arrived. I figured something – or someone – must have set off some kind of chain reaction that was increasing it as time went on and Romie’s readings concurred.

But all that extra null essence did was sap the strength of our enemies, the floating octopus-like monsters moving around like they had horrible arthritis, sometimes falling to a single bow enchantment-enhanced arrow or well-timed spear thrust.

We decided not to collect the corpses as they started to decompose the second they hit the ground. They were only worth a half a silver each in the best of condition and we didn’t have a bag for collecting them that wouldn’t get goopy and gross.

Once around twenty of the octopods were killed, an ominous rumble rolled through the ground, sending ripples through the water as a large mound rose in the center of the rift. Atop said large sand pimple floated a gigantic beast that was like seven of the regular floating creatures tied together. I was a little surprised it wasn’t also invisible until someone touched its island like the rest.

The guides told us attacks sent the boss’ way meant it could leave the island but it was stuck there until a team engaged it. So instead, we kept far away, clearing the rest of the 80 islands. That way, we wouldn’t have any monsters join the fight as we took the boss down.

At 47 creatures, the team guessed we might have hit the rift record. The listed previous high was 41 though the enemies we faced seemed far weaker than the norm. We also hoped to find something special in the rift given how oddly it was behaving but it was just gross water, pinkish dirt, and disgusting gray, floating – or now mostly crashed to the ground – octopus monsters.

The final fight was the first time we really had any challenge.

Steve could sense the ramp in my adrenaline, bellowing a cry that rang through the air like the world’s tiniest angry bear roaring as it charged into a battle to the death. While we all laughed at his attempt to intimidate, it did seem to energize the team.

We started with a lightning arrow from Romie.

Said ammunition was free to us: part of the contract with Struva included one enchanted arrow per delve.

With the massive beast’s tentacles touching the water, lightning was generally the best way to slow it down – unless you could encompass it entirely in ice like a Tier 5 did for one useless rift guide video.

Once attacked, it started its free roam from the massive hemisphere of ground. The boss moved far quicker than its weaker brethren, almost like it was dashing through the air.

I led the opening melee exchange, swinging my backup warhammer up and lodging the spiked back into one of the largest tentacles in the body in front of me.

A haunting noise like a mix between a scream and broken vacuum cleaner rent the air. That was Inara’s signal.

She cast [Restricting Vines] and that area of the floating beast was immobilized. She followed it up with her patent-pending dash then right-left-right slashes with her glowing daggers.

One-two-three tentacles as big around as my arm hit the ground as I was sprayed with a brackish blue ichor.

Despite the impromptu shower, it was exactly what I wanted. Once one of the ‘bodies’ – a specific area controlled by one of the seven brains – took a certain amount of damage, that body detached and started to lose altitude. We’d just crossed that limit in the first few seconds.

I swung my morningstar, deciding at the last minute to go for the center of the body instead of driving my hammer deeper.

This weapon is badass enough, it might just break the hammer.

Looking like a soaring, spiked meteor of pure darkness trailed by the glowing fire of the haft, I channeled some mana into the weapon to activate the heaviness enchantment.

The loud squelch as I struck was music to my ears. The spikes embedded deep into the monster’s flesh to drag it down for Inara to perform a coup de grâce, leaping up and stabbing both her daggers into its creepy eyes.

I was sprayed with disgusting liquid again.

Blue from head to toe, I charged back at the main body.

The remaining six-bodied rift boss seemed utterly intent on only going after Romie from the second they loosed the lightning arrow. Which Pavel was using to their advantage. While none of the other six intertwined enemies had broken off yet, the ground was littered with smaller tentacles and blue liquid.

Inara called out formation seven, meaning I was to take up primary defense of Romie. It was a big responsibility but made sense – Pavel could do more damage more quickly to a squishy enemy with a spear than I could with a morningstar.

It feels good to be part of the team instead of being ‘in the papoose’. 

I focused heavily on my footing and blocking, very rarely trying more than a deflecting blow with my morningstar, as Romie made constant noise to let me know where they were behind me in addition to firing an impressive number of arrows. It was so much more vocalization than I’d heard them make, I was worried our archer would blow out their vocal chords.

Pavel and Inara showed why they worked together so well, not just as a couple but on a team. Their intricate dance of peeling one monster after another off from the connected group took under three minutes before Romie and I were given the go-ahead to perform our own combo to finish the seventh and final floating octopus off.

An arrow through the eye and a quick smash with my morningstar to drive it completely out the other side led to an absolute truckload of essence.

It crashed into me but I quickly felt it overflowing out of my spirit, causing a moment of panic.

Is that going to fry the team?!

Luckily, Steve was there. Without him, I was pretty sure it really would have hurt my other teammates given the null concentration. My bond was still focused on pushing most of the essence going his way into the intelligence enhancing circlet and I could feel his wonder – and his sudden frustration at being trapped in the backpack – through our link.

I pressed one of the treat deployment buttons on the side and he was quickly mollified.

We rested and took out the cleaning supplies. Figuring it was time to just get over my shyness, I stripped to my skivvies too, joining the team in quickly washing off as much goo as possible.

I took Steve out, remembering the warning from Melaxander that he might have stomach issues from eating a bit of the affinity altering paste, but the backpack bathysphere was clean other than food detritus. Steve received a good scritching and a few treats, which seemed to make being trapped most of the day suddenly all forgiven based on his feelings.

Inara won the group rock-paper-scissors competition so she went to dispel the reward distortion. A bottle of blue slime fell and the woman deftly caught it before it could hit the ground.

“Before we head back out, let’s strategize?” I said, halting the team as they headed for the rift exit distortion.

“On rifts, on dealing with the Councilor, on something else?” Inara questioned.

“First, I am guessing you knew this but my spirit is completely full. If it weren’t for Steve here being my overflow, you all would have gotten hit with a lot of null. And I do mean a lot.”

“Yikes,” Romie added, voice slightly hoarse.

Pavel scratched his chin. “Yeah… I didn’t really think about that. But I should have considered what happens when your spirit is that full. So for tomorrow, we have to be careful, make sure you sit down to actually manually allocate essence after every delve. Your spirit is still going to be close to full but we can at least warn people and be smart about it,” the man finished with conviction.

Inara winced. “Does this mean we are going to have to cancel the contracts?” She looked very sad at the thought.

We spent the next ten minutes coming up with contingencies and prepared to ask for some equipment to measure ‘fullness of spirit’ – the team didn’t know the technical term – to prevent anything like that happening again.

“Okay, so net is I constantly measure and use Steve as a bit of overflow but I will have to put my foot down if they try to move too fast,” I summed up. At no pushback, I pointed to Inara.

“Great, now for the dickwad. Terry, I really love that one, thank you for teaching me it,” she said brightly to a loving-yet-exasperated look from Pavel and a smile from Romie. “I think we continue with the plan of just ignoring him. Katarina, much as we don’t trust her, gave us a rundown and most of the other Councilors here seem reasonable. We just got stuck with the bad one as greeter and attempted chaperone.”

“Yeah, there’s nothing we get out of trying to fight with him,” I agreed. “I think ignoring him is actually the bigger power play than engaging. The ‘you aren’t even worth dealing with’ feels right. He’s one of the less powerful Councilors I’m pretty sure so we aren’t hurting ourselves either.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #41: When dealing with someone whose main source of validation is attention, if you don’t give them said attention, at some point they’ll give up and go elsewhere. When any attention feeds their desires, starve them out.

I continued where I left off. “So, we’ve got the banquet tonight and then tomorrow, we get ferried around even more. Game plan there is we all do rift one and four together, then based on how you’re feeling, we make the call on rift six, right?”

“Are you sure you can handle six rifts in a day?” Pavel asked. “That’s a lot, I’m not sure I’d normally want to do that in a week.”

“Agreed,” Romie said with a nod.

“Physically, it will only be two maybe three if we decide to do the sixth rift together. The other delves are just walking around with a group protecting me – I’ll be Tier 1.3, I think I can walk for a few hours a day. And Struva has done a good job up until now of keeping these rifts from getting too full in essence so they aren’t overly dangerous. I think we were the cheapest option, not the only option. The rift today with the delving teams was so easy, I could have been playing with Steve the entire time, no worries. Basically, outside of our delves and not getting too stuffed with essence, it’s all good.”

“Famous last words,” Romie rasped.

***

All in with our agreements, the delves netted our group about 30 gold for the day. Not an incredible haul but still a pretty significant amount of money.

The three qi stones with about 100 charge each were worth 30 gold total; and the four sizeable lumps of gold meant another ten gold coins to our team pre-tax – they were worth twenty gold total and we were allocated half for my role in the delve.

That meant 40 gold total from just the rift rewards before taxes.

Each of the delves came with a one and a half gold delve fee to us – and five and a half gold to Velez.

Finally, our cut of the magical ore – only one eighth because of the eight people in the rift getting an equal cut despite me discovering it – came to another five gold to us.

Both of the last two were not taxed either, which was nice.

The 50% cut of rift reward value going to Struva felt high but it was still an incredibly profitable day. Steve and I alone made almost twelve gold at our 40% combined share of rewards to The Order.

For this first trip, we were splitting all the rewards equally between the team though were going to renegotiate the terms for future delve trips.

If a large chunk of the time was spent leveraging my and Steve’s essence affinity with a protect and clear team like happened in the second rift, Inara agreed it was probably not fair to give 60% of the money for those delves to the rest of The Order. But Vidas was still technically the only one able to change the terms as the registered leader of the team.

I was okay with the deal for a few more days.

We also were given the blue slime bottle from the third rift entirely free and clear. It was a common drop and not that valuable – at least as is. The gross semi-liquid was currently a mildly useful alchemical reagent but to become something of note, it needed to be aged for a long period, usually around a year. Just one vial – and our jar had ten vials worth – could easily stink up an entire city block after a few days.

But when aged for over a decade, one vial could also fill up a sack with gold. There were even some remote shacks used exclusively for aging the slime, though the guards required to protect them ate significantly into the profits.

I guess it’s time to see if I can actually use my ring’s messed up stasis enchantment to age something on purpose.

I laughed at the thought of trying to age wine or other spirits in my ring – it didn’t have the room currently, though it might soon – but was brought back to the feast we were attending. The city threw it to celebrate a ‘return to normalcy’ with delving, at least for Tier 1s.

Milda and Aras’ new teams were scheduled to come to the city and do the same in the next few weeks for the Tier 2 and Tier 3 rifts and dungeons.

Overall, Struva wasn’t all that different from Velez in style and architecture, though it was quite a bit larger at around 75,000 people to Velez’s nearly 35,000. There was even a small enclave of sentient beasts, though it was far from where we were staying in an estate near the northern gate.

The city was far more dependent on delving and crafting than Velez so it was strongly feeling the recent issues caused by the rise in null essence.

With their area soon to be relatively safe from rift breaks and hopefully the resumption of delving in full, the Councilors kept going on and on about the return of merchants and everything ‘going back to normal’.

I really hope that’s true.

As we finished up the main course, our table tucked to the side – Inara asked they not make a big deal about us to the entire team’s delight – a short but still imposing woman in a stiff and high-backed orange and purple dress approached, her body seeming to float towards us.

Bowing slightly, sending her similarly orange and purple wavy hair cascading in front of her face, she said with a booming voice, “Heard you shitbags are the reason we’ve gotta be here instead of at home watching the new The Wandering Lotus.”

Stunned into silence, I could only watch as Inara got up and performed some kind of elaborate hand shake with the woman before falling into a pile of giggles.

“Inara, explain. Please,” I said, doing my best Romie impression.

“Oh, Aunt Ruta is best friends with Zitti here. Or should I say—” Inara made a number of noises I thought were supposed to be music, a bit like fanfare, but it was more like a cat in heat trying to yowl the Ghostbusters theme, “—Chief Councilor Zita Bartko of Struva.”

“I lost a bet to your aunt and that was my punishment, to quote ‘make an ass of myself’. Did I succeed?” the short woman asked turning to us.

I nodded, smiling. Pavel and Romie followed suit. Steve leapt from my shoulder and managed to evade my grasp, landing on the high-back of her dress.

She coaxed the sugar glider down with some food from our table absently like that was a normal occurrence. “Yes, well credibility in tatters, I’m still very pleased to make your acquaintance. Terry, if you would be so inclined, I would like to meet with you privately after things are wrapped up here. No Inara, I am married…” she said, heading off the young woman before she could even raise an eyebrow. She turned back to me. “Your friend Nikolaj is here and I wanted to propose a few things.” Her ability to regain her composure and bearing was impressive.

“I didn’t know he was coming. Why didn’t he say anything?”

“He didn’t know either. I sent for him this morning when Councilor Asani mentioned something about you two working together. I don’t think that woman likes you much…” Councilor Bartko handed Steve back to me lightly.

I checked in with Nikolaj via AAI and he confirmed he was in town and that she was trustworthy. We used our special coded language in case anything was being intercepted and to verify it was him.

When we first developed our code phrase, he thought I was paranoid. But given my ability to find trouble, I wasn’t about to bet anything major, especially when we could be dealing with hundreds to thousands of gold, on a message; as could easily happen in financial services.

We finished with the niceties, meeting the other nine members of the Struva Council. Five apologized to us for having to deal with Councilor Klimas, assuring us that wasn’t part of the plan. As we left, I was ushered to a meeting place while the others were similarly led to the nice inn where we were staying.

The building was as non-descript as could be, a squat warehouse amidst a series of other squat warehouses, five streets over from the banquet hall. The lighting was low, just a few torches burning as I entered, throwing the shadows flickering and flashing across the many boxes.

Well, this looks like a lovely place to get murdered…

“Ah, he’s here, great,” came a familiar voice as four people – Zita, another woman I didn’t recognize, Nikolaj, and a massive raccoon – broke out some glow stones. At my quirked eyebrow, the Councilor stared back. “These things don’t last forever. No need to be wasteful.” She shrugged and indicated a fifth plain chair around the beat-up wooden table.

“I truly do apologize for my behavior earlier. I try to comport and present myself in a certain way but that woman gets me in trouble every time. I do love little Inara but she’ll be worse than Ruta.” Zita was wearing a simple, well-made merchant outfit of a doublet and trousers. I wondered how she snuck out to change when I was stuck at the party, entertaining her colleagues.

After our round of introductions – Jelena Karis was a leading merchant in Struva and Martin Panchenko was the famous ‘Rambling Rolling Rich Racoon’, a well-known trader and sometime delver in both the Verdant and Monetary Might Kingdoms – we got down to business.

Jelena looked me up and down appreciatively. “You really do look just like him.” She blushed, then rushed to continue. “So… we brought you here to overthrow things here in the Kingdom here.”

At my sharp reaction, she shook her head. “Sorry, had a bit too much at that feast, poor phrasing. Overthrow the status quo. In banking.”

Nikolaj rolled his eyes while Zita looked ready to murder the clearly sauced woman.

Jelena plowed forward, seemingly oblivious to the reaction of her co-conspirators. “All of us here are sick of dealing with the Purveyors of Platinum.”

She pounded her fist on the table and I heard a small cracking noise. She fixed me with angry eyes. “They tried to pull the same shit here in Struva they did in Velez, blowing up all the local financial institutions. Tried to increase regulations to such a degree only they could survive. Even tried some weird angle that free coin changing, especially silver to gold, was money laundering. Couldn’t bribe enough of the Council to get it through but it was close.”

Councilor Zita nodded and sighed wearily. “There are a number of Councilors who will need to be replaced. To see such naked greed… at least have the pretense of being on the level, don’t be so incompetent about it; if you can’t even hide your corruption, what can you do? It saddens but does not surprise me. The replacements will take time but will be done.”

“Is now the time for discussing this?” Martin asked.

“Good point Martin,” she said, patting his arm. “Let’s focus on this ‘debit card’ idea of yours, it sounds simple but the execution may not be so. Then we can get into some of your more… radical ideas.”

I looked to Nikolaj guiltily. “Uh, so I was supposed to make some progress and—” I stopped as he held up a hand.

“I contacted all the people I sent your way as soon as Steve got hurt. I knew you’d have a lot on your plate. Plus, it was really only a few days ago but they were very excited. Here’s what they were able to put together in that amount of time, different prototypes for identity verification.” Nikolaj brought out three complex-looking contraptions.

He indicated the first, almost like a model, waving his hands around it excitedly. “The first scans someone’s essence signature so it’s only good for those who have had their Cores Ignited. Luckily that’s just about everyone above thirteen so that’s perfect. No cost for someone to register either because it’s a scan. It’s not the most reliable as we’ve gotten a few false positives by testing people with similar Innate Capabilities. The pros are cheap, easy to manufacture, not too invasive. The cons are—"

“Too hard to accept,” I cut in. “Look, we want people to trust this and if people with similar Caps can fool it, we’ll be dealing more with fraud than anything else. Martin, what do they do in The Monetary Might Kingdom when people commit fraud?” I asked the racoon that was now wearing spectacles as he examined the devices.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #42: Make sure to bring in everyone to the conversation when it makes sense. Don’t only deal with the most powerful people in the room, everyone can have great things to contribute.

“Well, the first is that fraud there is taken far more seriously than here in this silly Kingdom. Depending on the amount defrauded, if it’s high, people are simply sentenced to indentured servitude for a few centuries, essentially the rest of their lives. Messing with another person’s money is… not taken kindly there.” He gave a menacing smile that I couldn’t tell if he approved or just the opposite.

“Second, they have AAI-based accounts under each of the Merchants of Might. The ruling group of Councilors for the entire Kingdom,” he explained at my blank look. “If you aren’t wealthy enough to have an AAI, you don’t matter enough for anyone to care. I don’t see that as feasible here, especially if you want, as you’ve stated, to serve the… unwealthy.” It felt like he had to reach for a word that wasn’t ‘poor’.

I wasn’t sure how to react to the news that lifetime indentured servitude was so common in The MM other than anger and disgust so I put those feelings to the side and changed the subject. “Nikolaj, want to show us the next device?”

The second prototype used essentially DNA, so it too wasn’t perfect but was far harder to hack. The main three issues were you had to deposit blood into it each time, that it required power for each sequencing, and the company who put it together was pretty rag-tag so scale might be an issue – could they produce more than one every few days? It was extremely cheap, which was a big win.

“Is there any way they could add a battery that could be charged via mana? I just think it’s pretty unfeasible right now.”

Nikolaj nodded. “I’ll check, putting on my agenda to send them a message.”

Jelena spoke up for the first time in a while. “I also think people aren’t going to want to cut themselves every time they go to the store. And blood is pretty easy to take from another person…”

The racoon laughed darkly. “Good point Jelena. You always did have a bit of a twisted mind. That’s what I love about you.”

“Oh you flatterer. No, I am still not selling any of my wine collection to you,” she said with a laugh.

Zita brought us back on track. “I assume the last one is some kind of AAI-like chip? I know you were in touch with the companies that make them for the Kingdom and The MM. Isn’t the whole point that we can do this without costing an arm and a leg?”

Nikolaj brought out a small glass tube with a cylindrical bit of metal in it that glowed faintly all on its own. “Yup, and they were able to produce a chip that does verification only for about one gold. Or at least, they’d sell them for one gold. They also aren’t sure it will last longer than five years though. Easy to implant in the arm and it disintegrates harmlessly into the body. That’s still quite a lot of money but it’s great in the long run for cost to ease of use. Full AAI chips including implantation are usually at least 50 times that.”

I hemmed and hawed as it just didn’t feel like we were getting it right. “Since this is about convenience versus keeping costs low for users specifically, is there a way to combine the blood and essence signature scan ones for people who want to go that route? We can add a picture taken through the tablet and a passcode too. That’s four factors of authentication and it costs nothing for those who can’t afford a chip… Or are cheapskates,” I laughed. There were smiles all around as I was sure people knew exactly that type, rich merchants who would suffer innumerable hassles just to save a silver here or there.

“And then we offer the chips for those who want convenience. We sell or lease the verification devices to the stores and charge a small per transaction fee? Including if they use the chips. Do you think they’ll go for it?” I asked as it still seemed a bit complicated.

Yes it worked on Earth but will it here?

Nikolaj laughed. “I have to put a big amount of my money in the bank as silver unless I want to lose 10%. When merchants come, they are… not happy… that I pay entirely in silver – a 200 gold transaction in silver takes over <ten minutes> to count!”

I did the math. That was 2,000 silver tenpieces so that was counting out a bit over three a second. Fast but reasonable. If it was regular silver, it might literally take over an hour.

The raccoon pounded the table. “I spent over a damn bell just on counting money last month when I was in Velez! Such a waste of time. I hired an assistant to do it but they were bribed to overcount! Lost two gold before I figured it out. And it was in this silly Kingdom so the penalty was nothing, she only lost one joint on her pinky!” He lapsed into a fit of grumbling.

Nikolaj pretended the outburst hadn’t happened. “And I know, people could now only use us for changing silver to gold for free but yeah, I think vendors will buy a device to move more away from physical currency. We vendors have been doing it for decades.”

He was clearly making more notes in his AAI. His focus returned to me. “I’ll add up the costs on our end but I think it’s probably another twenty gold to finish the software build – it’s really easy – and then will be probably two and half gold per machine for the first ten? So that’s 45 gold. Terry, can you get me your 22.5 gold by the end of the week?”

[Updated Note: Money Owed

Jasna: 84.9 gold

Tiesa: 88.5 gold

Nikolaj: 22.5 gold (due by end of week)]

I nodded so Nikolaj continued. “The chips will just be free for vendors to accept as payment if they have a tablet already, no extra machinery needed. They’ll need our software but I think you said that should be free. What were you thinking as the transaction fee?”

“Well, where I’m from it was the equivalent of maybe a few tens of bronze plus usually two to three and half percent of the transaction. For low money transactions, that might be a bit much. And that was technically for credit purchases, not debit.” I went on to explain credit versus debit cards for way too long, Martin getting very excited at the prospect of putting people into his debt.

Gotta watch out for that one…

“So, we have Velez essentially on board with this and Councilor, I assume Struva too?” I asked, hoping we were wrapping up.

“Yes, but… let’s talk about some of your more… creative ideas. This null situation gives us a good opportunity to take some of the power those bastards in Pitola have been holding onto for too long,” she said with a predatory grin.

Now this, this is something I can get behind.

            

    
        Character Descriptions, Combat Kits, and Art #1

    
    
    
    
                Tiesa

Tiesa's Physical Description:

Fast:

About 5’5 (165 cm), well-muscled and curvy, very scarred arms and hands. Very striking blue eyes and green-tinted dirty blonde hair.

Not so Fast:

A curvier figure though well-muscled, Tiesa has piercing blue eyes that hold an analytical gaze and green-tinted dirty blonde to light brown hair that falls to her shoulder blades. Typically in simple traveler’s clothes, she also likes to sometimes play up the homemaker aspect and wear highly patterned house dresses though her muscled arms and heavily scarred hands and forearms show quite clearly. Gabor is a fan. Rather than ‘resting bitch face’, she has resting disbelieving face, essentially always looking like she’s skeptical. Her smile, when it is earned, either from her idiot husband or not, lights up a room and she has a deep laugh that could wake up a sleeping log itself.


Tiesa’s Combat Build:

Barely into Tier 6, Tiesa is an extremely competent pugilist. She has studded enchanted gloves to enhance her already prodigious punches. With forearm guards that are also heavily enchanted, she can take very large hits – physical and magical – while keeping her position on the front line. Probably the one with the most enchanted gear of anyone on the team as she is more of the damage taker than dealer but still packs an incredibly mean – and devious – punch. As she needs to move, her gear is focused on not restricting movement, hence the need for the enchantments.

Tiesa has four skills, two defensive, one pure attack + debuff, and one control focused. 1) [Brawler’s Blockade], a skill for those not using a weapon to be able to absorb up to three significant hits. Usually more effective against people as monster’s randomly use bigger hits or skills. 2) [Caster’s Close Conundrum] (actually just [Contact Spell Stop]), a skill that can significantly reduce the efficacy of the spell cast by someone else if the user of this skill touches them in the process of casting. 3) [Elemental Fist: Lightning] pretty much what it says on the tin. Gives a yellow mana affinity to fists for a short duration, which causes extra damage and can stun enemies. And 4) [Blowback], a simple skill that knocks anyone hit backwards depending on the amount of force in the strike. Especially useful for blunt weapons.


Tiesa's Art:

Prompt: Please generate a photorealistic picture from the waist up of a well-muscled woman. She is very pretty and is in her mid to late 30s. She should have piercing blue eyes and green blonde hair that falls past her shoulders. Her hair must look some shade of green. She should be in a simple linen shirt from the 1800s. Her arms and hands should be heavily scarred. She should look at the camera like she does not believe what someone just said.

None of the art gives her the disbelieving look 😓

#1: It really didn't get her eyes as they are piercing blue and she looks older than this; MJ did NOT want to age up women...

[image: image]

#2: Probably closest on the eyes but they should be more crystal blue. I will probably try that the next time as the prompt

[image: image]


#3: Kinda splits the difference and was okay. Some of the others were not 😅

[image: image]


Jasna

Jasna's Physical Description:

Fast:

About 5’9 (174cm), lithe, dark brown hair and eyes with a mottled and scarred complexion. Wears simple clothes.

Not so fast:

A rather unassuming and unremarkable looking woman, Jasna has dark brown hair, large brown eyes, and a mottled complexion with a number of small scars on her face. Her typical garb is more linen shirt and tight trousers focused on movement and comfort over fashion. She’s known to have walked around with rather large stains on more than one occasion. Her physique is closer to that of a fencer, built for speed and lithe with defined but not overly large muscles. She is on the taller side at about 5’8 or 5’9. Her face is typically neutral or blank. Whether she adopted garb and mannerisms to fade into the background to enhance her skillset or vice versa, no one can say.


Jasna’s Combat Build:

Built for speed and brutal, efficient strikes with her shortsword and dagger combination. Relies on fast in-and-out movements and debilitating strikes to keep targets from focusing on others, acting as a striker and distractor in one. Has strong anti-detection focus as well. Peak of Tier 5 and has been for some time but can easily delve Tier 6s with her buds. She’s been waiting to breakthrough as she can feel there is something there that can give her more power though it’s not widely known what at the peak of Tier 5.

She has four skills herself and then a number of enchantments on her gear. Her skills are 1) [Gone with the Wind], a movement skill that significantly enhances speed for a short burst but has a longer cooldown and drains a lot of stamina; 2) [Slowing Strike], a debuff skill applied to one blade designed to slow targets; can usually last through three strikes if cast with more mana in case the first one is blocked; 3) [Undetectable], a skill focused on the element of surprise and that your movements or actions have significantly less impact on whether you are detected; and 4) [Hasty Retreat], which can immediately move you backwards up to ‘mana used/5’ feet; does not make you incorporeal so have to be smart about your surroundings.


Jasna's Art:

Prompt: Please generate a photorealistic full body image of a woman in a white linen shirt and tight trousers. She should be in her late 20s to mid 30s. She should be facing forwards, looking at the camera. The background should be blurred but it should be in a medieval city architecture around her. She should be very, very plain looking with dark brown hair, large brown eyes, and a mottled complexion with a number of small scars on her face. She should be far more plain than pretty. Her face should be looking neutral or blank.

As you'll see, these things suffer with not making pretty people.


Jasna's inspiration in my head (mostly physical but also a little bit the character) is Janet from The Good Place; in the show, she isn't done up as well as this :)

[image: image]


#1: This is one I generated before using MJ (don't remember which) and it is probably the closest IMO to what she looks like. She is more plain than this. They did get the facial expression right

[image: image]


#2: Quite similar to #1 but it made her a bit too young IMO

[image: image]


#3: I used the Janet picture as the starting point, hence why it looks so close. She is giving me more smoulder eyes than blank look.

[image: image]


#4: Best facial expression but far too pretty IMO

[image: image]


Gabor

Gabor's Physical Description:

Fast:

About 5’10 (176cm), very broad and muscly, green eyes, moderate length curly dark brown hair, and a large earring. Wears bright floral shirts.

Not so Fast:

When he’s in his guard uniform, he’s pretty unremarkable from any other guard, often forgetting to wear his assigned extra ‘flair’ to denote his role as vice-captain of the Velez guard. He has moderate length curly dark brown hair that flops just past his ears and one big earring. Gabor’s eyes are slightly mismatched in green. His complexion is darker than average for the area. He uses a massive axe in battle – though using a spear while on guard duty – so he is quite muscled. When not on duty, his fashion sense is typically deemed ‘truly awful’ by anyone with eyes, sporting extremely loud floral print shirts and baggy cargo shorts. Thankfully, Putijama does not have Crocs, though Terry is considering bringing them there. He’s of average height, 5’9-5’10. Just about at any time, his face has a giant smile, whether from general happiness or because he just told an awful joke remains to be seen.


Gabor’s Combat Build:

Near the peak of Tier 5 but slightly behind Tiesa and Jasna, Gabor uses a very large two-handed axe but is focused on mostly dodging to avoid taking damage rather than soaking up any hits. Tiesa calls him her scaredy cat. He is focused on heavy, crippling single blows that are especially effective against single foes, like rift bosses. He is not very effective against wave-type rifts but is very overwhelming on the battlefield against other people.

His focus is damage dealing but dodge heavy and has five skills that suit him well. 1) [Empowered Strike] is a simple, single cast to significantly increase the power behind the next strike. 2) [Cat’s Grace] enhances the dexterity of the caster, making it far easier to dodge hits or use finesse weapons. Gabor only uses it for the former. 3) [Desolation of Destruction] is a very edgelord name for an incredibly strong single attack skill but which leaves the caster essentially fully drained of stamina. It will take as much mana as one can give it. 4) [Hasty Retreat], which can immediately move you backwards up to ‘mana used/5’ feet; does not make you incorporeal so have to be smart about your surroundings. And 5) [Second Wind], which creates a small amount of healing and restores a small amount of stamina. Has a moderate cooldown so great for extending a fight but cannot be spammed.


Gabor's Art:

Prompt: Please generate a photorealistic full body image of a man in a dark floral print shirt and cargo shorts. His shirt MUST be buttoned. He should be mid- to late-thirties and should be generally attractive. He should be looking at the camera and smiling with a friendly smile. He has rather large muscles. His hair is moderate length, coming down to past his ears. His hair is curly and dark brown. His hair MUST be curly, not wavy. He has one large earring. His eyes are dark green but the color should not perfectly match between his two eyes.

The must be buttoned thing was because I tried one service and literally, I had three sentences of maybe seven that were the shirt should be buttoned and they still went with it open. I think it was used to thirsty prompts?

#1: Not from MJ and I wish I knew which service because it really was the best. This is almost exactly how I pictured him (though the background is not right). Maybe a bit darker skinned.

[image: image]


#2: Example from the thirsty image generator just for fun.

[image: image]


#3: I think MJ really nailed his face if not the hair and the shirt is not nearly loud enough.

[image: image]


#4: Got the hair type right if a bit long

[image: image]


#5: Slightly edgier look (he's got a goofy grin at all times!) but I think if he did a side shave, this is how the hair would be

[image: image]

            

    
        Chapter 33 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Rift Availability and Ownership

Many believe all rifts have been discovered and are owned. So to advance, delvers have to pay the costs to enter.

That’s a lie.

It’s a lie the rift owners want people to think so they don’t go looking for other options. It’s also a lie many cities and guilds want everyone to believe. They have existing agreements with rift owners yes, but also unexplored rifts can be incredibly dangerous.

But they can be lucrative too.

New Tier 1 rifts happen all the time. They usually don’t gain enough essence to Tier up or break so they might never be discovered. Mass swaths of Putijama are sparsely inhabited if they have sentient creatures at all.

Many Tier 1 unowned rifts are dissipated, either starved of essence by competing rifts or when an enterprising person or team finds them and delves the rift until it doesn’t have enough essence to continue existing. But others persist, the secret of a small group gaining power and wealth while hiding the source from the world.

There are even some guilds – operating out of smaller cities or in secret – who set about finding new rifts to sell to enterprising individuals who would charge for the right to progress in cultivation.

If you do decide to delve an unexplored rift – or one without any information, called ‘delving blind’ – this Princess wishes you the best of luck.

You’ll need it.



“Okay Steve, it really is time to think about my priorities,” I said as I slipped into a bath at the inn. I paid a few silver for them to clean my rather gross armor too. A sniff at my armpit made me blanch. “Did they have us under an anti-smell enchantment at the feast? Good lord.”

I continued to talk to Steve throughout updating my AAI priorities list.

“Okay, so number one is of course your safety. Then mine. It just seems like that’s obvious. We have to look at that from the angle of actual safety first. But we can’t forget preventing shackles, golden or otherwise.” I made little bracelets from my fingers around his arms as he tried to throw shadow punches. “I was always afraid the Velez Council would just put me in a cage and drag me through rifts if I made too much trouble. I think we are probably past that – it would cause a rather big fuss I think – but still something to keep in mind.”

At Steve’s chittering, I nodded. “Very good point, the assassination stuff really has to be moved up in priority. When I get back, I’ll work with Gabor on the sneaking into Zalano stuff and then also press on the Church of Unullification side.” I made a check mark in the air as I updated my AAI notes app.

We continued to go down my list, including the second and third healing treatments for Steve, working on my essence allocation the next day, pushing Steve up the Tiers too, dealing with all the Barry bullshit, repairing my political standing well enough in Zalano and Pitola, and so many more.

I shifted the formatting enough times I was starting to worry the app might crash but I went back to the axiom of only focusing on your top three things. I could make progress elsewhere but what were the three key things to work towards?

***

“Terry, I need to speak with you,” suddenly came through my door, jerking me awake. Jasna. I quickly threw on a shirt, opening the door as fast as I could.

She swept in with a fully loaded plate; Steve started sniffing the air hopefully, creating a small lake of drool on my pillow. “You need to be better about security. What if I were an imposter?” she asked huffily after taking a seat on the bed next to Steve, giving him some sausage.

“I… yeah, good point.” [Task added: come up with code phrase for everyone] “But what are you doing here? Is something wrong?” The pitch of my voice raised slightly as my brain started flicking through reasons she might have come unexpectedly.

“Inara messaged. She said you have more files related to Barry’s work. Then, as I was already coming to get them, she also told me about your spirit overflow situation. Too much essence is a good problem to have. Besides, it only took four hours to run here.” She looked like that was an entirely reasonable thing to say.

Then I remembered she was Tier 5 and it probably was.

“I have to admonish your team, your spirit filling so much was an easily foreseeable outcome – they should have warned you. So, where are the files?” Jasna held out her hand for them.

Slightly overwhelmed at her jumping from topic to topic, I hesitated a second before bringing the box out of my ring. “Uh, sure but is it that urgent?” I asked, slightly confused.

“Our friend Joakim, the one who can potentially break the ciphers on the documents from the experiment and torture facility—” I cringed at that label, even if it was true, “—is going back into active military service in a few days. There are some rumblings of war with The MM.”

Jasna waved her hand as if that wasn’t anything to get concerned about. “After he reports in, his communications will be heavily monitored. Joakim says he’s close to getting the documents partially translated but additional information to cross-reference will help him greatly.”

I nodded and handed over the box. She began snapping pictures with her AAI to send.

“And you’re sure that’s secure?” I asked. At her second nod, I decided not to press further right now. “You said he’s made progress? What has he learned?”

I wasn’t sure if I actually wanted to know but my curiosity won out.

“The torture facility operated for over three years and we only found the latest batch of bodies. The other test subjects were disposed of in rifts. It seems Barry and his items were relatively new, not originally part of the experiments, which is why the facility was a bit mismatched.”

“That makes sense. Horrible but yeah…” I was thinking about some of the incongruities, like the modest living quarters despite the incredibly high-tech lab.

Jasna sent me some pictures and then timelines as to when things were built at the site in the wood, then continued. “The first tests – before Barry – were about putting spells into people, forcing the test subjects to Tier the spells up, then ripping those spells out for someone else to absorb. The ‘extraction’ was fatal about 80% of the time. It’s hard to even call them tests as they were doing it mostly to resell strong spells rather than for research.”

I shuddered. “So Barry changed their focus?” I asked, trying to shift conversation away from the most heinous aspects of the experiments. While I was curious about how they got essence into the test subjects, it wasn’t the most important question. “Any idea why the people running the facility were willing to do that?”

“Money. They were mostly a gang of people snatchers just getting by but Barry brought them interesting new things to test and a boatload of money to do so. Test subjects increased from two to about twenty. Essentially, they went from gang to legitimate if highly illegal researchers overnight,” Jasna said with a sigh.

Confused, I asked, “How do you know all this?”

“The cipher comes in after Barry started working with them. Everything before that is in plain text. Some of the files with the cipher use the same formatting as other documents from before they started using it so Joakim broke that cipher pretty easily. The ones he’s struggling to translate are the documents not in Verdantese. But he’s close to breaking that cipher too.”

“Okay but overall, it sounds like we have a lot of info on the day-to-day? We can figure out what they were doing in general if not the specifics. And we can inform families about what happened to their loved ones, right?” I asked. It really bothered me that so many people would have no closure with so many disappearances.

“They didn’t record names or even where they kidnapped people… so cruel, really treated them as just objects…” She sighed loudly. “And again, they used this second cipher, usually when communicating with Barry directly. Joakim thinks there were only a few people that knew it. We have some information about the work with Barry from those who didn’t use the second cipher. Unfortunately, what we can’t translate yet includes what the missing magical objects are and how they were made. Those might still be dangerous.”

Jasna was now working Steve through a martial arts kata that seemed to actually be helping him stay calm and focused. And for once that focus wasn’t on food.

“And you think these documents will help too?” I asked, pointing at the pile beside her on the bed and taking some food. “Seems like a tight timeline to add more information.”

“They already have. Joakim made a bit more progress on a few of the words from what I just sent him – his AAI has some incredible custom programs.” She shared with me a few pictures of the papers with some translations overlaid. “Plus, this facility had more documents in the cipher we haven’t broken.”

I started reviewing the different pictures while absently feeding myself and Steve. “Wait, look at this one here. It says something about putting pressure on Lazar Fabianova and ‘the potion’. That sounds ominous…”

Jasna paused for 30 seconds, seeming to really consider her words. “Indeed.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle.

Knowing we wouldn’t make much progress until Joakim did, we spent the next twenty minutes talking about how to properly allocate my essence so I could absorb more of it quickly. My spirit was still about 25% full from the previous day.

“Yes, you’re getting it,” Jasna said encouragingly. “Keep pushing directly to your cores instead of letting it happen naturally. Though I think the null essence is a bit strange.”

She hemmed and hawed while I felt her scan my spirit more than once. “You probably need to start working on your essence concentration early. I will stick with you for the day to give you lessons and measure your progress.” It wasn’t a question but I was still glad to have her with us for a number of reasons I wasn’t entirely willing to examine at the moment.

As I allocated the last of the previous day’s essence, we discussed my plans for a 10/45/45 split between my Innate Capability core, my physical core, and my magical core respectively due to my desire to be a mage or at least a blademage.

A starmage? A macemage? A crush-ball-mage? Not sure what you’d call someone with a heavy blunt weapon that is also a mage?

Jasna shook her head once, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Terry, you will never be a great mage. I can already see that. You are too invested in making sure the job gets done and protecting others. Admirable but not the right fit. Mages wait for the perfect moment to strike; you lack the patience and the will to let others suffer while you stand by.”

Ouch. Probably fair but OUCH.

“You can still use spells as a frontliner but you have to face who you are, not what small Terry wished he would be.” She nodded and stood up like she hadn’t just delivered some crushing advice and analysis. “Inara sent me a message, the team is downstairs.”

Without waiting for a reply, she motioned for me to follow her as she left the room.

***

Jasna informed our guide for the day – Merita – that she would be tagging along. The 4’10 (147cm) tall – and wide – head of a local delving guild had arranged our entire day. At first, I thought the guild leader might push back against Jasna but she nodded, presumably at receiving some information via AAI that Jasna was a legitimate delver, and shook Jasna’s hand without a word.

“Roll out!” Merita called, turning to three separate assembled groups. She was dressed like she was going into the rifts herself but at Tier 3, that wasn’t going to happen. Her bright red platemail and the blade of her halberd – the weapon was significantly longer than she was tall – were both adorned with pictures of kittens frolicking.

Interesting look.

Our merry band of six – Steve, Inara, Romie, Pavel, Jasna, and myself – headed out with Merita while two other groups headed for the next two rifts I’d delve as an essence sponge. They were to be the protection and clear squads like I’d had in the giant tortoise rift the previous day.

Our first stop, which was only a ten minute jog outside the northwestern gate, brought us to the slightly undulating tear in space.

Merita cleared her throat and stared up at each of us in turn. Her fast staccato speaking rhythm didn’t give us a chance to interrupt. “Okay, you know the drill. Full clear. We will have you do this rift again tomorrow too – it’s a bit too spicy. We want the corpses so just grab them when they’re down – here are three spatial sacks. If these ‘disappear’, we’re gonna have a problem.”

“Why didn’t we get the bags yesterday?” I asked, slightly miffed at having to drag so many corpses around in the first rift.

“Because whichever jackass was with y’all yesterday decided to play games. I don’t do that. I run a tight ship. My interest is in getting the job done. Keeping everybody mostly happy aligns with that. You’ve seen the guides for this rift. It’s not too hard but underestimating it is stupid. It killed a friend a long while ago, make sure that doesn’t happen to you. Got it?”

The short woman snapped off a salute and turned to begin chatting with Jasna without waiting for a reply.

Inara shrugged and motioned for us to follow her into the rift.

***

The heavy crunch of my morningstar falling on rock made a discordant and worrying sound.

Luckily, the durability enchantment, which was where most of my mana was going, made sure my new and gorgeous weapon was safe. Pulsing a bit of mana through the minor repair enchantment every few fights brought the spikes back to their ominous glory too.

Knowing I didn’t finish my opponent off, I dodged to my right, purposefully leaving myself open for an easy punch. The rock golem obliged, swinging for my chest just as I dropped to the ground prone as the fist to whooshed over my head.

Before it could regain its balance to stomp my brains out, Pavel yelled, “FIVE!” and swung my warhammer at its chest with reckless abandon, like the uncoordinated kid going for a homerun at a teeball game.

Though unlike my childhood exploits, he actually hit his target, striking dead center and caving the monster in on itself. On the ground, I touched the slowly disintegrating pile of rocks, putting it in a spatial sack.

“Ow, what the shit!” Pavel yelled, shaking out his hands and dropping the hammer.

I laughed. “See, told you using poor form would hurt your hands. Even when you get it right with a blunt weapon, it can still sting pretty bad. And you called me a baby.” I put my hand out and Inara dropped a silver tenpiece into it. I decided not to correct him on using a golf term, the wrong golf term even, on a baseball swing.

Pavel looked mutinous.

“Babe, I bet on you,” Inara whined. At a head tilt, she amended her statement. “Or at least I bet that you’d wait until we were out of the rift to complain. I offered Romie great odds that you’d never moan about out loud but they laughed at me.”

Pavel sputtered while I picked up the hammer to examine my trusty second weapon he was using; his spear was not ideal for the rock golems and he had always let his brother Vidas use the blunt weapons when it was needed.

My old warhammer was nearing the end of its usefulness, though I guessed it wasn’t likely to break on that delve.

I think it’s time to finally replace this thing. I have my old morningstar but I’m probably going to get a backup one-handed sword, a spear, and another hammer. Gives me some great versatility and my bag can handle it, I don’t carry that much. Gabor will be sad I’m not going with an axe.

“Tactics review,” Romie called and we all retreated back towards the start of the rift.

Inara pointed to me, so I started. “Big battles seem to draw a lot of them. We need to keep containment on our fights or we might get hit with a sneak attack or just get overwhelmed. These rock golems are better able to meld into the stone than in any of the recordings we’ve seen so trying to use one of the rocky outcroppings against your back is a very bad idea.”

“Good points. Baby hands?” she said, looking to her fiancé.

Pavel kept a completely straight face. “I’m not going to massage your gross feet tonight, just so you know. And they’re going to be extra sore if we do three delves in a day. To answer your question team leader, right now only Terry and I are useful. The two of you are literally more of a distraction to us than to the golems. So getting to a higher vantage point and providing overwatch is about as good as you can do. Maybe try to see if there is anything interesting around.” He looked to me and I sheepishly nodded.

Inara gave me a cold glare while Romie tipped their head as if considering. I cut in before they could refute our spear expert. “He’s a bit out of line, but he’s right. Neither of you are doing much damage and we have to protect you with our shields as much as ourselves. Plus, it’s a waste of ammo and likely bad for your daggers respectively,” I said pointing to Romie then Inara.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #43: Sometimes you just have to tell it like it is. If it will potentially save lives – or at least prevent serious injuries – you have to do what you have to do. Feelings are easier to repair than bodies in most cases. Be tactful but tactical.

Our team leader’s face transformed immediately from anger into one of pure joy. “Yay, you passed the test! That’s number seven.”

At my confused and nonplussed look, she laughed. “You’re getting better at actual delving by the day. You’ll probably hit Tier 1.3 in the next <twenty minutes>. But you haven’t really been too involved in tactics and team politics. We were considering bringing in a friend to handle the external facing political stuff but I think we’re good for now. You passed the seventh test on our checklist.”

Wow, really missed the signs on that one. Inara was hamming it up…

I rolled my eyes. “Look, I get it but still, I’m older than any of you. By quite a lot. I don’t need you giving me lessons on how to handle myself in social situations. Well, mostly…” I finished with a bit of a laugh. Dating on Putijama still seemed like a minefield.

She chuckled too. “Agreed but it’s literally part of our contract. Standing up to your team leader when they are being stupid is something we need to make sure you’ll do. I get to check that off and we won’t have to test again until maybe Tier 1.6. You won’t see it coming!” she declared excitedly.

“Okay, great, can we get back to the delving?” I asked and at a nod, Pavel and I set back to baiting out golems one at a time.

The rift was an excellent test of my defensive fighting capabilities so that’s what we used it as: a training grounds.

The rock golems weren’t the quickest but they also weren’t slouches, making it hard to land a definitive blow without leaving myself open for a strong counterattack. The same could be said for their purely defensive capabilities: not overwhelming but still a strong challenge I couldn’t just overpower. Their own attacks, whether punches or thrown rocks, needed careful dodging or blocking, and a moment of inattention could cost me dearly.

When we drew two of the hardy foes at once, Pavel watched my back and whittled one down while I focused on the other. Still, a few times I took on two by myself.

Merita grabbed us some potions from her guild’s general stock – we purchased them with the previous day’s delving proceeds – so we were willing to risk me getting potentially hurt in the name of training. Though I’d have to pay for it if the team deemed an injury was my fault due to carelessness.

No pain, no gain. Physical and financial.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #44: Don’t take unnecessary or uncalculated risks. But a life with no risks won’t get you much of anything.

Pavel recorded my fights and gave me some live tips and commentary, though it was mostly shouting encouragement. Smartly, we both knew Risto and Jasna would have better insight and corrections when they reviewed the footage later.

We continued to battle, just the two of us, until we cleared all but the rift boss arena.

And it truly was an arena, a massive half oval with literal stands that looked a bit like The Colosseum in Rome if someone cut it down the middle.

We called in Inara and Romie to strategize before our archer fired the first shot to get the boss’ attention.

The rift boss consisted of five separate golems that formed a contiguous whole or could split off to fight on their own. I tried explaining Power Rangers briefly and why it was relevant to the team but gave up quickly. Each of the golems were slightly weaker and slower than the general golems in the rift but still, five at once could be a problem.

From the stands, small golems could rise up and start causing trouble. Usually it was throwing small rocks but they could themselves combine into larger and larger golems.

If a team managed to kill all the golems in the rift prior to fighting the boss, they remained little and ineffective, essentially small rocks that could toss pebbles. But for every golem you missed – and the golems usually started hiding once you eliminated about 80% of the population – the rock monsters in the stands grew just that little bit.

Inara and Romie were assigned to clear everything other than the rift boss. If the munchkins were killed before they combined into larger golems, there were lots of superstitions the rift reward would be just that little bit better.

As our leader and archer – who was wielding a dagger as well this time – were off slaughtering the crowd, Inara keeping score for both of them, Pavel and I started our intricate dance with the boss.

I used a new charging technique Jasna showed me. Bellowing at the top of my lungs, I ran twenty paces and then stopped dead, launching my backup morningstar with as much momentum as I could in an end-over-end toss.

The boss easily batted it aside.

But that was the point.

In its moment of distraction, Pavel came in with two devastating strikes, my warhammer slamming heavily into each of its legs. As I strafed silently to the side, I saw the head of my weapon start to crack. I warned my teammate via AAI while charging from the blind side as quietly as possible, using lessons from Jasna on fast but stealthy movement.

I wasn’t good enough yet apparently. The golem acting as the rift boss’ left arm dropped suddenly to the ground to stop my charge.

Okay by me.

I overcharged my morningstar’s heaviness enchantment, obliterating the golem in an overhead swing before it could get its footing, bringing up my shield for a brace.

When one of the entities making up the rift boss was destroyed, it started to attack more aggressively.

Specifically the last person to kill one of the bodies.

Which was currently me.

I channeled my dwindling mana into my shield as the boss’ remaining arm smashed against it, throwing me backwards into a mostly controlled roll. But that opened up one of the boss’ legs for a devastating strike by Pavel, destroying the appendage and hammer alike.

Down to only three bodies, the boss reformed into a two-legged beast focused on stomping and swinging down with its clubbed torso at Pavel with a manic anger. It was almost like a drinking bird desk toy, just far scarier.

Pavel materialized his spear but signaled for Romie to use the concussive arrow we hoped to save for a later delve – one free enchanted arrow per delve was the deal we had worked out, whether we used the arrow for the delve or not.

Romie quick drew the bow but I called them off.

“Pavel, can you hold off two without damaging your spear? 40 seconds!” I yelled.

With a nod of assent, I charged in, hitting the leg joint just as it missed a stomp on our spearman. While it wasn’t a killing blow to the body I hit, the boss – or its constituent parts – realized it was in no shape to take on two people in its current form, disgorging the final three golems, all of which turned to Pavel.

I immediately shield bashed the one I had just hit and it made a hideous noise, turning and starting to wildly swing at me. One-two-three smashes on my shield before I saw my opening for a quick tripping swing.

As it landed prone, my morningstar was already headed for the center of its chest, caving it in.

Then I remembered the rules of the rift.

Both of the last two golems turned and rushed me immediately. Luckily they were weak enough to not overpower me instantaneously.

I called off Pavel. This is a perfect opportunity to train.

It was a battle of attrition, just how I had imagined my controlling fighting style the first day I landed on Putijama, speaking with Stannis and Liene in a beautiful Zalano guildhall.

I dodged left to mostly deflect a blow from golem #2 that clipped my shoulder over my shield.

It was a worthy trade. I drove a straight forward thrust with my weapon into golem #1’s chest. The monster slowed just that extra bit.

More traded blows, all three of us fading slightly.

But I came out on top in every exchange.

Seeing my chance, golem #1 swung and I used the enchantment on my shield to create a small jagged cutout. I whipped it upwards, catching on the underside of the golem’s arm so it couldn’t pull back.

Got ya.

An overhead bash led to the beautiful music of rocks falling limply to the ground.

I spun to try to get my shield up in time, knowing I would probably take a pretty good wallop in the process from the last golem.

Instead, Inara swooped in and smashed the butts of her daggers into the final crazed golem’s shoulders, knocking the arms off. She then did the same one-two smash into its chest, destroying it completely.

I didn’t need to finish the last off, I got what I needed.

I smiled at my teammate in gratitude as a rush of essence entered my core, taking me to Tier 1.3.

***

As we exited, tossing the small lump of clay up between us, two women were waiting for us: Merita and a young woman with a large cart presumably for the bodies.

“Uh, where’s Jasna?” I asked confusedly. It wasn’t my smoothest moment.

“Said she had some business, to send her an AAI message when you exited,” Merita replied. “Now, drop those bodies, we’re running again to the next one. After that, we’re getting fast horses for the trip to our third stop. Chop, chop.”

“I need to allocate my essence first. Not entering the second rift without doing that.” I wasn’t going to have an incident like yesterday.

“Yup, got the notes about that. Once we arrive at the rift, you’ve got <twenty minutes> scheduled to work with Jasna before you head in. Look, I get you dealt with some moron yesterday but I literally never want to hear about this day again. I’m going to dictate everything but that also means I’m all about things running smoothly. I’ve got your back – just bring up potential issues and I’ll take care of them.” The short woman was incredibly confident in her ability but not in an annoyingly cocky way.

“Would you potentially be interested in a job?” I asked, curious as to how she’d react.

“Nah, you’re not pretty enough. My husband is the vice guild leader and his short ass is far too sweet to leave, even just regarding employment, for a bit of coin. Glad you see my competence, it’s my seventh best feature.” She winked and then started chucking the golem bodies onto the cart while the driver stared in awe.

I chuckled as Jasna arrived. [Incoming Message from Jasna Zupan: Scouting. We’ll talk about it later.]

***

As we exited the fourth rift of the day – and my second delve working with my teammates – I had a huge smile on my face.

And that was only partly due to seeing Merita’s face.

Looking back at the day, I reached Tier 1.3 and was over 20% into Tier 1.4, Steve was getting a great amount of essence as we slowly increased his allocation with every delve – though most was going to his intelligence circlet – the rewards for the day were pretty good, and most of the people were lovely – only one of the teams at rift #3 was a pain in the ass. Even that was taken care of quickly.

In that delve, the clear team waited until we were actually in the rift to start causing trouble but it was basically just yapping, little dogs trying to assert dominance. I was going to let it go – other than not allowing them to work with us again – but my protection team sent Merita the video the second we exited. They were stripped of pay and banned from delving for three weeks – a pretty devastating state of affairs since the rifts around Struva were still relatively full, thus likely to give good rewards. With the long list of teams wanting to delve, all the goodies would be gone.

The second rift was a simple one: goblins. It was slightly disturbing to see humanoids cleft in two repeatedly but the ultra-professional clear team mowed through the rift room by room in less than twenty minutes. It dropped a dagger with a nasty bleed enchantment that went for about 40 gold on the market, netting our team ten after our initial cut of 50% on delves where our team wasn’t fighting and another 50% tax.

Rift #3, my second time through the armadillo-hedgehog combination rift, was only dramatic for the fact of the company involved. The rift reward was a fist-sized lump of palladium, which was very useful for enchanting. Unfortunately, it was only useful for Tier 1 items but it still increased our coffers by twenty gold.

The small lump of clay from the first rift was a weird natural treasure. Whoever ate it no longer had to use the bathroom as their body could now fully process literally any materials if given time. It was very rare but also not that sought after to my initial surprise; it also severely dampened the ability to taste of whoever ate it. Struva sent it to Zalano to be part of a rare goods auction in a few weeks.

The flying spiders from the fourth rift were more terrifying than difficult.

While they could bite, my [Poison Resistance] made it comically easy. I could simply smash them once they landed on me, as their only real offensive capability had no effect. I still used the opportunity for more training, trying to avoid the bites. But the team mostly held back and laughed as I was covered in giant arachnids.

Strangely enough, the rift dropped bolts of mundane cloth. 73 of them to be exact. All patterned the same in a bright birds of paradise print.

We didn’t have room in our sacks to carry all of it so we started tossing them out through the distortion in front of us. Rift exit portals maintained momentum of the person who left them – and the same went for objects.

Inara had the idea of marking a few of the bolts and having a competition to see who could throw them the farthest. It wasn’t the brightest idea as it would probably ruin a few. But each of us – including Steve – throwing three only meant fifteen might be slightly scuffed.

Merita was giving us a very dirty look but we knew a Tier 3 and a Tier 5 could easily dodge the bolts. Otherwise, Romie might not have used their bow to try launching a different bolt than they usually used for one of their three throws.

“Uh, I know we don’t have a corpse cart for this one – presumably the spider meat is bad – but could you send for someone to come grab these?” I asked, rubbing a hand over my head and trying to look innocent.

She rolled her eyes and then started putting them all in her own sack. “Yes, I’ll get an extra cart to meet us at the next location, let’s go.”

An hour later – it took me a bit more time to allocate my essence as my spirit was still jam-packed – I was heading into the dungeon with the clear and protection teams.

It was far different from every other dungeon I’d seen – though that was really only one other than videos. It reminded me of a Scooby Doo episode of a haunted castle, including the skeletons and spirits, a medieval castle fallen to disrepair.

The entrance chamber was lit by softly flickering torches, casting an eerie light across the rough stone bricks that made up the walls. There was moss and ivy that seemed like they might win what seemed to be a century’s long battle between man and nature.

I felt something brush my mind.

HUNGER.

“Stop screwing around Gabby,” I thought back.

Wait… Oh, shit.

***

Notes App


Top-Level Priorities:

Priority #1: Personal and Steve safety

Tasks:

#0 Continue with Steve healing – treatments #2 and #3

#1 Continue to get stronger and harder to kill – pick up armor

#2 More training, especially against human opponents

#3 Develop code phrases with everyone to prevent imposters

#4 Get more potions

#5 Prevent future assassination attempts

Sub tasks:

#1 Get into Zalano to speak with Dorota Prendi – pair with Gabor on his plan

#2 Obtain more info on the Church of Unullification – pair with ??? Aleksandra Podlipa?


Priority #2: Prevent shackles – golden or otherwise

Tasks:

#1 Develop relationships with other cities – make it a political problem to shackle me

#2 Repair fractured relationships and reputation with Zalano (and Pitola?) – find who to partner with

#3 Continue to balance between reasonable and building out power base – no trying to beat everyone into submission; more contracts-based wins

#4 Build out financial services in other cities that need it to spread out power base


Priority #3: Figure out Barry issues

Tasks:

#1 Wait on Jasna’s friend

#2 Start to figure out who Barry interacted with and get more info on him and his exploits – Stannis? Tilda?

#3 Finally talk with Cornelius


Everything Else:

Figure out essence allocation to be able to absorb more essence quickly

Investigate more on what is causing null essence in rifts and dungeons – either all essence or just concentration – to spike

Find a place to deploy Gabby as an actual dungeon

Decide relationship direction with Katarina Illeva

Purchase new backup weapons

Figure out build changes and which spells to take

HAIRCUT

Additional testing with Ratmir and Steve re Steve’s intelligence circlet

Pay back Nikolaj 22.5 gold (due soon), Tiesa 88.5 gold, and Jasna 84.9 gold

Secure potion supply outside of Velez Council + agreements

Figure out who on the Council tried to pull some shit re getting Goran as one of the dual affinity cultivators

Get far deeper on AAI guarantees and contract agreements with Nikolaj

Self-reflect on why I’ve been so trusting




            

    
        Chapter 34, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Rift and Dungeon Breaks

There are three eventual outcomes when a rift or dungeon gets too full on essence: it Tiers up, it becomes a dungeon, or there’s no change.

But in all three cases, the same thing happens first: a break.

When a rift breaks, it suddenly spews out around two times the normal number of monsters for a delve of that specific rift – all at the peak strength for the rift – into the real world.

When the rift has larger monsters, the escaped beasts are destructive and dangerous. But at least they are easy to detect and kill – unfortunately often after they’ve killed people and destroyed things if not contained immediately.

While higher-Tier cultivators can often kill most of the monsters in a break as they materialize – if it’s known about beforehand of course – even a Tier 1 rift break can release enough monsters to evade a team of four or five Tier 3s, especially if the monsters are more numerous and quick.

Rift beasts are also attracted to life and have an innate desire to destroy it. That can mean they attack plants and trees but far more often, they seek out humans and animals. How they can detect people, especially larger settlements, is up for great debate.

To prevent a rift break, a team – or the rare solo delver – must delve the rift, killing enough of the rift beasts to drain its essence to a reasonable level. Generating rift rewards also drains some of a rift’s essence. One ‘drain-down’ strategy is to rush to a boss fight – rift bosses usually have three to four times as much essence as any other rift monster – and collect the reward as quickly as possible, usually doing that multiple times.

Unfortunately, rifts have some hidden math – if not an actual intelligence – behind them with a ‘goal’ of collecting and retaining as much essence as possible. They can detect the Tier of the person delving – though not the sub-Tier – and will only put out a few monsters to people of higher Tiers, especially anyone two or more Tiers higher. The rewards are also heavily impacted – some rifts often only reward a small lump of coal to higher-Tier delvers.

This is also why a higher-Tier delver draining a rift is so slow and takes many delves: few monsters and bad rewards that cost the rift little essence.

Dungeons are similar though slightly more complicated. The number of beasts – and even their variety relative to past delves – can vary more, making them far more unpredictable. They usually disgorge around three to five times the number of monsters of a normal delve. They also often release their monsters in a wider area, as far away from the dungeon entrance as a quarter mile (400m).

Dungeons also collect essence more slowly so breaks are considerably less common. However, the tools used to measure how ‘full’ on essence a rift is are far less accurate for dungeons, making them slightly more chaotic.

While a common strategy for some rifts is to let them build up on essence to increase the odds of a better reward, doing so with dungeons is illegal in The Kingdom of Verdant Earth. It is allowed – if not advised – in The Monetary Might Kingdom and little is known about how delving works in the Kingdoms across the sea.



An undead rift that’s hungry. I need to let them know… but what if it’s sentient too, I don’t want to condemn it to destruction…

“Hello…” I mentally replied to the sudden presence.

It sent back a cheerful wave.

…That’s not what I was expecting.

Then I sensed the hunger again, a deep longing to finally be sated. The feeling almost went beyond the physical.

Feeling an emotion that was not my own was jarring.

Steve took that moment to pound against his glass in the enclosure on my back. I absentmindedly released one of the treat compartments to his happy squeak.

A feeling of excitement and then happiness brushed against my mind.

Dammit, really? Nearly scared me shitless. I might need that rift reward that makes it so you don’t poop, ha. It was really Steve? Wait, does that mean the circlet is working? That’s fast.

While before I was able to sense major emotions like fear and pain from him, it was never so clear or nuanced, like a newborn’s cry that they wanted something suddenly transitioning to words in under two days.

“I’m talking to you!” a voice suddenly sounded in my face, the stench of some salted meat invading my nostrils and even mouth. Gross. Snapping back to reality, I was face-to-face – almost face-in-face – with a gruff-looking man that was rather grumpy. I thought his name was Jeno? My AAI confirmed that I had at least got that part right.

“Something went wrong with my AAI, audio fritzed,” I lied. He didn’t seem to buy it but got out of my personal space all the same.

While the man was rude, my focus was merely on getting through safely to get paid.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #45: There’s no need to match energy with dicks. Ignore them when it doesn’t matter. If someone wants to make it an actual issue, don’t back down. But petulant children – no matter their actual age – just want to throw a fit.

“As I was saying, we all need to wear these amulets to prevent possession. If someone gets possessed, hit ‘em with one of these.” Jeno held up a glass vial with a slightly shining clear liquid. “White affinity-treated water. Cleanses most things. But these are expensive and we get a bonus for every one we don’t use. I want that bonus.”

He stopped to make eye contact with every single person in the group. “I’ve got my eye on a new enchanted pottery apron and this is the clincher.” His part of the group – the team assigned to clear the monsters rather than protect me – all nodded appreciatively.

They handed out gaudy necklaces with massive clear stones covered in intricate etchings. Putting it on, I felt a faint buzz of electricity that went all the way down to my soul.

“Yeah, we don’t have a necklace for my bond,” I said.

Jeno looked at me confused. “You shouldn’t have a pet in here anyway. Not like it’s going to do any— what is it Ferati?” He stopped as a woman leaned into his ear and whispered.

“Huh, no shit? Well, if he’s part of the actual team, he can wear one as a belt I guess, we’ll just have to cinch it. Was wondering why we had an extra.” I was surprised but pleased by his immediate acceptance. He indicated to let Steve out of his backpack enclosure and we quickly fashioned the necklace to stay around his middle.

While the little sugar glider wasn’t happy about it, I convinced him with promises of food, made far easier through our strengthened link, opening up two of the treat compartments inside to show I would live up to my word.

Thus far, I had to resupply the food pockets in his enclosure after almost every delve.

How is he not growing incredibly fat already?

Finally, fully equipped to face the rift, we were all moving forward, one vial of what was essentially holy water a piece.

The teams were once again specialized to take on the dungeon – my protection team of three had multiple spiritual protection and cleansing skills and one giant woman that looked like she could wrestle a rhinoceros. And win. Easily. Against the corporeal undead of the rift – mostly skeletons and something like zombies – a single bash with her enormous shield felt like it could do the job ten times over.

The first room was typical for a dungeon, at least according to my limited experience and knowledge: a long and straight room with a large number of enemies that only engaged once you entered a certain zone, thus preventing a horde or wave situation.

Apparently, they aren’t so accommodating as to wait in Tier 2 and higher rifts…

There were pockets of three skeletons about every twenty feet (6m) – each group some combination of warriors with a short sword and buckler and archers – that the clear team made incredibly short work of.

Steve could barely see what was happening through the domed window on top of his backpack but still pushed through our link that he wanted one of the bones to try eating. I turned him down to his chagrin but did drop in a cascade of cheese cubes from my bag once the room was clear and we were safe so he quickly forgave me, sending the feeling of a hug to my mind.

The next room featured three colossal skeletons, each with a greatsword and a different movement skill.

The clear team was ready for them, quickly spreading into a formation to take them on, but weren’t expecting the two specters. Barely visible, the monsters swooped down silently from above, one going for a possession and the other a claw strike to the chest.

One of the members of my protection team shouted a warning to the clear team then used a skill, obliterating a ghost in a rain of spectral confetti. Ferati – the second in command of the clear team – used an enchantment on her flail, passing the glowing ball through the other incorporeal creature. Rather than it exploding, the would-be translucent assassin fell to the ground writhing like it was in pain before dissipating extremely slowly.

Hearing ghost screams for a full twenty seconds rightfully wasn’t on my bucket list.

Within a minute of the sneak attack, the skeletons were also down.

The third room was a puzzle room based on quick and delicate movements by one person at a time, not ideal for the group we were with.

With a resigned shrug, the hulking woman on my protection team cast a skill, then trudged through the room at a sluggish pace, blocking the falling bone axes and swinging logs as best as she could. Upon reaching the far wall, she grabbed a lever making the constantly moving traps disappear into the ceiling.

The variety of rooms was high but the same could not be said for the enemies. It was only some variation of skeleton, ghoulish zombie, or ghost the entire time.

I wonder if Gabby would throw shade at this dungeon about lack of originality.

The dungeon was a long one at twelve enemy rooms with lucky number thirteen holding the boss: a lich.

However, at Tier 1, it only had ten skeletons to command – a Tier 3 dungeon in The Monetary Might Kingdom had a lich that commanded a literal horde, often creating new soldiers from the surviving bones of the skeletons delvers had already slain.

My team stayed by the door and protected against incoming arrows for a few minutes before the archers were all obliterated in a shower of bone chips by the clear team.

The synergy between both sides was enlightening. While the dungeon monsters were clearly weaker on an individual basis, they still fought well in coordination, making it the toughest fight of the delve by far.

The lich didn’t contribute much to the fight as its spells were countered by my protection team; once the skeletons fell, it wasn’t hard for Jeno and team to destroy. But it certainly was hard to kill. Since a lich’s soul was linked to its phylactery, usually a gem of some kind because liches like to be fancy, destroying the monster didn’t actually kill it.

By the fifth destruction and sudden reconstitution in a different part of the room, my team and I cautiously joined the search for the soul’s hiding place. I felt out spiritually for it but the room was shielded – I could barely even feel my teammates.

Eventually, when the lich was reforming for the eleventh time, I just started doing like my old Dungeons and Dragons group at a hard puzzle: let’s just break all the things until we win. I began smashing the crystals in the walls that were providing light to the boss’ chamber unlike the torches in every other room.

The incredulous stares of the rest of the delve team turned to admiration. The fifth glowing light sconce was the charm as the gross pile of weathered skin over bones fell to the ground, decomposing immediately into dust.

Gotta admit, Struva really has competent teams. Even Jeno turned out to not be an asshat.

Outside the search for the object that contained the lich’s soul, the entire delve had gone off without a hitch. As a group, we took five minute or so breaks at the end of each room to debrief and recuperate but it was all incredibly efficient and smooth sailing.

We headed into the final room with the glowing orb of the dungeon core to collect our rewards. Unlike rifts, dungeons gave rewards to every participant. The eight humans plus one sugar glider could barely fit but we managed, all placing our hands on the glowing greenish orb at about the same time.

***

Steve Carver, Pugilist, Unchallenged and Unrepentant Leader of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider, Even Best-er-est Boy

Yucky day? Brain hurt but good?

Steve reflected on how much of the strange electric feelings were going through him in just the last few hours. While the weird current felt good, it also felt bad. And that was confusing.

Shocky stuff, why not good only? Like food! And nice pillow lady!

He moved the small band of metal around on his head: it was shiny and he wanted to look. But his bond said not to take it off and would cut off his food supply when he did.

Food! Food good!

At that moment, his tummy rumbled. Well, his ‘not real’ tummy as he started to think about it. The place where the ‘funny shocky’ stuff wanted to go before he directed into the band fixed around his head.

The small sugar glider looked up through the glass dome on his backpack – the lighting had changed after they went through the ‘weird kinda shocky thing’ in the air again – and pressed the feeling of hunger to his bond. He wasn’t sure how well it worked but the feelings – sending and receiving – seemed to be getting crisper, like a far off object was coming into focus.

Like when food flies to catch! Yummy! Oh yeah, want food!

Steve sent a quick blast of his hunger again to his bond, his steed into these strange places with the shocky energy and mean monsters that tried to hurt them.

He felt the man recoil in shock and fear.

Oh no! I did bad? No food?

Tentatively, he felt his bond reaching out through their connection.

“HI!”

Two feelings of relief washed over Steve, first the sense he got through his bond, then his own at not making the man who provided most of the food and the best pets feel bad.

So the sugar glider sent the feeling of hunger again. But nothing happened. Not okay! Steve pounded on the glass of his heavily reinforced backpack.

Steve’s bond reached to hit ‘the magic food stick’, a lever that released treats for Steve to enjoy which sat just outside a viewing window, constantly taunting him that it wasn’t under his control.

Yay, yummy meat!

Steve happily chewed on the jerky, making appreciative noises.

Can tell bond I want food! New power! Infinite power, will have all the food!

Then he felt an exasperated sigh mixed with happiness through their shared link.

All the people in the room started trudging forward.

After a long time and with far too few snacks, Steve felt his bond finally relax; there had been a lot of scary things the others killed but his noble steed didn’t do much.

Except hit the pretty things at the end.

Still, Steve was proud that the man did his best. Not everyone could be as excellent at fighting as Steve. As he sent that feeling of being proud through their connection, the man opened the backpack, taking him out to put his hand on a glowing green orb. It was oddly familiar.

Steve felt a pulse go through to ‘the shocky place’, sensing he could ask for anything he wanted and it just might come true.

What do I want?…

***

I was teleported out of the dungeon with an oddly glowing stone in hand. Even though I had only handled the essence stone Ratmir used for testing Steve for a short while, I was sure that’s what it was.

But this one felt different. Almost as though it were far more correct in a way.

As I turned to ask Jasna about it, I heard a squeak of pure happiness looking to my left instead: a pile of cheese cubes was raining down on my bond who was cheering with delight, rushing to throw the food into his gullet with abandon.

With an eyeroll and a heavy sigh, I loaded up his backpack with the food and we started the trek to the last rift for the day.

As we arrived, Jasna handed back my most recent rift reward. “It’s an essence stone, you were correct. And it has an affinity, which is moderately rare. The only issue is that it’s a null affinity essence stone.”

“And why is that a problem?” I asked.

“No one wants it. It will hurt to absorb if not damage someone’s cultivation. The value is low,” she stated like I was slow.

“Exactly. I can pay just a few gold for it and it should be perfect for either Steve or me. I just have to play it right…”

Merita walked over and looked me in the eye, her tiny height only slightly looming over my seated form. “Are you chatting or allocating? Your team said they want to do this last rift with you, yay or nay. We’re early and I want an answer now when I can still call off the other teams.”

As always, she was all business. Deciding to play nice, I answered with the truth. “You caught us. We are chatting, mostly about my reward. I got an essence stone.” Her eyes lit up as I handed it over but the excitement quickly diminished to eventually land on a look of disgust.

At seeing her reaction, I said, “Yup, null affinity essence stone. Can you get a price check, I might want to keep it. But to your other question yes, call the teams off. We’ve got this one.”

She nodded and walked away, presumably sending messages on her AAI.

I started to allocate my overly full spirit once more. As Merita left hearing distance, I whispered to Jasna, “So, I can get a better feeling from Steve as to what he wants. That circlet is pretty amazing. Scared the crap out of me though, thought someone was talking directly into my mind. In the dungeon…” I made a facial gesture to try to indicate I meant our friendly sentient dungeon Gabby.

“Do you have something in your eye? At your Tier, you should be able to will it out or disintegrate it with your eyelids. I prefer to crush the dust or debris for its hubris. I know it’s not real but it makes me smile.”

Deciding to just let it go, I sighed and waited for my team to show up.
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                This feels like a Greek shipping magnate and a cheesy porn director tried to conceptualize a villa.

Our final rift of the day was a very interesting one, at least visually. As a puzzle rift, it had a few different incarnations it could take, though all were some kind of house.

Today, at least based on the opening safe room, we’d have a Mediterranean type building. It was covered in mosaics, and rather graphic ones at that, depicting anatomically impossible things. There were also columns with a whole lot of archways, most going leading directly into a wall.

There were a few hanging paintings on the wall too but they were just… off. Like the worst AI art mixed with the skill of a young child who spent more time eating the paint than using it.

“Yeah, that’s actually pretty normal,” Inara replied when I asked. “No idea why it works that way but rifts are strange. They can be set in really normal seeming locations, completely underwater, with no gravity, all kinds of things. But there’s always a sense of things being wrong.”

“So, we know the layout for this instance, does that tell us the general kinds of traps or puzzles?” I asked, reviewing everything I knew about the specific rift. “Actually, I have no idea what a house-specific puzzle would be. Where to set which types of silverware at dinner? How to fold a fitted sheet?”

“Groan,” Romie said rather than intoned, rolling their eyes.

“Agreed, and I am not 100% sure what a fitted sheet even is!” Inara laughed.

Pavel signaled for us to actually gather up. “Okay, there are usually trapped hallways and then a puzzle in each room. If you get the puzzle wrong, bad things happen. So let’s not do that.”

Simple plan but about as reasonable as we’re going to get.

The first room was something I was infinitely familiar with: a platformer video game style puzzle.

Floating balls of smoke emitted from multiple holes in the walls before dissipating when they hit another object. In the middle of the room were a number of columns that we could move around in deep groves in the floor, blowing air in a single direction that we couldn’t adjust.

We had to use the columns to blow the smoke balls into other red-ringed holes on the wall. Once we succeeded with one series of columns, the smoke balls for that specific red-ringed hole stopped coming.

Additionally, every time we succeeded with a smoke ball, more of the floor mosaic revealed itself. While it wasn’t exactly a hard puzzle, the hourglass above the closed exit door made it slightly ominous.

“Huh, spiders. Glad we didn’t have to fight that,” I remarked looking at the final picture on the floor as the sound of the hourglass slowed to silent. It had taken twenty minutes but there were still at least a few minutes left worth of sand.

As I tried the door handle, I felt something brush the back of my neck, prompting me to swat at it with my hand. “Steve, knock it off,” I said grumpily.

Turning, I saw definitely not Steve. A hairy – and very angry – spider as big as a labrador retriever fell to the ground a few feet away, its mandibles clacking ominously as it prepared to jump.

With instincts beaten into me by both Jasna and Risto, I pulled my shield around on my left as I unslung my morningstar on my right, calling out a warning before it could pounce.

An arrow sliced into its meaty leg, eliciting a hiss. “Nice shot Romie,” I called out as I pressed outwards with my shield. Smacking it in the body midair as it flung itself at me, it went flying away with a satisfying crunch.

The spider landed on its back, struggling to get up. Storming over, I swung down my morningstar with all my might.

The soft squelch reverberated a little too well off the ornate tiles in the room.

Looking around bewildered – we got the damn puzzle right! – I saw three other dead spiders and four thick ropes hanging from the ceiling.

“What the hell!” I yelled, pissed and confused.

“Well, Merita said some of the rifts were spicy. I guess that wasn’t only about the null essence?” Pavel asked to our still-new team leader Inara.

“Yeah, no idea what that was all about. Do we continue?” she asked the group.

“They were easy, so low risk. I vote forwards. Weird means better rewards,” our generally very quiet archer said, making the first vote.

Inara nodded then looked to me.

“Is this normal? If not, I say we leave. But you all know better than I do,” I replied.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #46: Sometimes, when you are out of your depth, trust the judgement of those you trust. If they’ve earned it, let them make the call. Be reasonable and rational but still, you don’t need to know everything or decide everything.

We discussed for ten minutes in the beginning safe room – me mostly avoiding looking at the weird mosaics – and the consensus was go forward. Especially once Romie reiterated again that, in general, weird things in rift correlated with better rewards.

“Okay, you convinced me. But if I get killed for greed reasons, I am haunting your asses,” I joked as we headed into the second major puzzle room.

I stopped dead once the door opened.

I am going to hate this one…

A softly lit room – where our glow stones had no impact – held sixteen small pillars arrayed in a half circle a little wider than my wingspan. Each terminated at about chest height, all with a luminous orb on top, blinking slightly in a repeating sequence. Above the exit door, there was a glowing horizontal panel, almost like a fuel gauge in video game, with sixteen bars that were currently barely outlined in a faint pinkish purple light.

It was pretty but I also guessed it would be pretty annoying.

My worst nightmare was confirmed: we had to hit the flashing lights in a specific order, the pattern changing with each attempt and the timing getting faster and faster. It was a rare challenge for the rift but was documented.

As someone who had difficulty with sequences in general and especially flashing lights – not actual epilepsy, just a hard time processing when things were flashing – these were always the worst parts of video games for me.

Inara stepped up first, cracking her knuckles and neck, taking her time making a show of stretching her legs, old man grunts included.

Pavel groaned. “Babe, you are peak of Tier 1.9. You haven’t needed to stretch in years…”

She turned her winning smile at him, stuck out her tongue, did a little pirouette and stepped into the faintly glowing line on the ground, initiating the test.

***

I swatted off the giant beetle-like monster as it flung itself at my head, spitting a foul-smelling substance I barely avoided. The faint hiss from the column beside me said I made the right call by dodging.

It started so well.

Inara got all the way to 37 lights, each of which she had to hit in less than a quarter of a second by the end, her arms blurring through the dull light like a crazed moth to many pretty flames. I thought she probably could have gone further but our team leader mixed up the order of the pink and purple lights right at the end of her last sequence.

Eight of the sixteen little bars lit up on the panel above the door, showing our progress towards completing the puzzle. At our congratulations, the eighth bar started to dim slightly. In mere seconds, it faded entirely.

Inara tried to go a second time, rushing to tap the first light, but the progress panel immediately dimmed another one bar. Down to six lights and realizing we probably all had to participate – a common rule with puzzle rifts, per our briefings – Romie swapped in quickly.

While they weren’t quite as good as Inara, our nimble archer still managed to get to 27 lights, faltering early the next round.

The panel lit up five additional full bars and most of another, reaching a bit over eleven and half. That left us with only four and half bars necessary for the last two members of the team.

I think there’s a scaling factor. The more sequences you get right, the more ‘points’ per sequence you get. Inara was at about four and a half sequences per bar and Romie was almost at five.

The second our archer erred, Pavel jumped in and started, which we’d agreed to when they started. It was clear he was struggling from early on but still managed to last a few cycles through, finally tripping up at number sixteen, notching us almost another three bars.

Yup, definitely scaling factor.

With only about one and half bars unlit, I was pretty confident.

And boy was that confidence misplaced.

Once in the thick of it, I was struggling by the fifth sequence. It was only eight colors to match in a bit over five seconds but it was still oddly debilitating.

Only once I finally flubbed on the twelfth and felt a pressure on my thoughts release did I realize there was an actual mind-affecting field of some kind that ramped up the difficulty.

Still, I was pretty sure that would get us all the way to the sixteen bars we needed.

The panel ticked up slowly, and finally lighting up completely. We waited for a full ten seconds with baited breath before a loud click emanated from the door and it swung open slightly. Which is when the beetles swarmed out, attacking en masse.

In the low light, our team was constantly calling out our position lest we react a little too zealously to any movement and create a friendly fire issue.

It took four long minutes before the last of the beetles were finally squished.

“Oh, my cloak,” Inara whined as she showed us a hole where the acid hole chewed right through it. I had a beetle sneak up from behind while I was fighting another. Thus, I currently had half an ass cheek hanging in the breeze which Romie found endlessly funny for some reason.

I need to pick up that armor…

All the enchanted gear, even the lowest of the low, had survived mostly unscathed and would be right as rain with channeling a bit of mana into the self-repair features.

Dreading what could be next, we gathered ourselves and headed into the next room.

***

After the pillar lights sequence room, we had four other puzzles, all of which we thought we solved. But every time after the rift seemed to accept our solution, we were attacked by annoying if pretty weak foes.

We entered a large circular room, this time with mosaics of pretty stringed musical instruments that looked more like east Asian than western European types from Earth.

I think that one's called an erhu?

“If there’s anything I am worse at than lights, it’s music. It’s probably going to be some kind of tonal challenge,” I said dejectedly.

Before my teammates could answer, the loveliest voice I’d ever heard started to sing. It was almost like a lullaby, very soft and sweet, but the lyrics were hard to discern. Despite the mumbling, it was moving. Gently swaying to the music, I felt tears – of joy no doubt – start to run down my cheeks.

Suddenly, I felt a massive mental push about not being food and my awareness snapped to.

What the hell is chewing on my head?!

I screamed as I managed to swat the creature off with my hand. It flew off, still singing its beautiful song.

Barely able to see through the blood covering my face, I finally managed to get a look at my assailant. “Harpies!” I yelled as I cleared what blood I could away from my vision.

The three foot (1m) tall monsters had cruel faces that were in a permanent snarl and giant feathered wings with bright green and blue plumage. They weren’t wearing any clothes but thankfully the rift didn’t make them anatomically accurate in any way.

Inara was standing in the corner, also gently swaying with a huge smile while one was gnawing on her arm. I ran her way, fending off another swooping attack, and punched the giant avian – or small flying humanoid? – off her.

Quickly assessing the situation, she flung one of her daggers, catching the source of her former musical infatuation right between the shoulder blades. It plummeted to the ground, its song turning to a screeching one of pain and rage.

The other monsters quickly joined in to the furious cacophony, freeing Pavel and Romie from their spell.

The harpies were quick and agile, able to make incredibly tight turns and move almost like a cat, even while flying. It would have been a wonder to watch if they didn’t want to eat our faces.

With Romie free to fire at will and Pavel and I playing protector, the final three harpies were quickly grounded. Inara made quick work of the hapless monsters, who couldn’t stand well on the ground.

Luckily for us, it was the final fight. The rift reward distortion gently shimmered into view.

Without waiting for the typical post-delve shenanigans about who should get to dispel the rift reward, Romie walked straight through it.

Their hand snaked out incredibly quickly, catching the falling object. They turned to show, much to our chagrin, a small lump of gold, as they walked backwards out the rift exit distortion.

Win some, lose some I guess…

***

“You look like shit.” Both Merita and Jasna greeted me with the same phrase, though with significantly different inflections.

“Thanks, nice to see you too,” I said testily. “We didn’t feel like washing off, just needed to be done with it. All four of us solved every puzzle and we still got attacked.”

Merita looked concerned. “That’s not supposed to happen… send me your recording.” At doing so, she reviewed it quickly, turning with a questioning look. She put a finger to her lips. “Maybe it thought there were five of ya? Your boy here—” Merita held up a preening Steve, “—must be smart enough for it to count him as a participant somehow? Would be absolutely crazy, but if he never actually helped solve any of the puzzles, then your team, as the rift defined it, didn’t all work to complete them.”

“Why didn’t you tell us that before? We could have prepared,” I said testily.

She shrugged. “Can happen in puzzle rifts with bonds, just never heard of it at Tier 1 or even Tier 2. I guess we’ll have to update the manuals…” she said nonchalantly before heading over to talk to Romie about our final reward for the day.

Jasna indicated for me to follow her. “Let’s head back to the inn. Joakim has some rough translations of the documents from the new facility – I guess we’ll call that ‘Terry’s facility’ rather than the torture one?” Without waiting for a reply, she started to run off back to Struva.

Too tired to argue, I sent a quick AAI message to Inara and said we could meet for breakfast. Nikolaj set up a big fancy business dinner for me and some of his friends in Struva about two hours from when we exited the rift.

***

After a quick bath – the innkeeper didn’t even want to allow any of us inside in our bedraggled state – I was in my room with Jasna.

She nodded. “You guessed right, I was scouting out a few locations that might work to deploy Gabby but none felt like a good fit. Too much foot traffic near here. And they have people scouting for new rifts all the time, she’d be discovered. Ran into two scouts while moving around today.”

“Yeah, when I went into that dungeon and felt Steve brush my mind, I thought maybe all dungeons with null essence were becoming sentient,” I responded with a laugh.

“That would at least explain Gabby slightly better. That she’s an utter anomaly irks me. Though I won’t dwell, I’m not Ratmir.”

I laughed. “Yeah, and I’m glad you’re not. Still, I’m pretty frustrated with that puzzle rift. Even the puzzles were slightly different from normal. The null essence really is going to change all the rifts if it keeps increasing.”

Jasna nodded but said nothing.

I decided to fill the silence. “So… you said Joakim had a few more things translated from the files we got from Barry’s, err, my facility?” I asked. My business dinner – a tradition I desperately hoped I had left behind on Earth – was fast approaching.

“Yes, he focused on those few documents we found about a potion and Lazar Fabianova – Joakim believes his disappearance could be linked to the potential war with The Monetary Might Kingdom. The King is looking for someone to blame for his top advisor going missing.”

“Crap… I wonder if we can tell someone about his death without implicating me or getting us into a whole heap more of trouble.” I sat and thought about potential angles but all of them led back to either me being blamed or becoming some kind of test subject. “I’d really like to prevent a war if at all possible…”

Bringing me out of my thoughts, Jasna put her hand on my forearm.

“Terry, I have some other bad news for you.”

“Well that’s ominous. Am I going to suddenly explode?” I asked, injecting a bit of levity.

“In a way, probably.” At my assuredly surprised and concerned face, she nodded. “Here is the analysis of everything Joakim has so far related to Lazar.”

She sent me a detailed AAI message but with a brief cover page.

As I scanned it, for the first time in either of my lives, I actually had to sit down from receiving news.
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                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Essence Donation

Essence donation can be a wonderful thing. There are painless and relatively safe ways to do it and it’s a nice boost to your income. Donation is certainly the wrong word but we’ll let people have their euphemism!

The Safe Way:

There are essence donation centers all across The Kingdom of Verdant Earth – most cities of ten thousand people or more have enough of a delving community to enable them.

Many people will enter rifts with essence allocation bracelets for the express purpose of collecting essence to ‘donate’ it. These are usually referred to as ‘essence sponges’, so named because they soak up the essence, only for it to be wrung out later.

Some people also use the more derogatory ‘essence rags’ but don’t be a meanie like them!

Strong delving teams – usually called carriers, porters, or guides – will kill the rift’s monsters and let those sponges soak up the essence for donation.

It costs money to enter the rifts and there is some danger so it so it’s not for everyone! Also, unless someone is ‘a sponsored sponge’, it can be pricey to go in those rifts! People usually need to have close to an entire rift’s worth of essence to donate and that can take a lot of shared delves. Most carried delves have five or more sponges. It’s a big upfront investment!

The actual donation procedure is done by a licensed technician who will slowly extract the essence. The rule of thumb is to never extract more than 60% of someone’s current essence as more than that can completely collapse their essence channels. That means they can’t absorb any more essence and it’s very painful.

The facility will take that donation and then return about half of what was taken – again, to prevent essence channel collapse. Most centers also concentrate the returned essence slightly, strengthening the channels of the donor against collapse and not blocking off that returned portion of their essence channels.

Like with any essence allocation – to a spell, item, or otherwise – donation blocks off the portion of your essence channels that was removed. That means someone can’t be a sponge for life, you’ll run out of capacity in a few years. The essence donor also loses the general ‘power’ they received from said essence, which can be a big bummer.

It’s not a decision to make lightly!

Donation centers closely monitor when people donate and generally have a lower – and upper – limit to how much and how often someone can donate. If someone only has 20% of one delve’s worth of essence, it’s not worth it for the center.

The Unsafe (Or Unscrupulous) Way:

There are of course, far easier and more lucrative ways to donate. A shady group will take essence either willingly – which usually has some amount of safeguards – or, more rarely, unwillingly. Without the safeguards, it is frighteningly easy to collapse someone’s essence channels, crippling their body and sometimes their mind, leaving them wracked with pain.

The amount of money a ‘donor’ gets for unlicensed donations can vary wildly but is often three to ten times as high as the safe route.

Sometimes risks just lead to higher rewards!

But the risks are sky high. You better think if it’s worth it!



Once properly seated after seeing the AAI packet, I took a moment to gather my thoughts. “Wait, so Barry was testing some kind of mind-altering potion on Lazar? Or his new body? My body?” I asked rather stupidly.

“Yes, that is the conclusion from what Joakim sent. Barry was working on an experimental and very long-lasting potion that suppressed emotions and possibly impaired judgement. In a few of these messages, it’s not clear if he was working with Lazar to develop the potion and the impaired judgement was a side effect or was the point.”

“Yeah, I can’t see any way Lazar knew. Or he definitely didn’t know the full details,” I said definitively. She waved for me to go on so I explained my reasoning. “There’s a document that mentions a phrase Joakim thought might translate to ‘a stash’ or something similar. I’ll have to review it later but I’ll trust Joakim’s interpretation for now.”

I got up to start pacing. “Let’s lay out the situation first. You are Barry and you clearly have no morals. Presumably, this powerful and rich person – your patient – has something you want, whether that is material goods, information, or both. The patient is also going to be at your mercy in a way. That all makes sense, right?”

She nodded. “Yes, if Barry was making a body for Lazar, he could absolutely dose it without his knowledge. He might even have planned to kill his own team no matter what to cover his tracks,” Jasna said, looking angry.

“Good point, yeah. So again, if I’m Barry and I like experimenting on people and this person has something I want, why wouldn’t I dose them to try to get it? If it fails, they die and I flee. Not ideal but also not the worst outcome presumably,” I said, feeling sick at the thought of it.

Steve took that time from lazing on the bed to crawl up my pants and shirt to try to hug my neck, though his little arms hardly reached a quarter of the way around.

It still had the intended effect as I calmed down and started to think.

Is this why I’ve not tried to hammer out any and all potential loopholes in agreements? Trusted that people were acting on reasonably good faith when they hadn’t earned it? Why I haven’t fought back at all the injustices and slights? No, some of that is Earth me, and I don’t want to lose that. Not going to go psycho mode – that’s not a life I want to live – but also no more Mr. Nice Terry? No, not that either… god, this is a mind fuck.

I missed about two minutes of Jasna talking to me as I evaluated my decisioning, looking at what I had done so far in my time on Putijama as dispassionately as possible. I tried to push my mistakes off onto the potion and, in little ways, I could see and accept I wasn’t as sharp as I should have been.

But it was still on me. I made those calls, under the influence or not. My calls, my bad. I knew my emotions were wonky and didn’t press on it.

At the affinity change treatment, I felt something snap. Like I was finally free to stop being rolled over. I attributed that to the Council ‘using up my last fuck’, but what if it was something more?

I guess now is the time to start going after what I really want.

I apologized for being lost in thought and Jasna shrugged. “I’m not upset as long as you won’t be if I do the same to you.”

I laughed. “Deal! Thanks for your work on this Barry stuff Jasna, I couldn’t have done it without you. And for all your work on everything, being so patient with it all and always being ready to help without complaint. I sincerely appreciate it. You are a great friend.”

She gave me a genuine smile, one of the first I’d seen from her towards anyone but Tiesa.

Heh, she looks pretty cute.

Throwing caution to the wind, something I rarely did on Earth, I asked, “Hey Jasna, would you want to get dinner? Like just the two of us?”

Her head tilted at an odd angle and she blinked a few times. “No, that doesn’t make sense.”

Crap, did I just ruin it?

A million thoughts ran through my head as to why I thought that was the right moment – probably not great to ask someone out right after discovering you’ve been mentally manipulated… – or what I could have done differently.

She didn’t seem to notice or care at my internal panic. Instead she gracefully rose from the bed, giving me an awkward half hug before leaving, taking Steve to ‘joey-sit’ while I went to the merchant’s dinner with Nikolaj.

***

Jasna Zupan

At her goodbye to Terry, Jasna headed back to her own room in the inn, the sugar glider riding her shoulder and chittering softly by her ear.

That was weird. He has dinner plans with Nikolaj, why would he want to have two dinners in a night?

Shaking her head slightly, she shrugged, reaching up to stroke Steve’s soft fur.

Maybe Steve is rubbing off on him and they’re now both always hungry?

As Jasna started reflecting more on the day, she decided to send an AAI message to Tiesa. While the two of them were often apart, Tiesa was her stabilizing influence, serving as both her rock and her sounding board.

Always has been, always will be.

While considering what to say to her best friend, she looked at the cute sugar glider lounging on the small table while nibbling on a plate of breads and cheeses. “I guess Terry does this and it helps?”

Jasna looked at the bond who was paying her no mind. “Steve, I’m not sure what to do here. Is this silly? No, Tiesa says it doesn’t matter if others think something is silly. It’s not silly if it helps…” she said, balling her hands into fists.

Steeling her resolve, Jasna took out the chair to look the sugar glider more directly in the face. “I thought I had things figured out. After it all came crashing down when I was a kid, being a delver was all I ever wanted, to follow in Tiesa’s footsteps, at least the non-military stuff.”

She got up to pace around the room. “But I’m at the top. There are only a few Tier 6 rifts on the continent and I can conquer them as a Tier 5. I have and regularly do. So do I just wait around for a few months at a time to delve, not doing much else?”

As Steve indicated he wanted to be picked up, Jasna obliged, tossing him to within an inch of the ceiling each time as he screamed with joy while floating down – though mostly falling as his gliding skills were still nascent. Between tosses, she nuzzled him lightly.

After talking her heart out to Steve for over an hour, Jasna decided to not send a message and wait until she could gain a bit more perspective over alcohol with Tiesa. She took out a book – a steamy romance novel Gabor recommended that had decent enough writing – holding it with one hand and tossing the small bond up and down with the other.

***

“Bwahahahaha, Terry my boy, what a wonderful story!” A loud and rotund man whose name I couldn’t remember – and wasn’t currently worth looking up in my AAI – was laughing like what I said was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

It wasn’t.

Ugh, I hate these kinds…

We were on the second course of eight of our ‘Caravanner’s Cuisine and Chat’ – or three ‘C’ for short – a very specific tradition merchants used to welcome someone into the fold. I was honored Nikolaj thought highly enough of me to arrange it.

There were four small dining tables for two in the center of the private backroom room of a nice restaurant. One large round table currently sat empty in the corner for later.

To signify no one was above the others, the first seven courses were one-on-one with each of the other merchants. It was supposed to represent ‘travelling like a merchant of old’ to do deals and forge relationships as we moved tables throughout the meal. The eighth course would be at the large table, as if we were all coming together as one community.

I thought it was actually pretty neat in theory. In theory.

In practice, it meant possibly being trapped with an annoying person for fifteen to twenty straight minutes while eating a small amount of food.

At least it’s tasty?

I had a very nice opening appetizer course with Nikolaj. It was simple; a few wooden skewers grilled over a wood fire that had some vegetables, a couple of small mushrooms, and a few pieces of a crocodile-like rift beast. The subtle citrus marinade made it light and refreshing, especially after a long day.

But my fruit plate was currently at risk of being sprayed with spittle as the man prattled on about how he was almost a delver but figured it wasn’t challenging enough intellectually.

Slightly testily, I said, “My primary focus right now is delving.” At his blank-faced response I decided to see if I could get useful tidbits as payment for my building headache.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #45: Make the best of bad situations if possible. If you’re forced to be around someone you don’t like, at least get good information from it.

Is that too mercenary of thinking? No, it makes sense…

I started with my biggest question. “How are Tiers treated in business? I would think that since the higher-Tier people are the ones getting the best rewards from rifts and also the people who can bully others around, they would run the show. But I think maybe two of the people here feel like a Tier 3 or higher.”

“What kind of uncivilized world were you living in?” he said, recoiling.

“One without personal physical power. In some ways it was better than here and in some worse. But there wasn’t any essence so no Tiers or rifts. Physical prowess generally meant little to someone’s wealth, at least other than those competing in sports.”

“Then why the question?”

I shrugged. “Might makes right. It was always something we theorized about if people gained personal power like here. If someone can physically force others to do what they want or kill them, what’s to stop those high-Tier delvers from just ruling things?”

“Oh, the Royals keep people in line. They have enforcers who can take care of any troublemakers and that filters down through society. If someone tried to use their cultivation to force others to do something, it would be reported and dealt with,” he said as though it were obvious.

I think I have to speak slowly with this one…

“Okay… so the Royals have the highest Tier cultivators. Why don’t those people turn on the Royals if they are stronger than them?” I really didn’t know how to be more obvious.

“Why would anyone want to turn on the King and his family?” he asked laughing.

I looked hopefully at the restaurant owner who was keeping the event organized despite some strong personalities.

Please tell me it’s almost over…

By the end, I realized he really hadn’t considered the idea at all and decided to ask someone a little more curious. I knew AAIs at least would report if someone killed another person of a lower Tier – they had automatic detection capabilities for that – but it still felt mostly like he believed people behaved because they were told to.

That only works if all the people with some form of power follow the rules. If even a few percent don’t…

I had two more unremarkable courses with mostly unremarkable people.

The third course was a light soup with a woman from The Monetary Might Kingdom. She seemed far more interested in money laundering techniques from Earth than I was comfortable with. She also attempted to sell me a massive quantity of a bitter fruit that also spoiled quickly – ‘It’s a delicacy!’ was not a good enough pitch.

My fourth course – a salad that was misted with the barest hint of a bitter dressing – was with a merchant from the southwest coast of the Verdant Kingdom where they had a large fishing empire. He was nice enough though didn’t ask questions and only gave three-word answers.

Per Nikolaj, both were interested in our debit card machines after we ran the proof of concepts in Velez and Struva but they didn’t ask me a single question about it.

They must want to only work with Nikolaj. I get it but you’re both getting put to the back of the line.

The fifth course was with Oleg Butkus, a well-dressed travelling merchant with headquarters on the northern coast of the Verdant Kingdom in Dobojna. Instead of sitting down immediately, he asked me to stay standing so he could teach me ‘the dance of greeting’ of his people as he said he was originally from a small village. It was a bit silly but also quite fun to do something different than the last few rounds of moneybags speed dating.

“Dammit Oleg!” Nikolaj yelled, throwing a coin at the man who deftly snatched it with a speed that almost matched Jasna.

At my confused eyebrow raise, Oleg laughed deeply and winked. “Bet him a gold I could get you to ‘do a funny dance’ and he said no way.”

Without thinking about it, I folded my arms. Everyone was now looking our way as we took our seats.

“Oh, don’t look so grumpy about it, it’s something my daughters and I do whenever I come home or leave, so it has actual significance to me. I try to teach it to as many people as possible though none of these stuffy people will do it. It spreads joy! That’s part of why I do this, to help my customers find the things that will spark joy for them, now and into the future.”

“Yeah, that sounds like a really bad pickup line or something for new merchants…”

“Ha, I knew I’d like you. Nikolaj said you’re a bit green around the gills but with a good head on your shoulders. Even if you have that awful haircut.”

“I know, can’t believe they made it so it sticks like this. I have an enchantment enhancement on my scalp to keep it from growing. I just haven’t had time to fix it,” I said laughing despite myself. Even if he made me look a bit the fool, he was genuine and had a casual charisma.

“Oh, I’ll have an elixir sent over, my treat. Should get that growing out right quick.” He took a bite of the roasted ostrich and gave an appreciative nod. “Now, enough about all that, let’s get down to business. Tell me all about this debit card thing Nikolaj was going on about. I was more interested in some of the other things he mentioned but it’s a good start.”

We discussed my goals for helping the ‘underbanked’, a term he found hilarious.

“I am still confused, what kicked this off?” Oleg asked.

“The Purveyors of Platinum moved in to Velez and screwed over the existing banks, forcing them to close. Then, they started charging crazy fees, like only giving 90 silver for a gold or requiring 110 silver to change to a gold.”

Oleg shook his head. “That’s… only going to hurt these underbanked the most. I’m all for making coin but, I get it, that’s too far.”

“Yup, and like you said, it’s basically a tax for being poor. Many vendors won’t even accept bronze anymore so people have to pay the exchange fees to get the silver to buy goods. It’s squeezing money out a region of the Kingdom that is already hurting. I’ve seen the impact of that, in my old life. I’ve even helped companies do it sadly. I won’t again.”

One of my first consulting clients was a bank trying to figure out how to do essentially payday loans – short-term loans with incredibly high interest – to unsuspecting clients. At best, it was shady and I thought likely illegal. I reported the activities to my company and the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency.

The only outcome was me being fired for unspecified reasons three months later.

Another client was a large retailer that opened huge stores specifically in smaller towns in economically depressed areas. They’d offer very low prices for the first year so the mom-and-pop shops in town couldn’t compete and closed, after which, they’d raise prices. By then, I was a bit numb to some of the more banal issues with capitalism and so I kept my head down, did good work, and collected a nice paycheck.

Not looking to fall into that trap again…

“Those are some great morals but they won’t last,” he laughed. “Eventually, the call of the coin comes for us all, sadly.”

“Bet you twenty gold they will,” I retorted.

“Eh, too subjective but I like the confidence. So, I want to hear about the economic incentives angle behind deposits. Most banks have interest on large deposits but not for smaller customers. And tying it to their local stores sounds interesting.”

I explained my plans for enabling people to deposit money with their favorite vendors – ones that had our debit card system – and how we’d pay them to leave it there. It was essentially a Certificate of Deposit, plunking down coin now under the agreement that if they didn’t touch it for a few months, they’d get a bit more back.

Most banks in the Verdant Kingdom – or especially The Monetary Might Kingdom – didn’t work with people dealing in bronze and sometimes even silver.

“But how are the vendors going to use that money? Just pool it and deposit it in a bank and split the difference?” Oleg asked.

“I’ve got a better idea – I think – but wanted to get your thoughts because it will put the money at risk for the people who deposit. I was thinking that the vendors could use up to maybe 60-70% of the deposits to buy more inventory. It would mean they can get better bulk rates, expand into new offerings, etc. They can do more by borrowing from their customers. But it could also mean the depositors lose their money. There’s risk there I don’t want to gloss over. And do we have to audit and monitor every business’ books?”

We discussed the puts and takes, not noticing that everyone else was long-done with their fifth course but still politely waiting on us to finish up.

Finally, the woman hosting the event came over. “Sirs, I know you are enjoying your conversation and I hope you do not mind the interruption but…” She gestured around to everyone else.

“Oh, sorry, I get a little too excited talking about this stuff,” I said with a laugh.

“As we all should. Also, I vote strong yes,” Oleg said, getting up.

I looked to Nikolaj for context but he shrugged and the event resumed.

The sixth course – a medley of pan seared vegetables from across the continent with a series of eight dipping sauces, representing eight nebulous ‘economic regions’ – was a nice conversation with Halyna Fink, a young woman that had just taken over the family business from her mother.

Her company had been around for over a century and was quite well respected. They mostly focused on weapons and armor, especially for delvers though they had a few city guard contracts. She let slip that her mother ran away with a Merchants of Might – one of the ruling council of The Monetary Might Kingdom – but she wasn’t sure if it was business, pleasure, or both.

The seventh course was a series of eight very small deserts to be eaten in a specific order. The first was quite tart to represent the bitter beginning on the road to success and got progressively sweeter before the fifth was extremely sour, representing that even on the journey to wealth, there will be great setbacks. After that, the last three were a very nice combination of sweet and slightly savory, like a nice apple pie.

My dining companion literally didn’t say a word the entire time, only looking up to scoff in disgust every few minutes. I tried to engage her in conversation a few times but gave up soon after. She was an older woman that was draped in brightly colored shawls, one each for the colors of the Kingdom: brown, green, blue, yellow, and red.

By the time we hit the eighth course – one focused around a slightly bitter drink with a floral and sweet aftertaste – Nikolaj and I had secured four tentative deals to use our debit card machines should they prove successful in Velez and Struva.

Well, mostly Nikolaj. I think I helped on Oleg and Halyna at least.

As our cups were cleared away, Nikolaj looked around to everyone seated at the table. “Well, as is tradition, it’s time.”

Together, the seven merchants intoned, “Such is the merchants’ way. Let greed not hold its sway.” Then everyone either held up a closed fist or an open hand. Nikolaj, Oleg, Halyna, and the annoying man from the second course all held up an open hand while the other three held a closed fist. The woman from the seventh course – who I found out was called Ludmila Arpa from Nikolaj – looked furious.

Nikolaj smiled and said, “About what I expected. He’s new but has a bright future. I’m sure you’d all vote in favor if we did this in a year or so.”

Ludmila got up and swept from the room, all a flowing mess of shawls, as Nikolaj directed me again to one of the smaller tables. One by one, the rest of the guests welcomed me as an official merchant in what seemed almost like part of a ritual. Even those who voted no were – at least the two still there – were extremely friendly.

“What the hell was that Nikolaj?” I asked, half in confusion and half in frustration after everyone left. I wasn’t truly angry, just peeved.

Wow, this is exactly what I’m not angry, just disappointed feels like?

“Ha, it’s part of the tradition. I even gave a little AAI-backed guarantee about not telling you. If you knew to be on your best behavior, it wouldn’t have been a real test. I was slightly surprised at Auntie Ludmila being so rude but it’s because I don’t pay attention to the family gossip. She had a small run-in with Cornelius is the only thing I got out of my second cousin…” he said with a wry grin.

Ignoring the implication that she slept with my body double, I asked, “That’s your aunt? Pretty weird way to behave at your nephew’s event.”

“Honestly, I have no idea how we’re specifically related, just all us Arpas are generally in commerce. Some are shopkeepers, some are merchants, others do accounting, you get the picture. I think she’s my dad’s second cousin once removed?” he said, more asking than telling.

“Okay, let’s go over what this all means later but you mentioned AAI-backed guarantees. I was hoping you could help me go over the guarantees I’ve been involved with. Basically, help me look for loopholes and the like. And maybe give me some lessons on exactly what they cover and don’t. You owe me after this little event,” I said, using my most winning smile.

“Ah, that is a weird look. But sure.”

We headed back to his more spacious room in the inn to chat.

As we went down the agreements one by one, he called out a few things. “Uros, err, Councilor Barno’s agreements, I know they expired but man, he clearly thought you didn’t trust him.”

“I didn’t and I don’t.”

“Fair, yeah I’ve heard some things,” Nikolaj said with a laugh. “Okay, I am looking at the ones from Katarina and her household advisor. That neither had and also wouldn’t disclose your bond’s Cap. You and that little rascal seem to have lots of intrigue around Innate Capabilities, don’t you,” he laughed.

“Uh, aren’t they incredibly private? I got yelled at on about my second day for asking someone about theirs.”

Nikolaj shook his head. “Nah. I mean, sometimes they are private or if you’re talking to a delver, that’s like asking ‘hey, do you have anything up your sleeve that makes it harder to kill you?’ And that’s not something a lot of them will disclose. Keep the air of mystery or whatever. It’s a deterrent.”

“Do people tell each other then? Still seems private,” I said.

“I mean, they rarely impact day-to-day life unless you had your Core Ignited with essence with no affinity like in the big city. Then it’s more random and might matter. I’m a green essence affinity boy so I got green powers. I can help plants grow a little better if I use my mana on the soil. Nice for my small home garden but that’s it. Healing and regeneration too but that’s really only good for making a cut heal a little faster, can’t use it at all outside my body without a spell.”

“Huh, thanks. That’s really good information.” I noted down to start trying ask people about the various Innate Capabilities as for all I knew, mine or Steve’s weren’t that rare.

“Good enough to up my cut in the business?” Nikolaj laughed while saying it. I rolled my eyes and he got back to our reason for chatting. “So Katarina and her head of household can’t disclose Steve’s Cap to anyone, these are pretty ironclad. Does anyone else know?”

I thought for a while and almost yelled out loud. Katarina and her advisor both swore they told no one.

But Maksim was in the room too… Ugh, I’m going to have to make up with them somehow, aren’t I? Need to make sure he hasn’t told anyone. And won’t.

At my dark look Nikolaj asked if everything was all right but I just waved him on to the next set.

I didn’t even dig into how AAI-backed guarantees truly worked. They are agreements with people, not magic!

Nikolaj moved on to the agreements with Ervin and Milenka, the people Uros Barno set me up with to learn my own Innate Capability and also to analyze the items we found at the torture facility and my ring.

My merchant friend moved his head around for a bit like he was debating with himself as he reviewed them on his AAI. “Why did you want me to review these agreements specifically?”

“You already said: I don’t trust Barno. Just, can you tell me if they’re standard language? Am I missing anything? It feels like there’s a gap I’m not seeing,” I replied, running my hands through my hopefully soon-to-be-fixed hair.

“I mean, look at Ervin’s, he’d have to be insane to violate it,” Nikolaj said as I brought it up in my own AAI.

[Incoming AAI-Backed Guarantee from Ervin Hasani: ‘I, Ervin Hasani, swear to provide the energy to enable you, Terry Carver, to learn your Tier 1 Innate Capability. I also swear that I will not disclose said Capability to anyone and shall not do anything to allow for the disclosure of said Capability knowingly through any actions. This guarantee lasts until my death and shall come with a 25,000 gold fine, to be paid to Terry Carver, should I break this guarantee. I also swear to immediately inform, to the best of my ability, Terry Carver should anyone else come to know his Innate Capability through my actions or inaction.’]

“Right but he still gave me this incredibly creepy leer when he found out my Cap. I almost felt an evil chuckle in his gaze.”

Nikolaj nodded. “AAI-backed guarantees, unless stated otherwise, have pretty darn steep blowback. If the AAI detects a violation, they are usually reviewed, especially if something is a bit funky, to prevent people from getting jailed for something minor or shouldn’t be in a guarantee anyway. The software that tracks the guarantees has lots of safeguards but it’s not perfect…

“I guess if he did something to you and didn’t let anyone know about your Innate Capability, he could get away with it? It would be absolutely against the spirit of the agreement so he’d be jailed at the least if someone found out but the AAI software can’t really monitor the spirit of versus the terms… But unless you are like some kind of essence fairy, I can’t see why he’d take the risk.”

I laughed a bit nervously as that described Steve better than me.

Nikolaj continued onto the next agreement. “Look at Milenka’s. This is pretty standard for enchanters identifying objects. Wait, the provision about items sold to her is a bit oddly worded. Did you pay for her to analyze them or was she looking to buy?”

[Incoming AAI-Backed Guarantee from Milenka Koleva: ‘I, Milenka Koleva, swear to analyze, to the best of my ability, any items you present to me today or in the future. I also promise not to share the abilities of any items which are not sold to me with anyone that you have not given me permission to share. These terms expire either three years from today or upon your death, whichever is sooner.’]

“Uros made the deal with them so I don’t know how they were paid. But yeah, the language has been bugging me. There are some crazy ways to get around those restrictions like having someone steal any of the items and then sell them to her for cheap. Am I being paranoid here?” I asked.

“Well, if Ervin violated his, I don’t see how he could do it and not get caught. Like he’d need to be perfect for now and into the future. I guess if he wanted to have you killed, that’s another thing but otherwise, it’s such a narrow window for acting against you. Milenka’s isn’t as bad but it’s still relatively standard. Unless they want to start a huge incident, you’re fine.”

Lastly we looked at Ratmir’s guarantee about not disclosing Steve’s Innate Capability. Nikolaj gave it the thumbs up but still looked mighty suspicious.

“What, we’re private people,” I lied.

[Incoming AAI-Backed Guarantee from Nikolaj Arpa: ‘I, Nikolaj Arpa, swear to not tell anyone you don’t authorize that there is a lot of secrecy around both your Innate Capability and the Innate Capability of your bond.’]

We spent the next twenty minutes tearing apart his guarantee – such as ‘both’ meaning that he couldn’t tell anyone about both of us but could tell people about one of us; or the use of ‘authorize’ instead of something like ‘directly approve’ as authorize can have a vague meaning, at least in English; or especially the ‘a lot’ portion as he could mention there was some degree of secrecy and still be in the clear – until we got it perfect.
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This also means the second batch of character descriptions and art are delayed until next week.

Sorry, tried out a new medication and it put me into a brain fog so bad I could barely move which then also somehow prevented me from getting any sleep. It was not a fun few days. The stuff I did write made no sense beyond being terrible so it would have been a very bad and weird direction. Will be building my backlog back up so we don't have hiccups like this again.

I try to over communicate on things like this especially as I know reading is an important aspect of a lot of people's day-to-day and missing out can disrupt that. Not trying to say my story is the most important part of your day but I realize missing deadlines and the like, especially suddenly, is a bad user experience.

Okay, I have to put stuff down to reach 500 words, per RR publishing rules, so here's the same message posted twice more.


This Chapter will self-destruct by then 😅

This also means the second batch of character descriptions and art are delayed until next week.

Sorry, tried out a new medication and it put me into a brain fog so bad I could barely move which then also somehow prevented me from getting any sleep. It was not a fun few days. The stuff I did write made no sense beyond being terrible so it would have been a very bad and weird direction. Will be building my backlog back up so we don't have hiccups like this again.

I try to over communicate on things like this especially as I know reading is an important aspect of a lot of people's day-to-day and missing out can disrupt that. Not trying to say my story is the most important part of your day but I realize missing deadlines and the like, especially suddenly, is a bad user experience.

Okay, I have to put stuff down to reach 500 words, per RR publishing rules, so here's the same message posted twice more.


This Chapter will self-destruct by then 😅

This also means the second batch of character descriptions and art are delayed until next week.

Sorry, tried out a new medication and it put me into a brain fog so bad I could barely move which then also somehow prevented me from getting any sleep. It was not a fun few days. The stuff I did write made no sense beyond being terrible so it would have been a very bad and weird direction. Will be building my backlog back up so we don't have hiccups like this again.

I try to over communicate on things like this especially as I know reading is an important aspect of a lot of people's day-to-day and missing out can disrupt that. Not trying to say my story is the most important part of your day but I realize missing deadlines and the like, especially suddenly, is a bad user experience.

Okay, I have to put stuff down to reach 500 words, per RR publishing rules, so here's the same message posted twice more.


            

    
        Chapter 36, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Mundane Animals and Cultivation

Mundane animals can cultivate. They just can’t cultivate very well. At all.

The spirit needs a level of sentience to develop essence channels – though rift bonds are the main known exception – and animals just don’t have enough intelligence to create robust channels.

You can tier an animal up – in fact, many that are involved in war and survive are a reasonably high-Tier given their proximity to deaths of Tier 3+ individuals. But they can only absorb a tiny fraction of the amount of essence a person can, meaning they gain little in terms of strength.

There were attempts to use animals as essence sponges for delves with null essence but none survived past a single kill of a rift monster and bringing tens of animals into rifts was deemed impractical. Even with allocation bracelets to direct the null essence, the beasts could only absorb a small amount before dying, meaning most of the null still went back to the delvers.

While some people try to Tier up their pets to increase their lifespans, it doesn’t really work well unfortunately.



As tired as I was post the Caravanner’s Cuisine and Chat, I still wanted to really think through everything from the last few days, to consider short to long-term plans and ambitions. Well, I didn’t really want to but knew I should and thus forced myself to go through with it.

First and foremost was the horror of the mood-altering potion – and if I was still under the effects of said long-lasting elixir. But I also wanted to reflect on the delves and if I was okay being carried through like I was helpless and/or useless. Then there was asking Jasna out but, for once, getting rejected didn’t really bother me.

Collecting Steve from Jasna didn’t feel awkward, with the woman giving me a small head nod as I stepped in to grab him. She put a finger to her lips, pointing his way. The little sugar glider was asleep on her pillow drooling slightly.

I trudged back to my room cradling him before placing him on the bed. Despite Steve being soundly asleep, I started my nightly ritual of using him as a rubber duck to talk to, something that working with programmers taught me was an effective strategy for problem solving and reasoning: just talk it out and you’ll start to see better solutions.

“Okay Steve, let’s start with the easy one first. At least re what to do. Why did I suddenly ask Jasna out? Not entirely sure but really, she’s the only single woman kind of in my age range that I’m around ever, or at least the only one not Tilda and not going near that… Do I actually like her? Was it relief at realizing the issues with some things I’ve been doing wasn’t me and wanting to do something impulsive?”

Pausing for a few seconds, I realized I was minimizing again. “Well, at least wasn’t entirely me. Can’t keep doing that…”

I sighed dramatically, not sure how I felt.

“She’s been giving me straight answers and her actual thoughts about things… Everyone else seems to put the kid gloves on at least some of the time.

“On Earth, every woman I dated, they were ‘Midwest nice’, never really willing to have the deeper talks; every relationship was both of us walking on eggshells trying to march to the white picket fence ideal, but never able to really relax around each other. That is until we hit a dealbreaker – an ‘Oh no no’ – for one of us and broke up. The one who dumped me because I didn’t like chocolate is still a bit funny though.”

I looked over and the sleepy beast, now awake even if the drooling hadn’t stopped, was giving me a glare that said get to the point.

“You’re right, it doesn’t matter. She said no so we move on and past it. But I still feel way better about being rejected than usual… So now I’m a bit concerned if I’m still under the potion.” I looked to Steve as if he’d have answers. He picked his nose instead.

“Well, I’m also concerned about the general body chemistry plus potential modifications to this body… If Cornelius is in body that is pretty much exactly the same and is a piece of shit, or as my cousin would say, ‘a right fuck nugget’…” I chuckled at remembering her favorite phrase.

The pang of homesickness was stronger than any I’d felt since my first few days on Putijama.

I walked over to start gently petting my sounding board.

“I’m just worked up that my reactions aren’t my own, ya know? Like when I had a breakdown and it was just… muted.” Steve tried to throw something at me but the bedsheet was far too unwieldy for his tiny body so he flopped off his throne of a pillow in a heap instead.

He sent a feeling down our link, this time of exasperation.

“Yeah, you’re right. I think I just have to get it over with and meet Cornelius to see, to get a sense of if Barry just made these bodies wrong.” It was already on my AAI list but I added a bit more emphasis in my mind to it.

Maybe when we sneak into Zalano?

I went over my feelings towards Barry, mostly an invective-laden tirade with Steve sleepily cheering me on. The end outcome was adding another thing to my list: have a talk with Barry too. Though I wasn’t sure if it was merely to chew him out or for some kind of revenge. When I considered the latter, Steve seemed to perk up.

Does that mean it’s what I really want or just a heightened emotion?

“Steve, my little guy, I can’t wait until you’re smart enough to actually answer. Are you going to be a therapist once we get that brain a little bigger?”

He gave an indignant squawk.

“Hey, not calling you stupid, just… you haven’t fully realized your capabilities yet.”

Looking at him again, I thought about the plan to only focus his essence into the intelligence circlet. It was clearly working but felt a bit wrong to not let him advance too.

“I’m feeling a little bad that you aren’t even Tier 1.1 yet and I’m not that far, maybe two more days like today, from Tier 1.4. I think we’ll let you start keeping more of the essence for yourself? Yeah, let’s do that for the last rift tomorrow and have Ratmir test you?”

The small plate of food I ordered via AAI – this inn accommodating the request with grace, unlike my favorite establishment in Velez – arrived and Steve and I snacked, while I continued my thinking aloud. Steve sent a feeling of joy and contentment the second he ate his first olive. My stomach rumbled at my hunger. “You’re right Steve, while the food was great, those merchants know nothing about portion size,” I laughed.

“So, revenge… I think I want it on Barry, in some form or another, but what about the other plots? Two people, maybe far more, tried to have me killed! That’s just unforgivable but is it unredeemable? I don’t want to become the psycho but it kinda feels like the world is better off if I do try to get rid of them, you know?”

Steve threw a piece of food at me and I took it as an admonishment though I think his real anger was that I didn’t try to catch it in my mouth.

“You’re right, no euphemisms, no ‘get rid of them’. I am asking that, if I have the chance, should I kill them? If they are going to come after me – after us—” I said, pointing between he and I, “—again, I think it’s probable I have to eliminate… No, again, no euphemism. I will probably have to try to kill some people. And I think I’m okay with that.”

And then I went into another ten minute talk spiral about is that me, Earth me, my body, simply the way of life on Putijama, and on and on. I looked over and Steve was asleep once more, his back to me.

“Yeah, good point. No use trying to run down and figure out every contingency now. But I have to steel myself for it. Those decisions are coming. I killed someone already but it was me or them in that moment. I’ll have to decide, and soon, if I’m prepared to kill to prevent harm. And I probably am…”

Glancing in the mirror, I was expecting to see some kind of troubled look on my face but all I saw was resolve.

“Great, now I have to decide what level of retribution I want for the other crap… Maybe we call it something else? Retribution sounds like I am going too dark, gotta keep a balance. No pushover but also not murderhobo…”

I marked down in my notes app to find someone else, maybe a group of people, to check in with a bit more often.

They really need therapists here or something? Though I don’t think you could ask a therapist on Earth if you should murder someone.

I chuckled darkly at the thought.

“Okay, net net, I need to be pushing back more when people pull shit but also think it’s smart to get a bit more backing first. You don’t go only offensive, that’s why I have a shield after all. Probably too late here for this trip but it’ll be a new condition of doing these delving trips on behalf of cities: set up meetings with local Councilors and other important people. Ugh, I think that means patching things up with Katarina and some other Councilors in Velez…” I groaned loudly.

The grumpy noise caused my bond to stir. He seemed to realize there was still some food in the room, sniffing in his sleep before his eyes shot open. He ran at the small pile I had kept on the table for myself but had just moved to rest on the bed.

I went down the rest of my mental checklist, mostly pushing for a few more breaks between trips like the one I was on as I hardly had any downtime, preparing for the shenanigans Gabor was sure to try to initiate on sneaking into Zalano to find more info on my assassination attempt – the first one; man, that is so weird to say… – and some updates to my training needs and general fighting kit.

[Task added: Get full list of spells available and price]

When I started to talk about being carried through rifts, I hemmed and hawed about not loving it but honestly, if it meant life was better for more of the people around me, that was a good enough reason to keep doing it.

Being carried meant more rifts were safe for more people quicker. It was the right call even if it did feel a bit – I wasn’t sure if emasculating was the right word but it had to do for then – to just stand there and do nothing.

I also sent the money owed to Nikolaj – redirecting what the Struva council owed me – for our initial investments in getting our debit card prototype finished. 22.5 gold out the door.

Lastly I spent a few minutes trying to figure out how I’d renegotiate the contract with the rest of my delving team – knowing I’d have to sit down with Vidas to do it – about the new type of delve. It didn’t make sense for the team to get 60% of the value for a delve where they literally sat outside the entire time but it also wasn’t fair to get nothing for a few reasons, at least in my mind.

I thought I could probably take 100% share but it wouldn’t show the genuine appreciation I had for the team, excluding Vidas of course.

I waffled, finally putting out two hands for Steve to select from as what I’d offer. One was 10% and the other was 20%. I thought the 10% felt a bit like a slap in the face but it still gave them money for doing nothing other than waiting outside a rift for a few hours.

Steve tried to grab both treats at once but I think he sensed through our bond which one I was leaning towards and picked the 20%. I quickly followed up with the food from the other hand and then gave him a quick snuggling session before finishing my AAI updates and going to sleep.

***

“New look,” Romie said as I approached the table where the rest of my delve team sat.

I looked around and then pointed at myself, confused.

“Terry, your hair is bright pink,” Pavel said. “That is new unless I am even more unobservant of hair and fashion than Inara claims.”

His fiancée elbowed him in the side to his chuckles.

I groaned. “I met a merchant who said they could fix my hair problem – my scalp has some kind of enchantment on it to keep my hair as is. So I put on the elixir they sent over this morning. If it was a prank, it’s kind of a stupid one… I can just shave it off and I won’t really be pleased with him.”

“Boo, I like it. It’s festive!” Inara said loudly, drawing attention to us. A few people gave me funny looks but most seemed to just gloss over it.

I guess I have seen a few other colors of hair here than on Earth and some seem natural?

“Anyway, here’s the itinerary for the day,” Pavel said, sending over our delve schedule.

We had four total rifts for the day with the third rift needing two consecutive delves. We could choose not to do the last, per our contract, if we wanted.

The first rift was a repeat delve of the giant tortoise rift had been carried through the day before. While it would be harder for my team than the specialized group, it still needed doing and was good training.

The second delve was a carry, doing the rock golem rift again to get its essence down enough to be safe for a broader group of delvers.

After that, we had an incredibly interesting rift but not a challenging one. I was there to only essence filter for a living forest delve.

To ‘win’, people had to kill all the trees in the rift. While it wasn’t hard, the big issue was economics. No higher-Tier delvers were willing to go in for the pittance offered and the laborers sent in to chop down the trees – the wood was incredibly useful to the local economy if not all that valuable if sold – couldn’t handle almost any null essence. So, I would actually run it back-to-back with a group of 100 loggers.

My job was to stand around while 100 people did all the work. While the rift rarely gave a good reward, getting the null essence levels down to where the laborers could do it without me was still something the less fortunate in the area needed done.

The final delve was set to be pretty uninteresting. Inara called it ‘a standard-ass rift’ with the enemies being bears with no extra bells and whistles. The rift boss was just a slightly bigger bear.

After going through the itinerary together as well as our team strategy for the first rift, Pavel sent me the updated value for the 73 bolts of cloth we’d received in the fourth rift of the previous day; they went for seven silvers each, netting us about two and half gold after taxes with one gold to me – and to Steve, he helpfully reminded me from my shoulder with a bat to the ear.

Pavel also had an appraisal on the null-affinity essence stone at eight gold. I had a ROFR – right of first refusal – meaning I could buy it at the appraised price before anyone else. I quickly did so, bringing me back to relatively low in the personal funds department again.

The previous night I paid off the 22.5 gold I owed Nikolaj for 50% of the debit card software and prototype development costs. My cut of the delving over the previous two days was 30.5 – pending the sale of what Inara was calling ‘the poopless wonder’ natural treasure – so that exact same amount flowing out was painful.

Need to build up that nest egg. Can’t be playing things so close. What if I get hurt and need healing, will I ever get out of the debt?

As my mind raced with worry, so did the team towards the first rift of the day.

***

We met the city official at the rift distortion, grabbed the multitude of spatial bags from them for the giant tortoise corpses, and headed in.

The general strategy for fighting the tortoises – if you didn’t have a series of spells and fighting styles that rendered them essentially useless – was to distract the head while immobilizing the feet and then crack the shells from behind. It wasn’t as easy as it sounded: the jaws could easily crush through most Tier 1 mundane armor and their heads somehow didn’t entirely obey physics, able to change direction much more quickly than should be possible, like they had multiple hinges in their necks.

With dual enchanted shield wielders between Pavel and I, plus Inara’s spell [Restricting Vines], we had a relatively good strategy. Romie would open up with some arrow shots – though the chance of getting a hit was low as the monsters moved their heads around seemingly randomly and had a thick membrane they deployed over their eyes once they sensed danger – and then either Pavel or I would distract the head, defending for our lives.

Meanwhile, the rest of the team would move to disable their legs. Once they were immobile, they were easy to kill, even if it took a lot of effort to do so.

Pavel’s first time on defense went great.

Mine did not.

The rift could take a few forms but today’s featured an endless series of deep ponds within a lush forest, the roots and trunks alike hiding what could be around the corner. The tortoises were spread throughout, often in the ponds themselves but also camouflaged well to match the moss-covered bark of the trees. While it wasn’t the most effective at hiding them, you could miss one if you weren’t looking.

It started out well enough as the massive rift beast rose from a pond after a I threw a rock in. Though Romie’s shot plunked harmlessly off its eye membrane, the beast’s surprisingly fast charge was slowed by my positioning, a pair of trees blocking its way, and Inara’s cast of [Restricting Vines].

Lowering its head and letting out a surprisingly high pitched yell, the tortoise impacted my shield with a huge amount of force. The root I was using to brace myself snapped, causing me to fall backwards as the tortoise again tried to use its massive, sharp-beaked face to create a new hole or two in my body.

I rolled out of the way as best I could, calling for backup.

Pavel and Inara were out of position, as the two trees I so cleverly positioned to slow the tortoise down were now blocking their way to get to me quickly.

I’m on my own for now. What do I need to do?

Usually, I’d go for the hard hit but it felt like the wrong call. My shield was just to my left so I quickly half rolled to my right in a feint, eliciting a smashing strike from the beast’s sharp beak like I wanted as I rolled back the other way towards my shield.

Order of operations has to be perfect here.

I threw, spun, kicked, then kipped.

The thick glob of mud stuck to the monster’s eye membrane with a splorch. While out of its sight, I spun my left leg under my shield, flinging it into the air with a kick, then kipped up myself to regain my footing and catching the shield.

I wanted to bask in my action hero moment. I’ll do that later.

I couldn’t sling the shield on my arm in time for a proper block so I merely grabbed the sides and put my body behind my trusty protection as another beak slam rained down on me.

FUCK, that hurt.

While it didn’t break anything, it sure bruised everything.

The beast bellowed an angry cry as Pavel rushed in to add his shield to the mix. I recovered enough to see him bait a strike with his spear.

I quickly drew my morningstar and, once the head recoiled slightly from hitting Pavel’s shield, I smashed as hard as I could onto its skull. The heaviness enchantment added just that much extra oomph and I heard a sharp crack.

The eyes, those furious eyes, slowly faded to glassy as it died.

“Damn! Nice shot! Could have just done that the first time and saved us the trouble,” Inara snarked as she brushed some dirt and debris off my back.

“Har, har. Thanks for the save Pavel. Maybe trapping off my backup isn’t a great idea…”

“So, uh, want to tell us what happened?” Pavel asked tentatively.

“Relied on a root, like the guides said, for leverage. It snapped,” I replied simply.

“Oof, yeah. You did a great job to recover then, these things are no joke. Maybe I should just take head duty for the rest of the rift?” Pavel suggested. At seeing Inara’s face, he softly continued, “Not the time for a saucy joke.”

She battled her face back to being serious. “Yeah, fair. I guess it’s time to circle up and reevaluate strategy.”

After a fifteen minute discussion, we basically decided to continue as we were, though with a bit more thought around specific backup. It was a freak accident and I responded well but felt like a dumb risk to continue exactly as we were.

The final fight was a lot tougher than any of the others but it was on root-covered stone in a large plaza surrounded by crumbling pillars, making footing far more sure.

The rift boss’ command of wind magic was actually a detriment to itself in our battle. Romie was able to keep it distracted with arrows that it pushed away, lest one be magical and land. With one teammate always occupying at least part of its focus, we had a nice advantage.

The water spouts the rift boss shot from its front feet were strong but more served to wash the muck off me than do any damage.

Pavel and I tried to keep its head busy while Inara slowly – oh so slowly – whittled down its back legs. Once it was far less able to use its devastating stomp attack given the back legs couldn’t support its weight, we started to work on one front leg at a time.

Down to a single working leg, we battled back and forth blocking hits but not doing much damage to weaken its body ourselves.

“Terry, blow out the butthole!” Inara finally yelled, taking on distracting if not damaging duty with her betrothed.

I ran around and started to absolutely smash near its tail, repeatedly using the heaviness enchantment to crack the back of its shell and slowly try to make it bleed to death from behind.

Luckily, it was only about 30 seconds before I heard a piteous moan and saw it stop moving. I swung twice more for good measure before I felt the swell of essence – always finish the job.

Coming around to the front, Pavel looked to his wife-to-be who gave him puppy dog eyes. He relented quickly. “Okay, now is the time for bad jokes.”

She fired fifteen off over the next few minutes, some about my earlier escape but most related to butts, as we cleaned up and headed for the rift exit.

            

    
        Chapter 36, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Before we took off to the second delve – the rock golem rift from our first day where I’d be carried through again – our attaché for the day helped show us the pretty cool effects of the rope we received as a reward. It was a common drop from the rift.

It could extend and contract at will with just a bit of mana and was nigh on indestructible, making it useful in general if not that often specifically in delving. The fifteen gold valuation somehow felt both too high and too low but the team assured me it was fair.

When we arrived at the rock golem rift, there were nine people waiting for us, two who were very much not welcome.

Councilor Stavros Klimas was standing there in resplendent robes of bright greens and blues, looking even more smug than when we’d dealt with him on the first day. There was a woman with him who looked vaguely familiar though I couldn’t place why. Her bright green hair and matching eyes certainly were interesting, but at the moment, the face she was making made it impossible to think anything but bad thoughts about her. It was like she smelled burning pig shit that was also insulting her family lineage.

As we approached, I sent off a quick AAI message to the team that I’d take point.

“And to what do we owe this… pleasure Councilor?” I asked, walking up to the pair. “We are here to clear rifts and you don’t seem dressed for it. So, let’s just not do this and then we’ll be out of your hair and the area of your fair city that much sooner.”

“Ha, you’re one to talk about hair. Look at that ridiculous mop atop your head. But no, we are here to discuss terms as the ones negotiated are not fair to our incredible delvers here.” Stavros smirked like he just made a winning argument. The woman looked on with admiration. The delving teams looked perturbed.

“The terms are fine and we’ll be heading in. Teams, let’s go,” I said with a wave, heading for the rift distortion.

“Belay that order on behalf of the Council of Struva!” he barked. The teams looked confused and concerned, which I fully understood. I sent off a quick AAI message to Councilor Zita Bartko as I pulled Stavros to the side, trying to end things amicably and calm the nerves of the people who would be protecting me.

“The agreements are in place, I don’t get what you’re trying to do here. What is your actual goal? Do you not want me to delve? If so, we can all head home, I’m fine with that.” I knew it would be worse for the city but I also was tired enough that heading back early didn’t sound terrible.

“Yes, please do, that will invalidate the contract and everything you’ve ‘earned’—” he did air quotes to signify it was anything but earned in his mind, “—will rightfully revert to the people of Struva. See Raisa, they aren’t the solution to Chazin Mark’s problems either. They don’t know how to speak to their betters. Maybe that other team from Velez isn’t this bad but I think they are probably all tainted.” He mocked spitting to the side dramatically.

The woman – presumably Raisa – nodded. “Yes, my uncle has had dealings with this one. His assessment wasn’t quite as harsh but I’ll be having words with him to keep better company.”

I rolled my eyes. “Great, enough grandstanding. What do you want? We need to head in to keep on schedule and this is pointless.” I indicated towards the teams waiting to head into the rift. “You were complaining they are paid by the hour two days ago, aren’t you wasting city resources?”

“No, you are,” he replied with a smile.

“How?” I asked, absolutely floored.

“By not delving right now,” he responded with a smile.

I blinked at least seven times trying to figure out how to deal with a petulant moron without it causing issues for the other delvers. I was already protected from him per my conversations with his fellow Councilor Zita Bartko.

Our official escort for the day approached. “Um, excuse me sirs, there is an official order from the Council to allow the teams into the rift with all due haste. The team for the third rift is heading out and they are 100 people strong. They are also paid by the hour.”

“That can’t be, I’m on the Council and…” Stavros looked to me, extremely pissed.

I shrugged and didn’t feel like arguing with a brick wall so I turned, forwarded the AAI message that contained the order to all present, and we headed for the rift distortion.

“Stavros, if you’re still here by the time we exit, I’ll consider it breach of contract and we’ll go home. Sending the same to the Council,” I said as I walked into the distortion before he could retort, my protection team hot on my heels.

***

As per usual with the carry teams, the rift went quickly and smoothly. The clear team thought they discovered a few magical resources but it turned out to just be slightly mana-enhanced rock, not worth the effort to dig out.

45 minutes later, the rift reward of a magically enhanced gem in hand, we exited.

Of course.

Stavros was there, looking smug. I sent a quick AAI message to my team and, just as I suspected, he lectured them the whole time we were inside. Or at least tried to – they turned off most of their hearing through their AAI and played a card game with each other through said brain chips. They didn’t trust Stavros so they sat in a triangle with their backs to each other just so they could at least see any threats coming.

I sent a quick picture to Councilor Zita Bartko with an explanation that the contract for our last few delves for that day was void and we’d be heading home. She asked that I please wait and give her fifteen minutes to show up.

She was there in twelve with two burly people – a man and a woman – I figured were guards or similar as well as two other people that I thought might be Councilors from the matching pins they had with Zita.

The Councilor took a few seconds to compose herself then simply nodded to her larger escorts. Both grabbed an arm of Stavros and started jogging back to the city without saying a word. His annoying companion Raisa followed after them, shouting rather obscene things, while the Councilor himself seemed stunned into silence. Then I barely made out his lips moving but no sound coming out.

Ha, probably a skill. I don’t think that man has been silent on purpose for any length of time in his life…

I laughed but said, “Thanks for the show but I said if he was still here when I emerged, we’re out. He was and we are. And I won’t be coming back. I’ll also be recommending the teams that work with me – the Tier 2 and Tier 3 teams coming over the next few weeks – cancel their contracts too. Working conditions matter.”

The two other Councilors started to talk simultaneously but Zita held up her hand. She gave me a thin smile. “Let’s chat.” She indicated a space far away from anyone else.

Before they could try to follow, Zita called the other Councilors off. “This is a private, merchant-to-merchant conversation. Oh, and please send those people back to the city, they look nervous. I am suggesting a 20% hardship bonus, please put it through to the Council for approval. I vote in favor of course.”

The delve teams looked grateful and started heading back to Struva.

Off a good distance from everyone else, Zita and I went back and forth, negotiating for fifteen more minutes before coming to a deal: our taxes would be cut to nothing for the rest of this trip. On the next two delves, when I wouldn’t be with The Order, the city still got a 50% cut of the reward value but that was it. We’d get 100% of the value of the item for the last delve when it was with my team.

In addition, on a future trip, we could remove the tax burden from one delve after we knew the value of the rift reward if we completed at least ten delves in that trip.

I pressed on the obvious way they could screw us there: a guarantee of a request for us to delve ten or more times on a single trip in Tier 1 rifts in the next six months using generally the same terms. She laughed heartily at the idea of trying to be so miserly and easily agreed with a quick congratulations of a nice catch on my part.

Lastly, we discussed the possibility of finding something valuable in the rift I’d be carried through – in a sense – two times in the next few hours if we stayed. There were a lot of contingencies but we finally agreed on a simple framework: since the delve would include 100 people, it wouldn’t be fair if I found a natural treasure or something of significant value to only get one percent of the value – I had only gotten one eighth the value for the magical ore I found the first day.

So if I was the one who found something, we would get 50% of the value and the rest of the people in the ‘delve’ – it was hard to call it a real delve when it was just people chopping down trees – would get made whole at a full one percent of the value. If someone else found something valuable, we would get 25% of the value up to a cap. I started with the cap at twenty gold, she started at five. Zita pushed and pushed but we ended up on thirteen.

“Ha, you really are a pain in the ass in the best possible way. And yes, I’ll tell Nikolaj you won and that we didn’t meet in the middle on the last point. Now, care to explain the hair?” Zita said with a smile as I headed back to my team.

She burst out laughing at finding out it was Oleg. “Yeah, knowing Oleg, even if it’s a legitimate potion, it didn’t have to turn your hair pink.” She was still chuckling as she headed back to the city and we started running to the next rift.

***

While some of the delves I was carried through had been anti-climactic, those seemed like heart-pounding adventures compared to my next two hours. The most exciting part was my pink hair slowly falling out, slightly alarming a few people.

The forest we had to ‘kill’ was simply that, a forest. No beasts, no puzzles, no surprises. To clear the rift, you had to chop down every tree and that was it.

The wood was taken by cart to the entrance and tossed out by a specialized machine. At all times, it was powered by five people using their mana and everyone switched at least once to powering it.

Once the last tree fell, the first rift reward distortion dropped what I thought was a normal stick, a bit less than three feet (1m) in length.

Laughing slightly, I asked to see it.

Steve sent me a desire to hold it so I obliged. Immediately, he was trying to wave it around but it was far too big for him. Still, he sent me a feeling of desire deeper than any he had before, even for his favorite foods.

I promised, as best as I could, that I’d look into buying it.

The next trip through was less efficient as the crew was clearly not used to a double shift.

People were bottoming out on mana and their physical stamina was low, especially as, while most people on the ‘delve’ were Tier 1.2 to 1.4, pretty much all of them had also donated a lot of their essence so they weren’t that much stronger than a freshly Ignited person.

The second time through, the reward was a moderately sized hunk of platinum. While it wasn’t actually the one hundred to one value ratio of gold coins to platinum coins, it was still worth a good amount and we only had to pay 50% to the city as their cut.

The stick it turned out was not an unusual reward, though the length was. Often used for creating martial weapons, usually bo staffs, it was valued at only five gold because it was so short. I picked it up for Steve even if he probably couldn’t use it for quite some time, if ever.

The platinum was worth 45 gold so 22.5 went to The Order and nine of that went to me personally.

Our trip ended on more of a whimper than a bang excitement wise as we fought through a rift in a sparse forest populated with bears. There wasn’t any major trick to taking them down, just solid defending and whittling them down. Plus, they only ever came one at a time. Romie used them for good target practice and we all managed to hone our skills just that bit more on the tough but simple creatures.

The reward seemed to follow the challenge and we received a small lump of gold worth two and a half gold coins.

For that rift, I had Steve allow more of the null essence he was receiving to flow into his cores rather than the circlet. After constantly trying to check on him mentally, he eventually just numbed our connection until I opened three of his treat compartments.

He seemed completely fine of course.

Despite a lackluster ending, overall it was an incredibly successful trip monetarily, netting our team exactly 125 gold coins and myself 50, though I paid 35.5 gold out in total, 22.5 to Nikolaj, eight for the null essence stone, and five for Steve’s new magic stick.

We headed back to Velez, once again on the ultra-fast horses, courtesy of Councilor Zita, with Jasna and Nikolaj riding alongside us.

***

Notes App

AAI Accounting for ‘The Struva Delves’ Trip #1:


Day One:

First Rift:

Enemy: Combination armadillo-hedgehog

Who: The Order

Reward: three qi stones

Total Value: 31.5 gold – 30 gold for rift reward (taxed at 50% = 15), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 16.5 gold in total; Terry = 6.6 gold

Running Total: The Order = 16.5 gold in total; Terry = 6.6 gold


Second Rift:

Enemy: Giant tortoises

Who: Struva-provided clear and protection teams

Reward: four large chunks of gold; magical ore discovered as well

Total Value: 61.5 gold – 20 gold for rift reward (50% to clear and protection team + taxed at 50% = 5), 40 gold for magical ore discovered (12.5% or one eighth cut based on number of people in the rift = 5), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 11.5 gold in total; Terry = 4.6 gold

Running Total: The Order = 28 gold in total; Terry = 11.2 gold


Third Rift:

Enemy: Floating squid monsters

Who: The Order

Reward: bottle of blue slime (alchemy ingredient)

Total Value: 1.5 gold – blue slime valued at zero, given to team, 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 1.5 gold in total; Terry = 0.6 gold

Running Total: The Order = 18 gold in total; Terry = 11.8 gold


Day Two:

First Rift:

Enemy: Rock golems

Who: The Order

Reward: a natural treasure that makes it so you don’t need to go to the bathroom

Total Value: 1.5 gold – To be determined for rift reward (taxed at 50% = TBD), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 1.5 gold in total; Terry = 0.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 31 gold in total; Terry = 12.4 gold


Second Rift:

Enemy: Goblins

Who: Struva-provided clear and protection teams

Reward: Enchanted dagger

Total Value: 41.5 gold – 40 gold for rift reward (50% to clear and protection team + taxed at 50% = 10), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 11.5 gold in total; Terry = 4.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 42.5 gold in total; Terry = 17 gold


Third Rift:

Enemy: Combination armadillo-hedgehog (again)

Who: Struva-provided clear and protection teams

Reward: chunk of Palladium

Total Value: 81.5 gold – 80 gold for rift reward (50% to clear and protection team + taxed at 50% = 20), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 21.5 gold in total; Terry = 8.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 64 gold in total; Terry = 25.6 gold


Fourth Rift:

Enemy: Flying spiders

Who: The Order

Reward: 73 bolts of mundane cloth (birds of paradise print)

Total Value: 6.5 gold – 5 gold for rift reward (taxed at 50% = 2.5), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 4 gold in total; Terry = 1.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 68 gold in total; Terry = 27.2 gold


Fifth Rift (Dungeon):

Enemy: Undead (skeletons, zombies/ghouls, ghosts, lich)

Who: Struva-provided clear and protection teams

Reward: null-affinity essence stone (Terry) and cheese cubes (Steve)

Total Value: 9.5 gold – 8 gold (taxed at 50% = 4), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Special value note: as all delvers to a dungeon get a reward, only the individual reward is taxed; cheese cubes were not assigned a value

Rift Value Received: The Order = 5.5 gold in total; Terry = 2.2 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 73.5 gold in total; Terry = 29.4 gold


Sixth Rift:

Enemy: Puzzle rift (spiders, beetles, harpies, etc.)

Who: The Order

Reward: small lump of gold

Total Value: 4 gold – 2.5 gold for rift reward (taxed at 50% = 1.25), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 2.75 gold in total; Terry = 1.1 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 76.25 gold in total; Terry = 30.5 gold


Day Three

First Rift:

Enemy: Giant tortoises (again)

Who: The Order

Reward: Magical rope

Total Value: 16.5 gold – 15 gold for rift reward (taxed at 50% = 7.5), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 9 gold in total; Terry = 3.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 85.25 gold in total; Terry = 34.1 gold


Second Rift:

Enemy: Rock golems (again)

Who: Struva-provided clear and protection teams

Reward: Magically enhanced gem

Total Value: 26.5 gold – 25 gold for rift reward (50% to clear and protection team + taxed at 50% = 6.25), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 7.75 gold in total; Terry = 3.1 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 93 gold in total; Terry = 37.2 gold


Third Rift (First Run):

Enemy: Normal trees

Who: Struva-provided clear and protection teams

Reward: Enchanted stick

Total Value: 6.5 gold – 5 gold for rift reward (50% to clear and protection team + taxed at 0% = 2.5), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 4 gold in total; Terry = 1.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 97 gold in total; Terry = 38.8 gold


Third Rift (Second Run):

Enemy: Normal trees

Who: Struva-provided clear and protection teams

Reward: Small bit of platinum

Total Value: 46.5 gold – 45 gold for rift reward (50% to clear and protection team + taxed at 0% = 22.5), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 24 gold in total; Terry = 9.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 121 gold in total; Terry = 48.4 gold


Fourth Rift:

Enemy: Bears

Who: The Order

Reward: Small chunk of gold

Total Value: 4 gold – 2.5 gold for rift reward (taxed at 0% = 2.5), 1.5 gold for delve fee

Rift Value Received: The Order = 4 gold in total; Terry = 1.6 gold

Running Total (all days): The Order = 125 gold in total; Terry = 50 gold




***

Notes App

Top-Level Priorities:


Priority #1: Personal and Steve safety – no real update

Tasks:

#0 Continue with Steve healing – treatments #2 and #3

#1 Continue to get stronger and harder to kill – pick up armor

(New) #2 Get AAI guarantee from Maksim about disclosure of Steve’s Innate Capability

#3 More training, especially against human opponents

(New) #4 Start pushing back far more on people who mess with us – develop a reputation as someone not to mess with

#5 Develop code phrases with everyone to prevent imposters

(New) #6 Get full list of available spells and start to plan out kit

#7 Get more potions

#8 Prevent future assassination attempts

Sub tasks:

#1 Get into Zalano to speak with Dorota Prendi – pair with Gabor on his plan

#2 Obtain more info on the Church of Unullification – pair with ??? Aleksandra Podlipa?


Priority #2 (from #3): Figure out Barry issues

Tasks:

#1 Wait on Jasna’s friend

#1 Start to figure out who Barry interacted with and get more info on him and his exploits – Stannis? Tilda?

#2 Finally talk with Cornelius

#3 Talk with Barry himself, figure out if I want revenge or to just chew him out


Priority #3 (from #2): Prevent shackles – golden or otherwise

Tasks:

#1 Develop relationships with other cities – make it a political problem to shackle me

Sub task:

(New) #1 Require introductions to city Councilors and other important people on any delving trips to other cities

(New) #2 Prior to trips, get an ‘asshole’ list from someone I trust to head them off before we have to deal with them (see Stavros Klimas)

#2 Repair fractured relationships and reputation with Zalano (and Pitola?) – find who to partner with

#3 Continue to balance between reasonable and building out power base – no trying to beat everyone into submission; more contracts-based wins

#4 Build out financial services in other cities that need it to spread out power base


Everything Else:

(New) Start to build up better nest egg for numerous purposes

(New) Renegotiate agreements with team (The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider) relative to delves where I’m carried through and they aren’t involved

(New) Weekly chat therapy-style sessions with someone? Tiesa, Gabor, Jasna, Vana, Risto, etc?

Figure out essence allocation to be able to absorb more essence quickly

Investigate more on what is causing null essence in rifts and dungeons – either all essence or just concentration – to spike

Find a place to deploy Gabby as an actual dungeon

Decide relationship direction with Katarina Illeva

Purchase new backup weapons

Figure out build changes and which spells to take

HAIRCUT

Additional testing with Ratmir and Steve re Steve’s intelligence circlet

Pay back Nikolaj 22.5 gold (due soon), Tiesa 88.5 gold, and Jasna 84.9 gold

Secure potion supply outside of Velez Council + agreements

Figure out who on the Council tried to pull some shit re getting Goran as one of the dual affinity cultivators

Get far deeper on AAI guarantees and contract agreements with Nikolaj

Self-reflect on why I’ve been so trusting

Talk to Tiesa about asking Jasna out?




            

    
        Chapter 36.5 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Foreword from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On the Utter Bullshit of Restricted Markets

There are some markets in The Kingdom of Verdant Earth where you need special permission to sell goods or services. Most of these are related to delving and food as buying something subpar in either could get you badly hurt or killed.

Unfortunately, that extends to amazingly written guides from ‘unknown sources’. Just read the damn thing! It’s better than anything on the market!

Yes, this includes The Delver’s Delight. Well, at least the sample. It was useless!

It totally makes sense that food is regulated. Delving goods too – you can’t have people going into rifts with subpar gear or crap potions.

But eloquent and amazingly insightful… insights… into the world at large and the very heart and soul of delving? How can someone restrict that?

Unfortunately, that means, for now, this guide will only be available in English. And that autotranslated copy into some MM language. But let’s pretend that one doesn’t exist…



Upon arriving in Velez, despite the late afternoon hour, I sent a message requesting an audience to Lurka, the Council’s extremely tall protocol officer. His reply was polite but I could sense the nervous energy underlying the words – I had caused some issues before with a similar impromptu meeting.

I met with him for about fifteen minutes before being let in to the main chambers. His mood was brightened significantly by my remembering his love of both chocolate and cheese as I stopped at a few shops along the way. He ate them together in one bite to my mild dismay.

My main two goals were to inform the Council I’d be taking a few day break – making clear I was informing rather than asking for permission – and to lay out my new terms for doing any larger series of city-sponsored delves, like I’d completed mere hours before in Struva.

As it was a routine day, not open to the public and with no scheduled petitioners, only three Councilors were in attendance and in informal attire. I was quite glad at which three it was.

Every day, the Council had a few people on emergency duty should something urgent come up – as happened when my team was assigned the delve where Steve got hurt – and to make progress on a number of smaller initiatives so actual votes flowed more smoothly. It was far easier to make a decision when someone you trusted – at least to do a good job in information gathering and summation – provided you a packet on the topic.

There was Katarina Illeva, my former friend who I probably needed to patch things up with, shooting me an encouraging smile.

Aleksandra Podlipa, a potential new ally, especially in fighting the Church of Unullification, seemed to be weighing her own reaction, keeping a neutral face.

Finally, Uros Barno, the slimy man who had done essentially nothing but treat me well, at least as far as I could tell. He had a smile so predatory, it sent a million thoughts and worries running through my head.

Katarina clapped her hands. “Ah, our intrepid delver, returned from his first delve-plomatic mission. Nope, that doesn’t work,” she laughed. “But yes, we got the positive news from the Struva Council, Zita Bartko was rather complimentary of your work. Now, what’s this about changing our terms suddenly?”

Nodding, I began my talking points. “Yes, it was rather successful in a number of ways so thank you to the Council for setting it up. In most regards, it went smoothly.”

Uros chuckled darkly. “Yes, I heard about your run-ins with the Councilors of not just one but two cities. Impressive.” Rolling my eyes and preparing to defend myself, he continued. “I see you have one item to ‘inform’ the Council of and another to put in front of us for further discussion. We’re just wrapping up so please, let’s save the bullshit or speeches, my chef is preparing a wonderful meal that I want to enjoy fresh out of the oven.”

Slightly surprised, I stepped forward to be a bit less formal. Lurka gasped, though quietly, and I realized I crossed the line – an actual physical line petitioners were not supposed to step past. All three Councilors smiled at Lurka and I got the sense he received three AAI messages saying it was clearly okay.

“Yes, I need a break. I have had maybe two total days off since I arrived here. So, I am informing you I will be taking the next three days off.”

“You don’t dictate the terms here, Terry,” Aleksandra said, though there was something in her voice I found odd.

“In this case, I do. I won’t—"

“All in favor?” Katarina said, cutting me off and raising her hand. The other two quickly followed suit. “Granted. We shall also be scheduling some R&R time any time you do more than say twelve delves on one of your city contracts. Let’s be clear, twelve or greater. Sound good?”

I nodded and she pressed forward. “Now, there was a renegotiation of terms you also wanted to discuss? I cannot pass such a new agreement without full Council consideration but… I may be able to put it in the best light, so to speak.” She gave me a knowing smile.

Well, this is going about twenty times better than expected.

“Yes, thank you. Much appreciated.” I gave a little bow and then realized that probably wasn’t the right move as Lurka shook his head slightly in my peripheral vision.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #46: When someone does you a solid, whether you are on shaky grounds with them or not, acknowledge it. There’s no reason to be mean or petulant just because of any current tension in your relationship with them. Being the bigger person can go a long ways towards repairing relationships.

Plowing ahead while ignoring the man, I said, “So, I would like to start meeting with what I’ll simply call ‘important people’ when I am on these delving trips. That should be a mix of political figures, merchants and shopkeepers, and just generally people with influence. I can’t tell you exactly who because I have no idea who is important, especially city-by-city, but I think you understand the gist.”

It wasn’t the best explanation I’d come up with but I had a small enforcement mechanism. “If I run into something like what happened on my first day in Struva – and again on the third day,” I said, referring to dealing with Stavros Klimas, “I won’t be returning to that city for six months, agreements be damned.”

This is where I see how much pull I have. It is probably the most likely place for a bit where they might decide to clap me in chains…

Aleksandra nodded. “Not of your own making. That’s the key clause. If you get yourself in trouble, if you anger the wrong people, that is not on this Council. If needed, we will review AAI footage so do record more often. We won’t allow other cities to treat you unfairly if you did nothing wrong. But that also means you don’t have a free pass to do as you please.”

“Fair,” I replied, as it was certainly a reasonable stipulation.

“Does that mean you won’t be returning to Struva? I know Zita was slightly concerned you threatened to pull your teams out of delving there,” Katarina said, putting a hand to her chin as if thinking.

I made sure to inject a slight warning tone into my voice as I said, “I didn’t. I threatened to tell the teams they shouldn’t go there. I don’t command them, as we discussed. That’s a key part of our existing agreement.”

“That it is. Okay, well, I think we’ll see what concessions our broader Council will want in exchange. Normally, formal introductions to, as you called them, ‘important people’ would be a very large ask. However, half the in-process contracts I’ve seen almost require the meetings with you anyway. This probably relieves some headaches on our end,” Katarina said with a big smile.

“Katarina, do not give up our negotiating leverage so easily,” Aleksandra admonished, her tone very heavy but she failed to keep the creeping smile from her face.

Uros chuckled. “Our recordings of this conversation may be reviewed, hence we need to pretend to be neutral,” he explained. “I don’t really care. This is a win-win, so we’ll get it done. Thank you Terry, enjoy your time off.” He made a shooing motion which felt excessive but still released me for the rest of the day.

I had a nice home-cooked meal at Risto’s, just the two of us talking before he took me to the training yard to go over a bit of the footage from my recent delves. He didn’t work me too hard, which I sincerely appreciated.

***

As I walked into the inn, Vana lit up like a grandma seeing her favorite grandchild for the first time all year at Christmas.

“So good to have my least favorite customer back!” she bellowed to laughs from the patrons speckled throughout the common room. I handed Steve over to her with an eyeroll and she headed over to where she kept some food ready to hand off to hungry customers.

“So, did you have a fun trip?” the innkeeper, this time dressed like she should be leading the dance team at an NBA game, asked. She was preparing two trays after sticking Steve down her top to free up her hands. His head popped up and then went to the side, falling asleep immediately.

“Uh, is that uncomfortable?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Not an option for you!” she shouted with a laugh. I rolled my eyes. “So, I want to hear all about it, how did this trip go?”

I explained most of what had happened, leaving out some of the more sensitive parts, but still mentioned finding the lab where I’d been ‘born’, meeting with merchants including the weird eight-course meal, and the run-ins with the local Council.

“Oh yeah, love Zita. In my younger days, I fought with her over a man. I got him first but she got him to the last,” she said with a fond smile. “Fun time but he was right to marry her, he and I would have been an awful pairing. Anyway, I called in Elda so after you eat and bathe – yes, non-negotiable – we’re going to head to my place.” She gave me a saucy wink and huge sway of her hips.

I can see why she and Gabby get along so well. Will be good to talk with the dungeon again. I have an essence stone but don’t think she’ll want a null affinity one…

Half an hour later and much cleaner, I arrived at Vana’s just as she let Jasna in.

Before we could start, Gabby made trumpet noises, something I was beginning to realize she’d always do despite no one else but me really understanding it.

“I present to you, the most complete and amazing guide ever known to man, here on Putijama, on Earth, anywhere!” she exclaimed.

[Incoming AAI Message from The Lady Princess Gabriela The Never Delved XVII, The First of Her Name, The Destroyer of Dreams and Delights, The Defeater of Delvers: File]

Slightly wary but still trusting her enough to risk a virus, I opened the attachment.

The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition

I looked to my two female companions; both seemed more confused than I was. Jasna responded first. “Gabby, this is just gibberish.”

The dungeon laughed in my head. “Oh shoot, hold on, wrong file. Must have labeled them… yup. Damn Terry, I thought that was a joke memory, proper file management actually is a massive pain!”

Vana’s eyes started going wider and wider. “Wait, did you put together your own delving and cultivation guide?” she asked, amazed. “Damn, I would have killed – hopefully not literally but maybe – for this when I was a fresh Tier 1.0. What are you going to do with this? It could cause some trouble…”

“I already tried to list it – the Verdantese version first – on an online marketplace but… while I can access the general Planet Web, I can’t register myself. I tried. And selling any delver guides is pretty heavily restricted. Right now, I can only sell the non-Verdantese versions.” She sighed dramatically like she was hamming it up but I felt honest sadness from her.

I get it. She doesn’t want just the rich to have access to information.

“I was able to do a pretty poorly translated guide in a language they use in some parts of The Monetary Might Kingdom but… it’s only sold about 50 copies. And the English one is at zero…” she said with a sniffle I thought was only half fake.

“Hey, thanks for doing this, it will be immensely helpful for me,” I said, putting my hand on the core and trying to pulse happy thoughts.

“This pervert is getting handsy!” she yelled with a laugh.

In a far quieter tone through a message I could tell was only sent to me, she said, “…we’re kinda in this together. At least I am with you, somehow. I know you were mad you didn’t get good information when you came here. And everything people share with you is a bit disjointed, no one sure what to tell you since it’s assumed knowledge… I thought you could use a break.”

“I get it,” I said with a smile. “Thanks.”

She went on to sass the three of us for a few more minutes before I brought things back on track.

“So, do we have anything else for Gabby? Where we might deploy her?” I asked.

Jasna gave her update – essentially nothing good near Struva, they were too aware of any rifts around there and a new dungeon popping up would mean that a Tier 1 rift had been undetected and broke which would cause a ton of scrutiny. We all thought it was too risky.

Vana had been carefully poking around through her contacts and there were a few places to the south of Velez, a few hours away, that might work.

As we were wrapping up on next steps, I asked, “Gabby did you still need an essence stone?”

At her wishy-washy response, I continued. “So I am going to say I think this is a terrible idea but I would be a bit of an ass if I didn’t bring it up. I do have an essence stone—” Gabby sent a shockwave of excitement through to me, “—but it’s null-affinity.”

Our hostess winced. Jasna already knew of course. Gabby seemed a little reluctant to say anything, finally breaking her silence. “Uh… I’m guessing that’s not good but no one that I ate had info about essence stones on them. Could you just trade it for a regular one or something?”

Vana explained that essence stones with an affinity were normally worth a bit more than the typical stones without an affinity but when I shared I bought it for eight gold, she confirmed my guess that it was cheap. Exceptionally cheap, even, as a typical stone could go for over 50 gold and a rare affinity could go for far more.

We decided that since a high null essence essentially drove the dungeon insane previously, it wasn’t the best idea…

Overall though, Gabby seemed in good spirits while waiting for a more permanent spot. Things with Jasna were also feeling relatively normal, which was a relief.

***

The next day, I got a surprise message early from Aras. He wanted to thank me for the ‘gift’ of his new second essence affinity.

He took me to six different bakeries, greatly offending at least four of the proprietors as he told me what they did well and where they were greatly lacking. The last one threatened to fight him when Aras mentioned the weakness of her croissant skills.

“Here, let’s do a blind taste test,” Aras said with a laugh. It was the most animated I’d ever seen him for more than a quick flash; though every minute or so, he’d go silent for a few seconds.

The baker reluctantly agreed and, upon tasting the croissant from a bakery all the way across town, she spat and started swearing. “Ugh, guess I have to step up my game,” was all she said after a long moment before giving both of us a ‘lifetime ban’ that would expire in a week. At my questioning look, she shrugged. “Can’t actually shove away good customers, especially if my crullers are the best in the city. Would be a crime to deprive people like that.”

Aras took me to his home and his wife showered kisses upon my now-bald head. She tried to explain why she was so worked up and happy but Aras managed to wrangle her upstairs for a nap, despite it being only about 9:30am.

He looked me in the eye. “I really do want to thank you. My Innate Capability is… dangerous. This new dual-affinity has given me more control over it. You really have changed my life – our lives,” he said pointing upstairs, “for the better. I won’t forget that.”

“You are using longer sentences too, I think one almost hit double digit words,” I laughingly said and he joined in.

I invited him and his wife to a group dinner we were planning later but he declined.

***

“Uh Gabor, where are we going? The restaurant is that way,” I said, slightly exasperatedly. The man had been giggling for the last twenty minutes before we left and five more on our walk.

“Oh, I’ve made better arrangements. It’s a surprise. Plus, now it’s free!” he exclaimed, doing a little hop into the air.

I looked to Tiesa who gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Just because he’s my husband doesn’t mean he’s my responsibility, especially tonight. Mama Tiesa is not on duty, drinking until tipsy Tiesa is.”

Vana looked between all of us and started wagging her finger. “Nope, I deal with enough stupid drunks on a day-to-day basis, not handling it tonight. Not doing it.”

“Is everyone here that irresponsible with booze?” I felt the need to ask, more than a little concerned.

Risto, as the second youngest there behind Sofia – the tailor that Nikolaj invited – stepped forward. “Fine. I volunteer. Terry, I volunteer Terry,” he said, ducking behind Gabor for cover like I would hit him.

“I’ll just call you all a carriage or something. Maybe toss you in a big horse crap cart to drag you home,” I responded.

We turned a corner just as I realized what part of town we were in…

I gave the woman of the estate – as it couldn’t only be called a house – a strange look as she greeted us outside the grounds.

Katarina Illeva smiled warmly “Welcome, welcome. I trust Gabor gave you a run down of everything beforehand?” At everyone’s blank stare, she looked to Tiesa. “I made an awful decision choosing him, didn’t I?” she asked.

Tiesa nodded. Gabor helpfully added, “But free food! And they have two chefs. Not just one. Two!”

“Yes, as he said, we’ve set up a lovely meal for you all. I do hope this gesture of friendship is… well taken as it’s meant. I heard Gabor was trying to make arrangements for a large number of people at a restaurant Maksim’s cousin owns and decided to offer our house and our chef instead. Even brought in a second to make it a meal to remember.” She looked proud of herself but also a bit worried like I might spit in her face.

“Can we talk?” I indicated to the side for just the two of us. “I guess everyone else head inside?” I half said, half asked.

“No AAI restrictions tonight, have fun,” Katarina said to their retreating backs, then turned to me. “Before you say anything, I should have come to you instead of that one. Poor choice. This probably is another knock against that three-legged stool of friendship, trust, and usefulness… Although maybe it is at least useful?” Her wry grin was muted but there all-the-same.

Sighing, I gave her a nod. “Yeah, not thrilled at the curveball – sorry, it means sudden unexpected change – as this was supposed to be a quiet night. But can’t really blame you here. That dipshit should have said something,” I said chuckling. “I am guessing Tiesa is going to give him a talking to.”

“Happening right now. Maksim had to call off the staff from responding to it. She only yelled one word before quieting down to normal volume and it wasn’t Verdantese. Something you taught her?”

I couldn’t help but laugh trying to think of which swear she’d use. “Okay, thank you for the gesture here. I know you didn’t mean for the extra complications.”

We exchanged a few more pleasantries before Katarina excused herself to take Maksim to the symphony, leaving the house to us.

Over dinner, which was far less fancy but also quite a bit more fun than the Caravanner’s Cuisine and Chat with the merchants, Nikolaj regaled the group with tales of my merchantly might, greatly exaggerating my contributions and playing up how well I’d shown up anyone who challenged me.

I found out he got to know Sofia when she purchased the 73 bolts of birds of paradise print fabric we got as a delve reward a few days prior. He offered to deliver it to her since he was heading to Velez anyway. The two got to talking and this was their second date in two nights. They were holding hands under the table between courses.

It was exceptionally cute.

Vana took over the room next, telling bawdy tales of her delving days along with leading the group in a few of the more salacious songs popular in Velez at the moment.

Risto told embarrassing stories about his students and their fights. It would have been at most slightly entertaining but he had put together a blooper reel that he put up on an AAI screen the staff wheeled in which made it pretty darn funny.

Throughout the meal, Steve regularly escaped his high chair to pilfer from people’s plates. Nikolaj and Sofia were slightly scandalized the first few times but by the end, they were just as used to it as any of us.

All-in-all, it was just a nice night.

***

On my second and third day of ‘rest’, Nikolaj and I worked on our business venture. The first two prototypes of the debit card machines had been delivered to us but before we installed them with our beta customers – Tilda and Vana – we needed to hire a few people, at least part-time, to help out on some of our plans.

I was out of the city half the time and Nikolaj had his own shop and merchant business to look after.

The first person I asked to interview was Zdenka Illeva, Maksim’s niece. She had been very helpful when we were figuring out Steve’s Innate Capability, powering the Scanner with her own mana. The young woman also handled the Magister of Scans exceptionally well so I figured she could deal with surly business people well.

Maksim had talked her up a few times, saying she had an exceptional head for business. It set off my hiring ‘Spidey Senses’ – something that had rarely steered me wrong.

Nikolaj had never hired anyone outside of family members while I had participated in hundreds of interviews total from both sides of the table so I took point.

“Okay, Uncle Maksim told me you were grumpy with him so I have to play nice but… why am I here?” Zdenka said, flopping into the cushy chair on the other side of the gorgeous wooden table in Nikolaj’s shop. He had a well-appointed office for himself and a separate conference room just for occasions like this.

“Well Zdenka, your aunt and uncle both spoke highly of you and, to be frank, you don’t seem to take shit from people so I thought you might be useful. Putting the Magister of Scans in his place was brave. And hilarious.” I chuckled to which she responded with a confused smile.

“Right, getting more to the point. We’re building out a large business operation and I figured you might want to be in on the ground floor. I think it could be a great learning opportunity. You won’t be doing the most glamorous of work, at least at first. But we need someone who isn’t going to be intimidated and is sharp enough to spot when things don’t look right. You’ll be reporting into us but moderately independent, once trained.”

She scoffed. “That’s incredibly nebulous. I could be cleaning toilets or being a booth babe at the Town Hall. Neither of which sound like something I want to do, ya know?”

I glanced at Nikolaj who was giving me a look like he couldn’t believe what was happening. Because it was going exactly to plan.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #47: Sometimes you need to let someone pull the information out of you so they can start to shape the narrative they want. Let people fill in the blanks and they will show you what matters to them, then focus on those aspects when selling the vision back to them.

“Great point. Do you know specifically what you want to do?” I asked.

She shook her head though she started to lean forward slightly. “I’ve got ideas but they are a bit vague.”

“So we’re doing some financial services work and need someone to partner with the people who sell things. As in literally transact with physical money, whatever they might sell. Food, delving gear, farming equipment, livestock, services, you name it,” I said. “It will mean building relationships and reacting on the fly.”

“So you want me to go to brothels and help them sell sex?” Zdenka replied, crossing her arms.

“Is that where you spend most of your physical money?” I asked before I could stop myself.

But it was apparently the perfect thing to say.

She started laughing uncontrollably. Finally regaining herself, she said, “Okay, that was a good one. I wanted to see if you were just boring or whatever. I still don’t get it though, you are bad at selling. Tell me more if you want me interested.”

“I’ll tell you what we’re doing and why don’t you tell me what we need and what might interest you. Does that sound good?” I asked.

At Zdenka’s nod, Nikolaj and I laid out the initial plans of money changing stations – needing to find good locations especially which shops to work with, how we planned to protect the money, what we’d use the word of mouth generated by the money changing stations for, and a lot more details. After that, we dug into the near-term plans of the debit card system. She seemed especially interested in trying to get people bought in to the debit card system. The young woman even started testing out little slogans.

“So, you want to be doing outreach to potential customers? You know these aren’t nobles, right?” I asked.

“My dad, Maksim’s brother, is the fourth born of a pretty minor noble family, if we could even be called one. We kind of bounce in and out of being qualified as nobles and Velez also pretends to not have nobles. My mom is definitely a commoner. So talking to non-nobles is way better than with elitist pricks, at least in my book.”

And with that, we had our first ‘Head of Marketing’ for our little initiative. She was tasked with getting 50 businesses and 500 people a week to sign up for the debit card side.

There was no way we could actually supply that many machines but it was a problem for another day.

We also asked Zdenka to scout out five additional locations for our money changing stations. Our initial three money changing stations were set: one inside Nikolaj’s store, one at the fighting pits, and one at Vana’s inn.

Our criteria were simple: someone who could protect the money changing station of Tier 3 or higher, a business that did most of its transactions in silver and bronze, and a business where the average transaction size was usually in the five to 50 silver range and/or anyone who had great traffic in general that might spread the word to other stores.

Nikolaj and I moved on to interviewing a technician, a very strange woman in her mid-50s that played with her hair the entire time.

Tamara was a Tier 2 so had the strength to pretty easily collect blood samples from those who were signing up – a Tier 1.0 to possibly even 1.4 might have difficulty exerting the force to pierce the skin of a high Tier 2 or above – and was deft enough with the needle that I didn’t even feel it prick my skin.

Also important was her knowledge of how machines communicated via the Planet Web network so we’d be able to have people spend their money freely at multiple stores without overdrawing. Her understanding of essence scans – also called spirit scans – left a bit to be desired but overall, she was a great, if odd, find.

Lastly, we hired a retired bookkeeper, mostly for when we started to actually audit the books of businesses who wanted to use deposits to purchase inventory.

Erik was going to be watching the transaction logs too for debit purchases to try to detect anomalies but really, he was someone we got in early so we’d have him when we needed him.

Plus, he was paid by the hour so we weren’t going to be out an arm and a leg. He was very happy to only work when it was necessary and the flexible hours were great for focusing on spending time with his grandkids.

***

The installation of the debit card machine at Vana’s inn was incredibly anticlimactic. It all went off without a hitch.

To test it, she forced three of her regulars over to the counter and ‘collected their blood in lieu of payment for today’s lunch’. It sounded ominous to me but we had our first beta customers.

I had to remind our technician to not call them test subjects to their faces.

Tamara had them registered in our system via blood, essence scan, and picture within ten seconds of Vana calling them over. I had to explain a strong password system as all three tried to use ‘123’.

After they got the meal on the house, Vana’s customers seemed hesitant to hand over their money as a deposit until she offered them a small discount on meals going forward.

Instead of the 70 bronze to a silver they would owe – depending on how many cups of ale they had – for a meal, each handed over about twenty silver.

Vana immediately charged them for meals for the next few weeks, bringing their deposits down to half what they were seconds before.

Surprisingly, all seemed rather happy about it. The customers got a ten percent discount and didn’t have to keep lugging money around or have Vana breathing down their necks to pay and Vana got her money now with a small transaction fee.

We only made a few tens of bronze as the prototype machine was free to Vana for the time being but it went far more smoothly than I was expecting.

Tilda’s on the other hand…

Tilda’s Trifles and Treasures was extremely busy when we showed up to install the debit card machine. She had apparently put out word she was having a massive sale, presumably just to mess with us.

The woman negotiated with Zdenka for twenty minutes in between helping customers about a finder’s fee for every person who signed up.

I made sure nothing got too out-of-hand but let Zdenka take lead on making the agreement.

The shopkeeper was a wonderful salesperson, both to us and her customers. Finally, we acquiesced to a finder’s fee of one percent for anything over three gold total deposited.

She earned almost ten silver by the end of the day as well as the agreement of every customer to demand all the other places they shopped install the machines.

She even used giving Steve pets or food as an incentive: deposit over 50 silver and you get to pet a real bond for ten seconds. Over a gold and you get to feed him.

Steve sent me feelings of wanting us to be at Tilda’s every day.

That’s trouble my dude…

Nikolaj took the deposits from the crafty shopkeeper, who handed them over rather reluctantly, and we went back to his store to have a small celebration with our burgeoning business, just Nikolaj and me and our three employees.

***

The third day was spent reading, switching every few hours between my bed and the relatively quiet common room, after Aras stopped by the inn with a few bags of baked goods. Vana pretended to be upset that he brought in outside food until he bribed her with a few of her favorite pastries, two of which she was shocked were significantly better than her own.

Aras brought a few of his favorite books as well and spent some time reading alongside me.

I knew it was the last day of my break but the following day was supposed to be pretty quiet.

Yeah right…
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                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Energy Generation and Storage

Putijama has a – presumably – unique issue with energy generation: Energy generated through non-magical means is overwhelmed by the ambient essence and is thus destroyed. Even the heat of mundane fires is far less than physics would say to expect, though it’s still kinda usable.

This makes things somewhat difficult for people in remote places who look to eschew technology like mana-powered stoves, heaters, and the like.

There are three sources of magical power generation that are effective: qi, mana, and essence.


Qi

Qi is a complicated one because while there are some sources of ambient qi, it is very hard to harness. It’s similar to trying to use lightning to power things: sure, it exists, but the difficulties outweigh the benefits in most cases.

Qi stones are essentially power in a contained form. Mana and essence must be converted to qi, at a relatively inefficient rate, to generate power but qi stones are just ready to go.


Mana

Mana is naturally produced by living beings with cultivation. Any mana that is generated above the creature’s full mana pool is released into the atmosphere to create ambient mana. Rifts and dungeons absorb some of this ambient mana but the biggest consumer is cities – or wealthy homes.

Ambient mana accumulators are used by large cities to provide a moderately cheap and renewable source of large-scale power. The major issue is that they need to accumulate a lot of mana to make the conversion to qi worth it. This is partially why cities like Velez are mostly without powered vehicles or large-scale manufacturing.

The other reason is politics. Bigger cities decide they need the power and create impractical restrictions and scarcity of large-scale equipment to prevent the smaller cities from vacuuming up any of the mana they want.

Personal mana can also be used to power at-home equipment to keep homes heated and well-lit, cook food, power electronics, etc. People simply need to put their hand on the conversion machine, pump mana into it, and it is stored for later usage by the home. The conversion ratio is rather atrocious but it’s usually less than a Tier 1.0’s mana pool to power a modest-sized home for a day.

Certain professions, such as forges or large-scale industrialized production, specifically hire people with larger mana pools so they can be used to power the equipment.

There are also mana stones but they are incredibly inefficient and it’s better to sell them than use them for power.


Essence

Ambient essence can be used for power. But it shouldn’t be.

Rifts and dungeons create and use ambient essence. No one is exactly sure of how and why they push it out and then bring it back in.

There are also theories that cultivators create ambient essence but measuring essence density compared to people density has led to extremely inconclusive results.

Theories abound, facts do not.

All that said, essence can be converted into qi. It just shouldn’t be.

It’s inefficient for one and highly illegal for another. Depriving rifts and dungeons of essence will get people killed, whether via the legal route or by delvers upset that their local rifts are being deprived of essence.


Energy Conversion and Storage

There are all different sizes of energy converters for mana to qi.

For at-home use, most not-insanely-wealthy people use a highly inefficient but also easy-to-use system that drains their mana across a ten to fifteen minute timeframe (for ‘what is a minute?’, see ‘On You All Keep Time Weirdly’). Most can store up to two days’ worth of typical energy consumption for a home.

Some devices, like tablets for on-the-go usage, have an incredibly inefficient mana-to-qi converter and/or an ability to plug into the at-home network. Their storage is not high but they are extremely optimized for low-power usage.

In some large cities, like Zalano, they have a number of electric vehicles that move goods throughout the town. This can be accomplished by having someone onboard the vehicle pushing mana directly through a converter for the entire trip, or, more sanely, by using a large battery in each truck that can be swapped when power is low.

As mentioned, most large cities have mass-scale mana accumulators to allow for more general power usage. The cities have large storage devices that companies can tap at registered locations. It is extremely rare to push power over large distances as the amount of fluctuation and issues from magical forces make it untenable.

Finally, there are some types of equipment that need exceptionally fine control to convert mana to qi like most Scanners and a lot of scientific measuring devices. Even hooking them onto an energy storage system can cause issues as power generated through mana initially is usually quite… temperamental…



I saw him across the room.

The expected emotions – anger at his actions, regret at my own behavior, worry about our negotiation – felt muted.

Not in a bad or concerning way. More that this needed to happen and letting emotions rule me was not my optimal path.

Vidas gave us a small smile.

Inara and I walked over. She hugged her future brother-in-law and I shook his hand.

I can’t trust him but that doesn’t mean I have to hate him.

After a fair amount of reflection, I was willing to admit my own mistakes. His decisions were focused on protecting his team and Velez.

The way he went about them was wrong but it still wasn’t like he was trying to traffic orphans or create a restaurant that only sold pineapple and anchovy pizza or something.

We sat down for what I expected was a protracted negotiation.

“I have a proposal for you before you share yours, if that’s acceptable,” Vidas said as I took my seat. “It means we can walk out of here in a matter of minutes and nothing much changes.”

At my surprised eyebrow, Inara cut in, looking at me. “I didn’t have anything to do with this.” She turned to Vidas. “Okay big bro, what ya got?”

Vidas steepled his hands. “Essentially, the deal we have – for the delves where The Order participates and where it doesn’t – stays the same. 40% to you and Steve, 60% to the rest of us. And yes, before you ask, I do receive a portion of the proceeds as team leader. That is worked out between the rest of us, I hope you understand.”

“No,” I said simply. It was a bad deal and a weird place to begin the conversation.

Vidas sighed. “Yes, I didn’t start that well. A portion of proceeds is, at least typically, pushed into the shared pot we use for buying ‘team equipment’, such as potions, arrows, sometimes weapons, etc. In this scenario, the economic split would be exactly the same but you would not be expected to contribute to this shared pot. The benefit is that we don’t have to register an official change, which can cause Adventurers Guild scrutiny. We can do it with only a small binding addendum to the contract.”

“But I’d still have fair access to everything from the shared pot, correct? And that would be included in the contract?” I asked.

It was an interesting offer and kept the terms relatively clean but I wasn’t sure if I liked it. Not having anything flow to the Adventurers Guild for approval was a benefit, but a rather small one: it meant less of a chance for them to fuck with us in some way.

I still wasn’t sure exactly where I sat with the organization rather than just the Pitola branch and its head, Selim Koval.

Vidas sent over the addendum for me to review and I couldn’t find anything wrong with the language. While we hadn’t contributed to the team pot for our delves in Struva, it was still generally going to be eating into the profits if we needed lots of things like potions and arrows.

“I’ll consider it. Now, let me present my offer and we can narrow in on the specifics of it. After that, I’ll decide which of the two I want to take.” I told rather than asked.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #48: When you are making a deal, optionality is often of significant worth. Give yourself the option to choose when possible, especially if the other person probably doesn’t see how valuable it is.

Vidas’ eyes narrowed momentarily but he nodded.

“Look at how well you boys are getting along!” Inara said, somewhat souring the mood. At my glare, she held up her hands. “Yeah, I’m gonna be at the bar.”

Both Vidas and I both visibly relaxed. A feeling that someone wasn’t going to try to forcefully cut any tension somehow made a significant amount of the tension fade for us both.

“I’ll lay out the framework and then we can get into specifics. Sound good?” At his nod, I continued. “So, for delves where the team is not involved, I considered just saying everyone else should get nothing. You all are raking in a fair amount of money for the other delves – plus Struva’s rifts were probably the least filled we’ll see as they were on top of things. It’s also a bit rough to pay people to sit outside a rift for a few minutes.”

“I don’t like where this is going,” Vidas said gruffly with a bit of warning.

“I am setting the scenario. And being fair. Don’t jump ahead. You have to understand that paying people to do nothing is not a great feeling…” I said with a bit of frustration.

I didn’t specifically mean him but realized it probably came across that way given his current situation of sitting around while his team delved.

Vidas crossed his arms.

“Not perfect phrasing but let’s keep this civil,” was all I said. “So, I am proposing that, for delves where I am carried through by another team and The Order is present, we—” I pointed to Steve on my shoulder and myself, “—hand over a set percent of both the delve fee we receive as well as the after-tax money from the delve reward itself.”

It seemed like this was what Vidas was expecting as he responded, “50%.”

I snorted a small uncontrollable laugh. It was a preposterous number. They were currently getting 60% and that was way too high so knocking it down only a bit was a ridiculous starting point.

Engage combative dickhead negotiation mode.

“5%,” I grunted.

Now it was his turn to involuntarily react, this time with his hand on the table balling into a fist.

He leaned forward, glaring at me. “That’s bullshit and you know it.”

“So is 50%. Who told you to go with that number? I may not like you a whole lot but I don’t think you’re dumb. Especially not that dumb. Feels like bad advice.”

His eyes narrowed and then the anger in them dropped slightly. “Online negotiation tutorial. Said to negotiate like your life depends on it…”

“Look, I was debating 10% or 15% but I’ll be nice and go with 15%. That’s more than fair honestly. That would still have netted the team a pretty decent amount this last trip,” I said, trying to push him exactly where I wanted him.

My plan was 20% and making it seem like I was being nice by offering 15% would probably work with someone unaccustomed to negotiating.

As I explained to Steve the previous night, by locking them in at 20% instead of going as low as I could, it meant far less of a chance of economics becoming an issue, causing any kind of rift in the group.

While I was dealing with professionals, I still wanted people who were invested in keeping me alive. The old statistics about couples and business partners fighting most about money came to mind. It would cost me some gold but bought me peace of mind.

“25%,” Vidas said with a small smile.

Got ‘em.

“20% it is,” I said, standing up to shake his hand.

He seemed surprised but nodded.

There were a few things to come out of the meeting. If I took Vidas’ original offer to not change the deal in general, it meant less upside – if I got a huge windfall like the spell disc, giving up 60% instead of 20% was a lot of money – but it meant probably a more cooperative team dynamic.

The other thing was he didn’t notice that in my agreement, I had only said a percent of the rift reward and delve fees. If we discovered something of value in a delve, like the magical ore or the Affinity Alteration Amaryllis, I would get to keep all of my share if I wanted.

I’ll make the decision of which model to use before our next trip.

Inara came over, blue drink in hand with a crazy straw sticking out of the top. “Okay, dick measuring done? I want to get to that delve!”

Vidas looked at her sharply. “Does that have alcohol in it? You know you shouldn’t drink before a delve,” he growled.

She rolled her eyes, setting the drink down and looping her arm through mine as she started walking towards the door.

Vidas chuckled slightly then sipped at the drink, making an incredibly sour face.

Even without turning around to see him, Inara laughed, saying, “You always fall for that!”

***

Inara walked me over to the armorer – the place that had also made Steve’s bathysphere-like backpack – for me to do a final fitting.

Since they had a few extra days to finish the suit when I was off in Struva and then relaxing, the brother and sister duo had also finished all the enchantments, actually laying on a few that I hadn’t specifically asked for. They also used a bit of Tier 2 metal in it to make it that much more resilient, at the cost of a bit of weight.

Since it was on Velez’s tab, I didn’t care about the extra cost.

It was a gorgeous royal blue with a bit of a purple hue to it – I never knew my colors that well so I was sure there was some exact word for it – with silver filigree. Across the chest, there was a large open space for a crest if I ever decided on one.

The actual makeup of the armor was an incredibly tough woven material over chainmail in most places. I asked them why they didn’t do the chainmail on the outside and they laughed.

“It doesn’t look as cool,” Inara replied.

I threw her a blank stare.

“What, delvers have images to maintain! Plus, this hides the enchantments on the metal so people don’t know what you have. Lastly, for stealth silly. It prevents the armor from glinting or, especially, with the special under armor, it prevents any jangling sounds. Breaking stealth for no actual benefits is dumb,” Inara ‘helpfully’ added. I looked to the armorers and they just shrugged as she had hit the nail on the head.

The siblings started walking me through the actual set.

There were the typical enchantments, like self-cleaning and self-repair, but they also added in an increased weight enchantment that I could activate to prevent myself from getting tossed around so easily. It was a set-level enchantment so if one of my pieces was missing it wouldn’t work.

“Can I use the added weight on a specific piece, like the arm as I’m swinging?” I asked to a confused head shake.

The multiply momentum enchantment sounded incredibly cool if I added a charge skill – though they said it only barely worked on Tier 1 materials. I asked if it could be used discretely on specific body parts too and they gave me a slightly weird look.

I just want to smash things harder.

“Terry, the reason they don’t do that is because it can break an arm. It all has to flow together,” Inara said.

“Ah, so I’m not some tactical genius that was the first person to ever think about this?” I asked slightly sardonically.

The sister of the sibling pair spoke up. “At Tier 3, if you focus a lot on physical cultivation, or definitely Tier 4, it’s totally possible. But we built a set that is, sorry to use the phrase, ‘idiot proof’. We know Tier 1s like to experiment and it would be terrible if our armor actually hurt someone…” She looked sick to her stomach at the thought.

Finally, I put on the helmet and inspected myself in the mirror.

I looked good.

It highlighted my large form without providing any additional friction from any arm, leg, hip, or neck movement – thanks to a small enchantment that kept things extra-well lubricated. I was having a bit of fun admiring myself in the mirror when Inara suddenly popped into view, smashing the butt of her dagger into my chest.

“Ah! What the hell?” I said as an automatic response. Then I actually considered what happened.

I barely felt it.

Inara gave me her smuggest grin.

“Cushioning enchantment,” the brother said with a smile. “It’s hard to get just right but we tested it with some pretty big hammers and no bruises. I’m unfortunately the test dummy even when my sister is the one that deals with that enchantment. I swear she gets it wrong on purpose just for fun sometimes.”

The brother-sister duo bickered jovially for a bit while checking the armor over.

It only needed a few minor adjustments, which were built to do easily as part of the design. A few tighter tugs and it was perfect.

Wearing it out of the shop so I could strut a bit on the jog to our delve wasn’t the smartest decision but I was still glad I made it.
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                “No, don’t eat that!” I knocked Steve’s hand away from his mouth as he tried to throw some small tool into his mouth.

I swear…

Just the two of us were at Ratmir’s after completing an incredibly anticlimactic delve to the south of Velez. It was with badger-like creatures and we earned a single large chunk of silver that was worth at most a single gold coin.

Ratmir was running another battery of tests on Steve to test his intelligence-enhancing circlet after we’d done so many delves in the Struva area.

The mad scientist seemed to get along better with Steve than with me, the two chittering away mindlessly while he poked and prodded my bond. The sugar glider seemed to be sending more complex feelings through our link and Ratmir started asking him to send specific things, making accompanying faces. Steve thought it was a game and tried to do them back luckily instead of sending agony, arrogance, and constipation.

The cognitive tests Ratmir used on Steve were rather strange – then again, what isn’t with Ratmir? – but he said my bond was improving beyond even his wildest expectations.

That’s both good and bad. It means he can probably get to pretty smart but it also means I’ll have to deal with what a smart bond means sooner rather than later…

Moving onto a new topic, I asked, “Ratmir, do you have any solution for his 25% efficiency with non-null affinity essence? I feel like that could be a hindrance if the null zone gets fixed or we move somewhere else.” It was a concern that my bond had such a low efficiency for absorbing the green affinity essence in the area.

My personal efficiency for green essence was around 85-90%, which was higher than the typical 80% for most people absorbing any essence that didn’t match their affinity. The big issue with the null zone was simply that null affinity essence was damaging to most people’s essence channels, not that they didn’t absorb it efficiently.

“Not yet but I’ll keep testing it. Yes, I like testing you, yes I do,” he said to Steve while tossing him up and down. “It’s not a problem now though is it my little friend?” The sugar glider honked his nose.

“I know you tested the circlet with a neutral essence stone but I got this null affinity o—”

I cut off suddenly as the stone was no longer on my palm.

And of course, just like Steve would do, Ratmir’s first test was to lick it.

“You’re washing that off before you give it back. And don’t drain it, I want to test it with Steve.”

The man didn’t seem to be paying attention but I continued on.

“I figure you can watch him use the stone and see if there is anything strange between allocating directly to his cores and the circlet. I know we wanted to see if there was any difference between him letting the essence settle into his channels first then pushing it to the circlet. We can maybe test a tiny bit there but I’d rather right not now in case it hurts his essence channels.”

“I have essence stones here to replace any lost essence so it won’t be a problem. I guarantee,” he said, this time switching the stone under his nose slightly as he seemed to be testing the smell with each nostril.

After another twenty minutes of doing random things to the stone and finally giving it to my bond, we learned that Steve could indeed ‘donate’ his settled essence but it was slightly less efficient than just allocating to the circlet from the start. Ratmir had a million theories why but it didn’t really interest me.

What it meant was we could basically take in as much null essence as we wanted and use it for anything, including to power up my spells – and hopefully Steve’s too once we got him smart enough to absorb them.

Finally, I asked Ratmir to just monitor Steve as he absorbed the rest of the null affinity essence stone into his cores. It was past time I started to let him actually increase his own cultivation since I was already nearing Tier 1.4 when he was still near the bottom of Tier 1.0.

Steve played with the stone while he absorbed the essence and seemed to be enjoying himself. The constant feelings of hunger through our bond lessened as he concentrated of filling his essence channels.

As he neared the end of absorbing the stone, only 3% or so left, I couldn’t help but ask, “Uh, is he getting bigger?”

Ratmir excitedly started another round of tests, measuring him from multiple angles.

In our moment of inattention, the little monster ate the stone.

Of course…

Thus began another hour of testing.

The good news was twofold: First, Steve reached Tier 1.1. His triumphant dance at eating the stone made me laugh despite the worry and he was able to absorb most of the remaining energy from the stone anyway.

He sent reassuring feelings to me through our link.

The second bit of good news was consuming the essence stone in that way actually helped his essence channels slightly; he was now at about 25.2% efficiency for non-null affinity essence. Neither Ratmir nor I was willing to let him eat an essence stone to test it out further – me because of the danger and Ratmir because of the cost.

The bad news was Steve definitely got a bit bigger. Only 5% or so but if he kept growing at that rate relative to essence absorbed, he’d be pretty huge by the end of Tier 1.

The first sub-Tier was only 2% of the total essence needed to go from the bottom of Tier 1.0 to the peak of Tier 1.9. So him growing 250% would mean the backpack was worthless halfway through the Tier. And if it was compounding…

I left the scientist’s place with a lot on my mind.

***

[Incoming Message from Inga Balodis: My personal assistant just arrived in Velez, please meet with him. It’s important.]

[Who is this?]

[Incoming Message from Inga Balodis: Very funny. I promise it will be worth your while.]

I tried responding again but my AAI told me I was temporarily blocked from sending messages to whoever Inga was.

I sent out a message to my usual group of Tiesa, Jasna, Gabor, Risto, and Vana trying figure out who the mysterious figure might be.

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: Oh no boy, what did you do now?!]

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: File]

It was just a video of her waggling her finger back and forth.

Tiesa was much more helpful, letting me know she was the mayor of Pitola.

[Incoming Message from Vana Soroka: I have some nervous-looking guy – Norbert I think – here saying he has a meeting with you. Should I tell him to wait or scram?]

I asked what Tier and Vana guessed high Tier 1 or low Tier 2. Tiesa agreed to come to Vana’s if I paid for her meal and drinks to make sure nothing too rowdy happened.

Norbert was so non-descript it was notable. His brown shirt and slightly lighter shade of brown pants faded into the overall common room well enough that at first glance, you might think just a head and hands were floating there. But his hair also matched the décor well enough that it was almost like he was wearing an all green bodysuit in a weather studio.

He stood up as I entered, giving a small bow and approaching with his hand held out firmly in front of him. “Mr. Carver I presume. Though the change to your hair style almost made me not sure. Do you have a more, erm, private place to talk?” he asked, pulling at his collar nervously.

I glanced to Tiesa who was half turned our way while chatting with Vana.

“Let’s sit down and you can let me know what this is all about first. If we start to get into sensitive details, then we can discuss going somewhere we can’t be overheard. Besides, there are all of five people in here I don’t know.”

I sat down at a table and gestured to Vana for some food, holding up three fingers to indicate one for me, one for Steve, and one for Norbert. Whatever she was making would be good so I didn’t much mind.

“So, I presume you know why I’m here. I—”

“I don’t,” I said cutting him off. “Literally, I didn’t know the mayor of Pitola’s name until a short time ago.”

“Oh dear. Hmm.” Norbert looked absolutely flummoxed. “That, yes, that is unfortunate. Well, first I’d like to offer a formal apology on behalf of the city. You were not treated well,” he said as if that settled everything. Deciding not to interrupt, I let him go on. But if that was the entire amount of contrition, I was not satisfied in the slightest.

He gave me a weak smile. “Mayor Balodis wanted to make things right with you in a subtle way, so as to not upset other parties, who might then escalate, and… you get the point. But then it became obvious you were slightly higher profile than just ‘the man who looks like the tornado that is Cornelius’.”

I scoffed and he nodded solemnly, continuing. “So instead, she’s been moving a few things around to find paths that are advantageous to you. And her of course. She’s very happy to lay her cards on the table, so to speak. Everything she offers also furthers her agenda.”

“I’m listening,” I said. He had piqued my interest more than I cared to admit.

“Yes, well we have three main things to discuss: what happened that morning and why, how you might partner with the city – she has a number of opportunities for delving near our fair city at greatly reduced rates and/or tax loads – and then lastly, more information on people who have meant you harm.” He said all three with a whisper but especially the last one.

“You mean when I was unjustly kicked out of your city? Now that you find out I’m useful, you want to partner instead of apologize?” I might have been kicking the messenger a bit but it was still something I was wary of. Especially if they were trying to go around the Velez Council, it smelled fishy. “Also, ‘people who have meant you harm’ is rather vague, don’t you think?”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #49: When you have someone you think might be a bit weak and has information, look to put pressure on them in a way they’ll hand over the information to relieve said pressure. Don’t do too often or go overboard but it can be useful if a bit mean.

“Yes, I can go into the potential partnerships to the city at a highly surface level but everything else must be in a more private location,” he said. “I have an AAI-backed guarantee to not reveal the information in a place that might be easily overheard. Even just your room is fine. Or my room at the inn by the eastern gate.”

Tiesa walked over and sat down. “I heard most of it. Sent messages through a few people and he’s at least legit. Give us an AAI-backed guarantee that we’re safe from you, anyone you are aware of, etc. while in your presence. After that, I’ll discuss with Terry.”

The two of us sat there in an awkward silence for the next five minutes before I received a wall of text, almost 1,000 words long, that carefully laid out tens of different angles on how he knew of no plot to harm us nor would he do anything not in self-defense.

It was one of the most ironclad contracts I had ever seen. The only issue was the open-ended timing, which made it slightly less enforceable. He amended it to a three hour window and we headed up to my room, food in hand to a slightly indignant noise from Vana.

“Don’t you dare dirty up my sheets,” she called after us.

***

“So, as you can see, we dug into a number of records and we believe Selim Koval, Guildmaster of the Pitola branch of the Adventurers Guild, had a secret rendezvous or two – okay, we believe based on our information network it was exactly seven – with Cornelius when he was in town. That is why we believe he targeted you.”

Norbert had laid out about twenty pages of documents detailing information on just Selim and Cornelius including differing accounts by witnesses who saw Selim around the supposed times. It was incredibly thorough. I took pictures of each one for later study but it sure explained some things.

Tiesa laughed. “So that’s why he wanted to put a bag on your head.” She found it more amusing than I did.

“Really? It was all just a scorned lover or some bullshit?” I asked indignantly.

Norbert nodded. “He isn’t known for making the best decisions. But he is exceptionally charming when he needs to be though.”

Refocusing slightly, I said, “Selim stole money from our group. We were owed a fee for finding and destroying a sentient dungeon,” I said.

“As stated earlier, there would normally be some kind of recompense, usually just a bit of gold we fined him or the Guild. We did fine each over 100 gold for the incident. Upon digging into their books, we know your team was due at least 100 gold so we can transfer that either to your team’s coffers or directly to you right now,” Norbert said as if either was totally acceptable. “We’ll dig deeper to see if you are owed more.”

I messaged Inara to see if I could use the 100 gold the following week to pay for Steve’s final treatment and owe the team. At a quick yes, I told him to transfer to my account and let Tiesa know I’d told the team via AAI.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #50: Make sure the people around you know what kind of person they are dealing with. If that’s someone who isn’t going to screw over friends, make it clear when things could be interpreted that way.

“Yes, so that is what you were owed but not all that you deserve. We want to make things up to you as well.”

Tiesa laughed. “Oh, I like hearing that.”

Norbert nodded seriously. “Of course the ban on your entrance to Pitola is lifted but we’d ask you inform us ahead of any visit so we can arrange for Selim to be elsewhere and/or for a disguise. You may do as you please but it would likely be easier for all…”

He seemed very nervous but it made good sense so I wasn’t too miffed about it.

Far easier to not purposefully rock the boat for my own ego.

I motioned for him to go on.

“There are approximately seventeen businesses that would like to establish a relationship with you and we have 26 Tier 1 rifts we would like your help delving, many where multiple delves would be best.”

I raised my eyebrows in shock. “Uh, I think you need to get in line if you haven’t already,” I said. “And I get you are trying to funnel the money to me but I have an exclusive contract with the Velez Council. Wouldn’t be good to violate that…”

He nodded vigorously. “Yes, I am speaking with them tomorrow. However, I understand you have a second Tier 1 group and we’d appreciate if you considered stationing them with us for two weeks. In addition to the normal fees, if you agree to that we will pay you an additional 40 gold right now. That goes to 30 if we don’t have confirmation by the end of tomorrow and twenty by the end of next week.”

Tiesa’s tongue poked out for a few seconds, the telltale sign she was messaging via AAI. “Done,” she said. I shot her a strange look and she shrugged. “I sort of manage Vesna’s team.”

Putting that to the side to discuss later, I turned back to Norbert. He deposited 40 more gold into my account at The Sprouting Jade Financial and Trade in Pitola. It was an account I didn’t know I even had until he deposited the first 100 gold. All my previous dealings that weren’t directly in gold were essentially ‘Velez or Struva owes me’ and it felt great to have an option outside The Purveyors of Platinum.

“I’d still like the option to delve there when the time comes so please start working with the Council,” I said as we moved on to the most nebulous thing he had said. “Now, who is this group that wants me harm?”

Norbert thunked a packet down of close to 60 pages this time.

“Why do you do all this on paper? Wouldn’t it be easier via AAI?” I asked.

“AAI signals can be intercepted. Mayor Balodis is a careful woman. No undue risks. Stationing me here for a few days is far better from a risk/reward standpoint than just sending a message.” He said it like his time wasn’t really worth much.

I shrugged as that was an analysis he was free to make.

We started going over the documentation they had on the Church of Unullification and the mysterious woman we’d seen overseeing the group that tried to assassinate us on the ride back from Pitola.

While the city wasn’t willing to pay the massive fee to figure out who put out the noble contract that allowed them carte blanche to kill us – at least they weren’t willing to pay until they ran out of steam just doing a normal investigation – but thought they had narrowed it down to about fifteen noble or noble-adjacent women. They were running down leads on each right now and would be sending me more information when they eliminated at least a few more suspects.

As to the Church itself, calling it a total hot mess of an organization wasn’t far enough.

A new religion wasn’t really expected to be perfect but ‘utter shit show’ was being too kind. There was no real overarching philosophy other than ‘the null is here to cleanse’.

Whether that was good or bad seemed up for debate.

What that phrase meant was absolutely up for debate.

The hierarchy was essentially nonexistent and so there were already over 50 splinter groups with different takes operating in Pitola alone. It was mostly centered there but rumors of people taking up the cause across The Kingdom of Verdant Earth and The Monetary Might Kingdom were becoming fact.

As to why they were targeting me, there were five or so prevailing theories, ranging from the normal – I was lowering the impact of the null essence and thus lowering its cleansing power – to the far stranger – Steve was actually foretold to be the leader because of our delving team name of The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider and they needed me out of the way to let him ascend.

The last one made no sense to me since the team name was registered right as we were leaving Pitola but the files said it was now a reason they might target me even if it wasn’t likely at the time.

“The guys are absolute clowns,” I said, forgetting I’d have to explain what clowns were once again.

“Yes, clowns indeed,” Norbert said a minute later. “But they have some strong backing and we aren’t sure from where. When you come to Pitola, we’d like to connect you with some groups trying to combat them.”

Being vaguely targeted gave me a headache and I asked for both Tiesa and Norbert to leave so I could think things over.

I talked to Steve for about an hour before giving up at making any progress in my thinking and instead just relaxed into bedtime by reading a few of the picture books I had out loud to Steve. He seemed to really enjoy the Putijama version of what was essentially Everybody Poops.

            

    
        Chapters 38 and 39 Slightly Delayed: Kidney Stones!

    
    
    
    
                As always, given my product management mindset, I try to over communicate. Including letting you know the fun details of my moderate amount of medical maladies!

Not well edited FYI so excuse the typos if there are any.

I expect to still get the chapters out this week, probably Wednesday and Friday but whoo baby, those things hurt. I was minding my own business last night, finishing up a quick item delve before bed (I think to level 20) in Disgaea – which is great game, I recommend it, just picked it up again on Steam's sale last week – when my back started feeling tight. I pulled a Terry and said 'no worries, I've got this'.

I did not have this.

I am going to explain the symptoms a bit (spoilered) so people might know if they are going through the same thing since I have to hit 500 words anyway :)


So, my first symptom at least – I have had kidney stones before but wasn't sure it wasn't just really strange back pain those times as my symptoms don't match perfectly to those I've seen online and the pain level was bad but not this bad – was the feeling of pretty strong muscle cramping and tightness in my upper mid-back, right below my shoulder blades. That might sound weird because it's a bit above the kidneys and yup! I also have weird muscle issues with my shoulder blades so it's not that uncommon of an area of pain for me, hence never being sure what's causing it.

So, I was able to get some relief by stretching pretty aggressively and using a foam roller but the pain still increased slightly. Now, I know my hydro homies and homettes (no idea of a good gender neutral term there for my NBs) out there are going to be saying 'did you drink water?' and the answer is no, I stop drinking about five hours before bed. My bedtime is midnight so I stopped about 7pm or 19:00 for anyone that uses the 24hr system. But I drank maybe 5 liters yesterday – one liter is a little over 4 cups or 32 ounces. That's a lot! And typical for me.

So anyway, my symptoms start to progress as my back feels tighter and tighter so I take my good ol' friend Naproxen Sodium. Highly recommend. Generic name in the US is Aleve and I couldn't find it on my short stay in Europe which sucks. It's a great pain killer and general anti-inflammatory. It helped some but not a great deal.

Now is when the pain ramps from about a two of ten to maybe a four? It starts feeling like a muscle cramp but with no waves. Just a constant pain. That gets worse. For the next few hours. I lay down on my back and just try not to move – I am pretty good with constant pain so while it sucks, at least it isn't random stabbing pain. I had my tonsils out at 33 and this is far worse other than day four of recovery. They tell you day four is bad. Believe them. Don't wean off your meds before then and have none left... trust me...

Anyway!

Finally, pain at a constant five and half to six out of ten, I give up on sleep and decide it is actually a stone and start chugging water. The pain doesn't really get better for the first 45 minutes but it does start to migrate slightly slowly lower and focus in on a small spot instead of about a third of my back. I think I had two, one on the left that dropped through quickly and the bugger on the right that didn't. So I drink about 3 liters over the next hour – far more than you are supposed to normally in that amount of time – and the pain finally subsides enough at 4:30am to fall asleep. I have to wake up every few hours to pee but at least low pain... The stone is still there, I'm just hydrated enough that it only kinda hurts.

Now I have to go to the store and get beer – it apparently expands the pipes in general to help you pass stones – which can trigger my autoimmune BS for a day, which is why I have none ATM. So I am definitely out of commission today and possibly tomorrow!




I hope your weekend is going far better than mine! 👋

            

    
        Chapter 38, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Battle Arenas

Of all the cool-ass things on Putijama, battle arenas might be the coolest. Every aspect varies from arena to arena but the thing they all share is a wide range of features to enhance the viewing experience and protect the combatants.

While some spectators think arenas rely on a few enchantments only placed when the facility was created, nothing could be further from the truth. Just the combatant sections typically have over 100 overlapping enchantments that range from how they handle the injuries sustained in actual combat to temperature, smell, and sound controls for the fighters – both from the crowd into the combat area and vice versa.

How could you have a proper gloating speech if the crowd can’t hear?

There is also, at least in the good arenas, a lot of redundancy for the enchantments.

As for how injuries are handled, there are two main camps: real or simulated. While all arenas are required by law to prevent – to the best of their abilities – deaths and nearly fatal blows, many go a step further, preventing actual injuries rather than taxing their local healers.

Some fans claim that the only real fights are the ones where there’s risk but they do so anonymously rather than to the fighters, at least if they have any brains.

For a simulated arena, if you get hit in the eye, the arena blocks your vision there. Your arm gets ‘cut off’, you lose its use and the arena starts to put slightly more pressure on you as the fight continues to simulate blood loss but the limb stays attached. But it’s all fine once the fight is called, the fighters don’t have to deal with anything beyond the haunting memories.

And there are of course toggles for how much of the pain the combatants actually feel.

Turn it up to eleven?

There are also some arenas with enchantments to artificially restrict cultivation levels. This can be finicky in the extreme when dealing with sub-Tiers but many arenas claim they can create a fair fight between a fresh Tier 1.0 and a peak Tier 1.9 where only skill matters.

The best claim they can do so between a Tier 1.0 and a peak Tier 3.9. Thus far, no fight has ever been close when bridging that much of a cultivation gap so even if it’s true, no one believes it.

Almost all arenas in the Verdant Kingdom are powered by a large-scale battery where a number of people donate their mana to power it. Some places even allow donating mana in lieu of paying a cover charge.

A few arenas are also large enough to convert the power from mana to qi, which is far more stable and causes less wear-and-tear on the enchantments.

As you can probably guess, the enchantments themselves also need significant upkeep: constantly channeling power through them and straining against them harms efficiency and capability. Imagine a barrier protecting the crowd that is stressed every day for weeks, turned on for a significant amount of time each of those days.

At some point, the enchantments will fizzle if not given enough power and/or tender loving care.

In the Verdant Kingdom, there is a small guild of high-Tier – usually Tier 6 or higher – mages that maintain the arena enchantments over the longer term as they are so incredibly complicated. Many arenas don’t want to fall afoul of their combatants and hire local enchanters to keep everything in tiptop shape between the visits every three months by the guild.

So go out there and enjoy the fights knowing just how incredibly complex these arenas actually are!



“What in the absolute shit is going on in there!?”

Uh oh.

Vana was bellowing like an angry walrus while stomping down the hallway of the second floor of her inn.

Hiding the evidence – and the cause – of said anger, I hiked on my most convincing innocent face.

I knew from my glance at the mirror that it was in vain.

Heh, vain by looking in the mirror. Nope, not the time!

She didn’t even knock. Somehow, the door was there one second and just gone the next, a very modest shower of splinters reminding me she was at least a high Tier 3 if not mid Tier 4.

All she did was glare.

“Uh, how are you doing this fine morning Vana? You look extra radiant today,” I tried.

More angry than a cat who received a surprise bath, she stalked over and grabbed my ear. “What did you kill in your room?! Why does it smell worse than… well, that’s an indelicate story for another time,” she said with a slight grin before the facial movement caused more air to flow into her nostrils, eliciting a gag.

“Will you let me explain?” I asked, giving her my best puppy dog eyes.

That’s when she saw Steve cowering in fear on the bed.

Her face softened.

Usually defiant in the face of anything, I was surprised at his reaction. Then I felt the relief through our link; though I hadn’t felt actual fear, just anxiety.

Not sure if he meant to do that but he saved my ass…

“It’s a rift reward. I can show you but—,” I pointed all around as if the smell was visible. Now that the stench was dissipating, I realized just how bad it was. “I put it in my ring because it accelerates the aging of things. Or something like that. They warned me it stank but there was no expecting this.”

“Rift near Struva? Ugly-ass flying monsters with tentacles? Yeah… I remember the one. Still, you’re paying for a new door and I’m fining you an extra gold since I had to refund so damn many guests.” Vana was calmer now though still looked rather sour.

“How many? I took it out less than three minutes ago,” I replied, then realized I was testing my luck. “Just curious, I think it’s steep but probably fair. Do you have ozone or something to kill smell here?” I wondered aloud.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #51: Sometimes you have to just swallow your pride to soothe the angry lion that wants to eat your head in the moment.

“Only four and they are regulars but yes, it’s mostly for the cleaning fees. Have to call in someone with a few skills I know. Two puked in their rooms,” she said with a heavy sigh. We heard a retching noise. “Make that three…”

“Weaklings,” accidentally slipped from my lips.

I need to not be so casual with my thoughts becoming my speech…

Vana looked like she wanted to be mad but couldn’t keep her face straight and nodded slightly. She cleared her throat. “So, your ring accelerates time on what you put into it huh? Have you tried with anything else?” Her eyes lit with greed.

I had considered it but the damn thing just didn’t have enough capacity for anything other than small-scale tests. And the few mundane wine bottles I’d tried shattered immediately when I brought them out. My plan for an oak barrel of whiskey was put on hold when I thought about what might happen if it burst while in the ring itself.

Would the item isolation actually hold when it was a pool of liquid or would that count as separate items? What about the remnants of the cask? Would it wash over everything else in there?

Does it kill off things like bugs? Would that matter to something that was fermenting, killing off the yeast involved?

In exchange for not yelling further, Vana agreed to do some testing with me over the coming weeks and share in the potential profit.

I thought maybe the null ate away at things, rather than aging it. The original discovery of how it significantly weakened corpses of rift creatures was interesting but I hadn’t really had time to dig deeper, especially as when I summoned one of said corpses from the ring, it was as a last second shield that then exploded. Mostly into my mouth as I recalled.

The first thing we went out to buy at the grocers two doors down were staples to simply see what happened. Bread, fruits, cheeses – both soft and hard to test what happened to things that needed refrigeration – and many more.

We put some things in a crate as that only counted as one item to my ring’s item limit to test if that impacted the aging – or whatever the slightly tarnished jewelry specifically did – and had a few small tests on plants and herbs too.

Pretty quickly, we were hitting up against the item limit. While the ring’s item limit had started at about 50 when I got it, I could feel it reaching capacity when we were at 58 discrete objects. I promised to channel a bit more essence into the ring – which was not looking nearly as rusty as it once did, I noted – in the future. Vana also directed me to the local essence donation center to see if the economics might work regarding purchasing essence.

Seeing I had mollified the terrifying innkeeper and that the stench was slowly dissipating, if not quite gone, I recommended to my delving team that we head elsewhere for an early lunch.

***

“I’ve been thinking…” I started.

“Uh oh, that’s never a good sign,” Inara said. Pavel tapped her elbow in annoyance. “No seriously! Every time I’ve heard that phrase, something terrible came after it. Well, mostly breakups or whatever but still.”

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #52: Be better about starting off conversations, especially with wise-asses involved. It can derail wherever you want the discussion to go if you give them an opening for a joke at the start.

After about fifteen more minutes of chatter, I tried again.

“I have something I want to bring up as a possibility. Not saying we should do it but I think we should consider it,” I said.

“No orgies,” Romie replied with a self-satisfied smirk.

I took three seconds to just blink at them and they finally gave me the universal ‘go ahead’ nod.

“Fully agree on that last part but not the proposition. Never the proposition. Not today and not ever.” Inara gave a fake hurt look.

Rolling my eyes, I continued. “I think we should delve the rift. The one where we essentially all got hurt. It feels like it might give us some closure. I wanted to bring it up. No rush to delve or even answer.”

“Wow,” Romie said, handing over a silver tenpiece to Inara.

She smiled. At my head tilt, our fearless leader said, “I bet them it was going to be related to delving for or around Velez. Narrow guess so Romie agreed.”

I gave her my best ‘really?’ look and she continued to preen. Finally, she asked, “But…why?”

“I just said. Closure. I know we can do it. It won’t be on the edge of breaking. It feels like something that is always in the back of my mind so I thought maybe it was sticking with all of you too. Maybe not since you’ve been in a lot of hairy situations?”

Romie gave a non-committal shrug and Inara gave a hand gesture that meant maybe. Pavel gave me an encouraging smile.

Plowing forward, I continued. “Again, not saying let’s do it today, but I want us to consider it. I wouldn’t do it without some specific training or anything. It’s just… this feels like something that would push us forward, you know?”

While it slightly ruined the mood of our casual conversation, I could see a bit more fire in everyone’s eyes at the thought. What had knocked us down, nearly killing at least half of us, we could conquer and put behind us.

I took Steve to his second healing appointment before we had to leave town the following day.

***

“I know, he’s not much to look at. Or listen too. Or smell apparently today. So, wait, why are you here?” Tilda asked, turning to me.

“Very funny,” I said, using the Verdantese I had been drilling so hard on. The increased essence going to my intelligence also helped. “We installing a gold… thing… here yesterday. I must being here.”

Maybe I haven’t nailed it yet... I think I’ll conduct business in English for now but it’s on the list for the next long horse ride.

We were at the Velez fighting pits, discussing with Latif why we weren’t looking to put a debit card machine anywhere there but the food stands in the future despite installing a money-changing station.

“Should we really be telling people what to do with their own money?” the extremely broad man asked. “Isn’t that up to them to figure out?”

I moved my hand in the motion the locals used for ‘kind of’. It was essentially the same as I used on Earth, oscillating my hand side-to-side but with more up and down movement of the hand.

“So, it can lead to really bad consequences if we make it a bit too easy to gamble. I should know… on Earth, I had a bit of a problem… we could bet on just about anything with a few clicks and I ended up losing more than enough to buy a car. A nice car.” I had slipped back into English so I brought out my tablet and handed it to Tilda so she could see the translation without me holding it up next to my head.

Instead, she started trying to pull up some pictures of scantily clad men to show me.

Giving the tablet a side-eyed glance, Latif laughed. “Can’t trust this one, can ya? But okay, I get it. Last thing we want is some family not able to buy groceries because mom or dad came in and kept pulling out their money. It’s still going to piss some people off, which might limit or lose customers.”

“Yup, and I’m good with that,” I said matter-of-factly. “I’d rather not chase profits at all costs. That leads to soulless corporations and I saw far too many of those. If people would rather deposit with The Purveyors of Platinum, more power to them. The biggest issue from a business side is if we launch credit instead of just debit, people betting on credit is—”

“—a tremendously bad idea, I get it,” Latif cut me off and followed with a chuckle.

The large man suddenly switched the topic on me. “So, when are we finally going to do that test fight? I want you in there—” he gestured towards the pit where one person was stretching as another walked out to join them, “—especially in the tournament at the end of next month. Will put some butts in seats. Whether that is just to see you or to see you get your ass beat is a different question.” He laughed at his own joke.

“Uh, what tournament?”

“The biannual Tier 1 tournament silly,” Tilda said as she had apparently turned back to the translation software for the tablet.

“Wait, biannual meaning twice a year or once every two years?” I asked. “And… I guess I don’t really care, it’s just a stupid thing in my native language where it can literally mean either. Give me more details?”

Latif sent over a virtual pamphlet about the upcoming event. There was a much bigger tournament every other year in the amphitheater for Tier 1s but mostly, that facility was reserved for Tier 3 and higher fights as it drew larger crowds. Plus, most good fighters went well past Tier 1 quickly so it was a bit strange to stall at Tier 1 just to compete. The pits’ tournament was every six months and wasn’t a free-for-all bracket of everyone in Tier 1.

The pits were going to be hosting brackets for four sub-Tier groupings: 1.0-1.2, 1.3-1.5, 1.6-1.7, and 1.8-1.9. They did broader ranges lower in the sub-Tiers because there was less excitement from the crowds for those matches – cheering on a bunch of fresh thirteen year olds beating on each other was considered a bit weird, though it certainly had its fans.

I decided to check in with ‘The Crew’ to see if it was a good idea but provisionally signed my name up for a test fight in three weeks in the Tier 1.3-1.5 bracket.

I might have to do another delving trip or two to get up into the Tier 1.5 range to have a chance. Good thing we’re headed to Chazin Mark tomorrow.

On a whim, I decided to sign Steve up for a test fight a few weeks before the tournament too. He had really taken to the magic stick I’d gotten him in Struva and Risto was actually teaching him how to use it. At least slightly. It was still more like the video of the bear playing with a stick than a weapons kata but it was improving.

Latif laughed at the little monster on my shoulder that had been eating a bucket of popcorn every five minutes since we arrived. Since he had been healed further, his eyesight was almost back to normal so he actually caught a decent percent of the kernels he or Tilda threw in the air for him to catch.

Switching back to the reason we were there, I handed over the deposit for the money-changing station: ten gold and a thousand silver, mostly in tenpieces.

“We’re going with way less at the other two locations but I figure you have a lot of money volume, even on a slow day.” I indicated towards the two fighters who were just starting to lightly spar in the ring; the pits wouldn’t open to the public for another few hours.

“I think we’ve also got a fair bit of our clientele who wouldn’t be caught dead going to that nerdy store and are banned from Vana’s,” Latif said, slapping me jovially on the back.

Is Nikolaj’s store considered nerdy? Weird.

Tilda perked up. “Well, make sure to send everyone who wants to deposit money to me. I’ll even cut you in on a deal. For every ten gold deposited at my store, I’ll give you a silver,” she said with a wink.

“What’s her cut?” he asked me without even looking at her.

“One percent,” I replied.

“Traitor,” Tilda said to laughs from both of us.

As we left, Zdenka met up with us. We headed down the road to one of her booked appointments: a moderate-sized apothecary.

“Any reason you didn’t join us at the pits?” I asked.

Zdenka sucked at her teeth. “Bad family history there. Well, with betting in general. We probably wouldn’t be on the verge of non-nobility – our family was pretty prosperous once – but my grandfather and especially his father were a bit too into their vices of gambling and pleasure houses respectively. It could cause issues if anyone saw me entering, no matter what for.”

I nodded as that was quite a good reason. “Well, we’ll still count the food cart there as one of your 50 businesses a week that you need to hit. Where are you on that?”

When I’d given her a weekly target of 50 businesses and 500 people signing up for the debit card system, I had forgotten Putijama had a five day week. She’d need to sign up an average of twelve and a half businesses four days out of five just to hit her quota, but she hadn’t blinked at the number when I tossed it out.

“I have commitments from 36 businesses with deposits for the machines and another 100 or so meetings over the next week and a half,” she replied calmly.

If I had any liquid, I would have done a spit take. It was only the second day after we’d brought her on board.

“Wait, when did we start taking deposits for machines?” I asked, slightly confused.

“Eh, someone saying ‘yeah, sure, I’ll take one’ doesn’t feel like it counts enough. So, since the machines are only a few gold each, I took a one gold down payment for the first twenty and then 50 silver for the rest since it will take a while to deliver,” the young woman said nonchalantly.

Wow, we really got lucky with this one.

Tilda made an indignant noise. “But that means fewer people who will deposit with meeeee,” she whined. “I’m supposed to be special.”

Zdenka nodded as if she weren’t being petulant. “Well, I have a few large group meetings later today you can attend though I expect you’ll want to be running your shop. Yesterday, around 200 people seemed interested from my discussions and it’s only you or Vana’s inn. If you aren’t open, that’s a lot of lost deposits.”

My eyebrows shot up, but Tilda nodded like it all made perfect sense.

“How are you booking these meetings so quickly?” I asked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Zdenka replied.

“As your boss, yes, it’s kind of my business to know. Do you think you can keep this pace?”

“Why, thinking of raising my quota so I have to close more business?” she asked with a slight frown.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #53: Even in another world, consistency and predictability are very important for a company, especially in a business with a moderate to heavy upfront services component. Understanding your needed capacity for people is crucial to not over or under hire.

“Just the opposite,” I laughed. “I’ll get into it later but I’m wondering if the pace you’re going is sustainable. The last thing we want is to get a ton of preorders and then stall out. I’ve seen what happens there.”

Zdenka nodded. “Makes sense.”

Getting excited to talk through my reasoning, I said, “Though I guess our business model is slightly different, it can cause some lumpy business results and I don’t want to have to deal with tons of installs all at once, hiring a bunch of people, just to then have a ton of unused capacity. And using contractors for a short period is not usually a great model.”

Tilda yawned. “Boring!”

I paused, trying to figure out how to make it less profit-focused. With a heavier tone, I continued, “Promising people work and then pulling it away is a truly dick move if you can easily avoid it. They changed their lives to work for you, the least you can do is respect that. If they quit another job to join your company, firing them can upend everything for them.”

Zdenka halted in the middle of the road, putting a hand on my shoulder to stop me too. Tilda was back to looking at men wearing quite little on my tablet and walked on without noticing.

“You actually mean that, don’t you?” she said, looking me in the eyes.

“Yes, why wouldn’t I?”

“Well, it’s just that’s a bit wise beyond your years. It’s not something I expect from someone younger than me,” she said with a smile that said she got me.

Goddamn Barry and putting me in an 18 year old’s body…

            

    
        Chapter 38, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                In addition to signing up another business for our debit card idea, I secured a small potion supply in Velez at the apothecary.

I couldn’t get the highest quality potions nor could I get more than one or two potions a week, but it was still better than nothing. I also grabbed a few general Tier 1 antidotes – the store’s specialty – which worked on most poisons and toxins.

After the meeting, I was at Vana’s house, only accompanied by Steve.

The innkeeper had given me temporary access without a key. When I asked how that worked, she simply said ‘don’t worry your blindingly reflective head about it’. I kept saying I thought she had ‘taken a shine’ to my new hairstyle – or lack of hair – but the pun didn’t translate too well to Verdantese.

At least I know I’m hilarious.

“No, you’re not,” Gabby said in my mind at my idle thought. I rolled my eyes and crossed the threshold to the room Vana gave her, the dungeon core floating in the air and pulsing slightly with a greenish light.

“Hey, let’s not today, okay? Please. For the sake of our child,” I said, pointing to Steve. The little bugger thought he was being sneaky while approaching the floating dungeon core. He pounced and tried to sink his teeth in before giving me a shocked look it hadn’t worked.

“Please wipe the slobber off me… And, you know I can’t actually see, right?”

“Yes, but you somehow can read my mind so I’m sure you can piggyback my senses somehow,” I said exasperatedly.

She let out a hmm and then I felt a slightly stronger presence in my head. “Ooh, this is cool! I can kinda see through your eyes. Is this what 3D movies were like for you?”

“If you mean mostly blurry and headache-inducing, yes. And let’s not talk about Being John Malkovich. But I didn’t come here to just chat. Though maybe I should more often,” I murmured, suddenly feeling guilty.

Is she lonely here alone most of the day?

“Nah, I have their version of the internet here and it’s got a lot of pretty good entertainment. Lots less lewd cartoon drawings compared to what you remember from Earth though.”

“Are you saying that as good or bad? You know what, either way, let’s never mention that to anyone please… But anyway, I wanted to see where you were in your essence recovery and if it might be a good idea for me to delve you soon. I’m not really in need of essence but didn’t know how you were feeling, if you needed a null purge,” I said, rubbing the back of my head.

There are just too many analogies about delving a dungeon that I don’t want to talk about. Most sound like a poor euphemism for a romance novel.

“Yeah, second that thought there sailor, keep the thoughts squeaky clean please. I am back to nearly full on essence but it still feels like I’m missing something.” She put on a heavy, poorly-done French accent. “Maybe that’s just general ennui, that to think is to feel empty? Hon, hon?”

I could tell her follow-up laugh was a bit forced.

“I mean, you did rip part of yourself out to hand to me… do you think that has something to do with it?” I asked, referring to when she’d created a shard of her core to help me fool people into thinking I’d destroyed the dungeon core.

She sighed in my mind. I could tell she just wanted to go back to our typical light banter but this felt important.

“Couldn’t hurt?” she asked as much as said. Then, in a barely audible whisper despite it only being in my mind, she mumbled ‘thank you’.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #54: When someone opens up to you, especially if it’s their first time doing so, let it be. Don’t even look to acknowledge it unless the moment calls for it.

“Great, so that’s a good next step then. I’ll see if I can get the shard. What about bodies of rift monsters? You said previously you wanted them to harvest their essence or something?”

“Yeah, I was thinking about that disgusting corpse you used in your first delve. Hell, that taste might have been what woke me up fully. So awful. Don’t ever feed me rotting wolf again… but I feel like when… when delvers died in me,” she said in a halting and slightly haunted voice, “I didn’t absorb the essence when they actually died.”

“Wait, how does that work?” I asked as it didn’t make sense to me.

Gabby made a shrugging noise. “It was once I absorbed the corpse. When someone died and their party took the corpse with them, I didn’t get any essence. Or at least that’s how I think it worked. It was really only the last two parties that died in the last few months that are at all clear in my memory. One were assholes and left their dead members behind after stripping them. Like down to naked – they took the guy’s soiled underwear…”

Ignoring that last part, I started to consider what she said. I knew that people ate rift monsters all the time but didn’t think they got any essence from it. Or if they did, it was negligible.

There were even special precautions for chefs preparing Tier 3 and higher meat because it could kill someone who was unignited. But it still wasn’t used for cultivation.

We went back and forth for a while on the challenges of getting rift monster bodies to feed to Gabby. The biggest concern was raising red flags because why would I need the bodies.

I could put out a general call for monster corpses through the Adventurers Guild – though I wasn’t a full member yet as I needed to complete more quests myself – or I could grab them from the rifts I was delving already with my team.

The first would grab the attention of whoever did the delve and there were logistical challenges of getting the bodies to Gabby – plus it was just plain expensive – while the second would probably create some awkward questions from my team.

As I was pondering, Steve pulled on my pant leg, sending me the typical feeling of hungry. Without thinking, I pulled some cheese from my ring.

Whoops, experiment compromised.

“Wait, do that again!” Gabby shouted with excitement. I gave her a confused look. “Wow, you actually do tilt your head when you are confused like a dog. That’s cute.”

At my groan, Gabby asked me to use my ring again. It resonated strangely with the dungeon core.

After a few more tests, Gabby asked, “Can you try putting something directly from the ring into me? Instead of pulling it out into regular space, try doing it into me.”

After ten minutes of testing, I finally got it to work.

“Ugh, a rotting tomato?! Really?!” she yelled indignantly.

“Payback,” was all I said and she chuckled in response.

We decided my follow-up from our visit was threefold:

First was to talk with Vana and Jasna about securing a rift monster corpse supply line – Gabby thought absorbing the monsters would allow her to improve any delve rewards she gave out from consuming their concentrated essence.

Second was related as I probably needed an additional spatial bag or three to transport bodies around.

And finally, I needed to try to get Gabby’s core shard back from Tiesa.

***

As I got back to the inn for dinner, I pulled Vana aside for a quick word. “I was wondering if you had any ideas for getting some monster corpses. Especially if we could do it on the cheap. You know, given the resale value is pretty terrible…” I raised my eyebrows and then made a hand gesture we’d come up with to mean we were talking Gabby-related things.

“Ah, yeah. Hmm. Well, you were considering trying to use their blood for your debit card machines right?” she artfully lied, picking up on why I was asking quickly. “I can possibly get some bodies that are not considered great eating. But, they are still expensive overall.”

“I am going into enough rifts, maybe if I had enough spatial storage, that might solve the issue, at least for initial tests?” I was hoping Vana had some spatial bags lying around from her adventuring days.

“Yeah, that could work. You’d need to explain to your team. And I don’t have any extra, sold them all off long ago. Hell, half are probably destroyed by now as I usually used the cheapies.”

“That’s not great, any idea where I could get said cheapies?”

“It’s been a while but I might have a line on getting more. Now, go off and enjoy your meal.” The innkeeper shooed me away with her hands.

I decided to just focus on the wonderful panini-like sandwich she made. I had to dice Steve’s up for him but he made appreciative noises all the same.

I mean, who doesn’t love melted cheese?

Overall, I was impressed with Vana’s ability to convey what information I needed while making the conversation still feel natural, if a bit stilted.

There were already a few people speculating, mostly just giving Vana grief, about how often we chatted. It was all in good fun, a good ribbing for being Putijama’s version of a cougar, an older woman going after younger men.

Still, she asked me to not pull her away too often or too conspicuously to quell any rumors.

If people thought we were involved in some way, it would ruin a bit of her reputation as a flirt but only a flirt. She thought there might be ‘a swarm of people trying to chase her skirt’ if the rumors got any further.

After dinner, I headed over to Tiesa and Gabor’s house for some board games with Risto.

On a break after I was thoroughly trounced and Gabor came in an also-distant third place, the vice-captain of the guard and I were casually drinking on the front porch, our legs dangling off towards the ground.

They really need to get a nice swing out here.

Gabor looked at me and blurted, “I think you should do the rift but you need to train more first. I am forbidding it for now!”

At my confused look, his eyes wandered towards everywhere around us but my face. “Who told?” I asked, figuring out he meant the rift where Steve and I had been injured and that one of my teammates probably let him know.

“Inara,” he said with a chuckle, finally meeting my gaze.

Yeah, that’s who I would have guessed.

He sighed. “Look, I do think it’s a good idea but that rift has killed so many people higher in Tier 1 than you even when it’s not full, I want you to train for it pretty hard. Hell, it killed a Tier 2 team that tried to delve it last year. And they weren’t too terrible. Basically, this feels long-term like a good idea but no rushing?”

I nodded. When I first thought of the idea, delving the rift perfectly – no injuries or even any close calls – almost felt like a form of revenge, like I was proving something wrong. Then it started to feel like I needed to prove myself worthy, good enough in some way, almost to the rift itself.

When I shared this with him, Gabor somewhat predictably laughed at me. At my affronted look, he laughed harder. “No,” *wheeze* “it’s not that,” *wheeze* “you just sound,” *wheeze* “so stupid.”

Actually getting upset, I went to rebuke him.

Before I could, he put both hands on my shoulders and shook me with a huge smile on his face.

I spluttered and he calmed down enough to say, “I had almost the exact same feeling about a delve that went wrong when I was in the military. Tier 2 rift. I was younger than you but far more experienced. Lost a good friend,” he said, turning a little more solemn.

He took in a long breath. “The feelings are valid but man are they dumb.” He knocked on his head while subtly knocking on the wooden porch with his other hand, making a loud sound. “See, empty block of wood up there,” he finished with a chuckle and sigh.

“Yeah, maybe laughing at a friend trying to share their feelings isn’t, you know, the best way to go about it?” I said testily, though most of my anger was fading.

“I know, I know, it’s just, god I wish someone had put that into words. It’s such a stupid feeling. But all delvers have it. Like you know it’s just a rift, it has no conscience or consciousness yet you still want to prove it wrong all the same. See,” he said, starting to chuckle again, “stupid!” He finished by raising his hands straight up like he’d just secured a great victory.

Tiesa stuck her head out. “What dumb thing did he say now?”

Both of us started responding, figuring she meant the other man said something dumb, leading all of us to start laughing.

As the night wound down – and after I finally won two rounds in a row of the game that was based on building out a group of Tier 1 delvers to take on dangerous missions – I took Tiesa aside.

“So… I was wondering if you still have that shard of the dungeon core,” I began.

“Yes, after they were done testing it, that dipshit Selim and the Adventurers Guild in Pitola didn’t think to keep it. But why?” Tiesa asked.

“Well, I wanted to have it as a memento. Like a trophy of my accomplishment. I did survive a sentient dungeon’s traps and trickery,” I replied, hoping I was maintaining an aura of calm.

I thought she’d just say yes and hand it over.

“It’s a highly magical artifact, not something for the mantel. Plus, you don’t even have a mantel, you live in an inn. You can’t put it in a spatial storage item, it will degrade both the shard and the spatial storage quickly. You don’t really have a good way to store it. Plus, I’m not sure what would happen if Steve got his hands on it.” Tiesa started to look around like she was considering the consequences of that inevitable outcome.

“I could get a lead-lined box with a lock,” I tried.

“I’m not against giving it to you but… you haven’t really given me a good reason why I should. At the end of the day, it’s yours but you lack the ability to safely keep it right now,” she said, seemingly annoyed.

“I might want to show it off to women that come to my room,” I said, trying out a wink.

It failed.

“Terry, you’ve always been a bit weird about that delve. You have wanted to talk about any other traumatizing delve—”

She cut off at my indignant noise. “I don’t think that’s fair, why shouldn’t I want to talk about it?”

She held up her hands. “I’m not saying it’s bad, just saying you do. It’s healthy to talk about things like that, get them off your chest… anyway, my point is you don’t talk about it. You came out of that delve with more scars than you went in with. I know you had one potion but… is there something you need to tell me?”

Well, shit.

            

    
        Character Descriptions, Combat Kits, and Art #2: The Order of the Ever-Consuming Glider

    
    
    
    
                Inara Maric – the AI would NOT give her shorter hair…

Description:

Fast:

About 5’1 (155cm), lithe, looks early 20s, short-cropped blonde hair and light purple eyes. Wears dark studded leather in combat and bright colors when not.

Not so Fast:

Inara has three completely separate looks that make it hard to pin down what she wants people to think. All three represent her goals in that regard. In a delve, she’s all business in dark studded leather, two long daggers – some may call them short swords given her height. But outside a delve, she has a more mysterious side that rarely comes out. Instead, you’ll usually find her in bright colors, sometimes with a small matching hat or ear cuff/jacket and sporting a blonde pageboy haircut and light purple eyes.


Inara’s combat build:

Much like Jasna, Inara is about fast in-and-out strikes, though more for crippling blows than as a distraction. Wielding two long daggers, she powers her enchantments that range from slow to extra bleed effects to a minor armor penetration. One of the daggers has an enchantment of true throw, making it mildly effective when thrown, usually as a distraction or last resort. But most of her offensive capabilities are focused on massive damage output before she gets the hell away.

Her armor is much more for speed and dodging than for taking any major blows. Sporting dark leather with stealth enchantments – her [Mark of the Chameleon] enchantment being her favorite – as well as speed, she is able to dive in and out quickly. She has a few enchantments on her forearm guards that are used for blocking and a single one-time-use enchantment – which she’s had to reapply twice – on her chest in case of a life-threatening attack.

She has one spell, [Restricting Vines], which is pretty self-explanatory: it conjures vines from the ground to reach up and grab at its targets, usually the legs if it has them.

#1: Didn't really get the hair right (none of them did) but the eyes are great and the slight smirk is okay

[image: image]


#2: They got the smirk right but none of them really got normal clothes. This is still probably closest in my mind.

[image: image]


#3: Just cool-ass eyes so wanted to share

[image: image]


#4: This is what happens when you give Ideogram a picture as the starting point and say iterate off it. I think it was from #2. No idea WTF happened 😅🤣

[image: image]


Prompt:

Please generate a photorealistic picture from the waist up of a lithe woman in her early to mid 20s. She is cute and mischievous looking. She should have light purple eyes and quite short blonde hair. Again, her eyes must be light purple. She should not have dyed hair, so she should be blonde to the roots of her hair. She should be wearing a bright orange and pink shirt. She should look at the camera like she has a funny joke she wants to tell, with a slight smile.


Pavel Lysenko

Fast:

5’9 (175cm) with wavy, dirty blonde hair. Looks a bit like Pedro Pascal. Relatively well-built but has less muscle mass than someone might expect. Wears indistinct armor designed for a fast frontliner.


Not so fast:

Pavel is of moderate height and is somewhat non-descript. Outside of delving, he likes to fade into the background so takes a bit of the opposite of his spouse-to-be, Inara. He has eyes that are a mix of green and brown and a mysterious smile. He usually wears shirts of dark green or brown, somewhat washing out his complexion, which is a bit darker than most in the region. He uses a standard spear and a large shield. Both his shield and armor have minor taunt and very minor brightness enchantments to try to keep attention on him. The armor’s color-changing enchantment is often set neutrally to a rift but sometimes Pavel sets it to bright pink, whether to draw the eye or entertain Inara.


Pavel’s combat build:

As stated, Pavel fights with a standard spear which has sharpness, durability, and armor penetration enchantments. His main focus in battle is to lock opponents up, whether to wear them down himself or create openings for his teammates. His main shield has three overlapping durability enchantments as well as some enchantments he regularly uses to keep monsters focusing on him. His shield type is large heater shield that is close to a teardrop kite shield.

His armor has a color-changing enchantment but he usually sets it to blend in well to the environment unless there is a specific need. It is a typical ringmail set underneath the more intimidating exterior made of a very lightweight Tier 1 metal alloy so it is highly resistant to strikes and, similar to Terry’s armor, has some adjustments to make it soundless. Most of his armor enchantments are again about being able to take tough hits that would otherwise cripple. There is an enchantment of deflect momentum, so heavy blows do far less damage, a durability and toughness twofer that makes claws and the like extremely hard to penetrate, and one of heaviness.


#1: This was post me throwing in the towel. The hair is still not what I wanted and it is basically Carey Elwes in The Princess Bride...
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#2: Closest on the hair but man does he look like he's trying to hard. I feel like if this one could smile, it would be good. Plus, dude is shiny AF.

[image: image]


#3: I thought this was probably the closest on his face age because he's only around 21

[image: image]


Prompt:

I gave it a picture of Pedro Pascal and said: Starting from the picture I gave you for face shape, change his hair to wavy dirty blonde that falls to his shoulders, keep the mustache, and give him greenish-brown eyes instead of dark brown eyes. Do an upper body picture that shows he has muscles but isn’t a body builder. He should have a slight smile, maybe a smirk.

…It did not go well… I finally got kinda close but it took me 20+ minutes so I tapped out (I HATE prompting these things, they are terrible). I finally retried at the end and got one a bit closer.


Romie Serva

Fast:

5’7 (170cm) androgynous person (they are non-binary if that wasn’t super clear) with long dark hair, fair skin, and orange-brown eyes. Usually wearing dark clothes that are flowy but covers them fully.


Not so fast:

Romie is extremely striking if still hard to describe. They have fair skin and orange-brown eyes, almost like some kinds of owl. Their long black hair is very well kept, often swept into a ponytail if they are going into a delve or tumbling down their shoulders if not. Their attire is usually pretty similar: dark and flowy robes, just backed by armor when delving – or sometimes if they go to one of the more dangerous night clubs. They use a heavily enchanted bow and sometimes enchanted arrows.


Romie’s combat build:

Offensively, Romie is a precision and control archer, meaning they have extremely deadly shots and also use some enchantments – whether on their bow or their arrows – to maintain battle control, inflicting debuffs and pushing enemies to where the party needs them to be. They rarely inflict very high damage on tough enemies, going for the crippling shot rather than busting through tough armor. Their heavily-enchanted bow is rift-made and has the ability to split arrows in three ([Triple Shot]), create a number of debuffs, and has [True Shot], an enchantment that can overcome most defenses for a precision, if slightly weakened, strike.

Defensively, Romie is rather boring in studded leathers with combat robes over top. The enchantments are mostly about either taking one massive hit – for when the enemies rush the backline – or for small deflections and dodging. They have bracers that do increase the pace and accuracy of projectile weapons, enhancing their rate of deadly strikes.


#0: Just because man Midjourney cannot understand androgynous, this is Rachel Lee Cook with some facial hair. It's not actually that far off, just I ended up telling it no facial hair five times (as in repeating the sentence over and over).

[image: image]


#1: Almost certainly the coolest picture I generated and also pretty accurate.

[image: image]


#2: Also cool AF and pretty accurate. I probably should have grabbed the one with a bowstring that attached to Romie's hair instead of a weapon 🤣

[image: image]


Prompt:

Give me an androgynous person that is attractive with fair skin, long and luxurious dark hair, and orange-brown eyes. They should be wearing a cowl that slightly hides their face with a longbow popping up over their back. The background should be blurred but with a medieval theme. Their clothes should be black and flowy.

…It did not go well… The first set had nothing to do with the clothes, only the prompt picture. The second set wasn’t androgynous at all. Neither were the third set… After another 20+ minutes, I got to pretty good but man…

            

    
        Chapter 39 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Enchanting People

No, I don’t mean people you find interesting!

While most enchantments are placed on items and meant to last, putting enchantments on the body – human or otherwise – is possible.

There are benefits and drawbacks, of course.

Compared to a potion, enchantments – if done correctly! – have no toxicity. That means they can be used freely with no regard to causing any short or long-term issues. Use your enchantments as much as you want!

The negatives are they only last a short while and usually are far more limited in effect. Plus, they are expensive.

Most enchantments only last for a few activations or a few days, whichever is less. For instance, a healing enchantment would typically only last three days if never used or two activations. Healing enchantments are also almost always placed on a specific body part as a whole-body healing enchantment would barely speed up healing at all.

Oh wow, that paper cut I got healed in two and a half days instead of three. Whoopee!

The most common body enchantments are for speed, power, or durability. While there are also mind-enhancing enchantments, they can cause disorientation so are rarely used. If used for a test, not a huge deal. In a fight, it’s often deadly.

And an enchantment to improve perception has to be done directly on the impacted area…

Just getting a bug in your eye sounds awful, keep that enchanting pen away from me!

Most equipment enchanters can also do people-based enchantments. But most won’t. The enchantments are very finicky and the ink to create them is quite expensive, spoiling very quickly.

Plus, about 80% of requests are carnal-related rather than charnel-related.

Yes, that was a fantastic joke, and no, I will not apologize for it!

Putting an enchantment on a sword is noble. Putting an enchantment on a noble’s ‘sword’ is awkward…


On Visibility

Most enchantments on people are placed in areas where either it doesn’t matter if it’s visible – a delver with a strength enchantment on their bicep is not awkward or abnormal – or it won’t be visible – like a noble with a vitality enchantment on their lower back to make sitting through meetings more tolerable.

There are some enchantments that might be more… awkward… if they were easily seen. A stealth-enhancing rune on the face to make it easier to blend into the crowd is great; unless they can, you know, see the glowing ink. Or the opposite, a beauty enchantment on your mug that sticks out like 100 pimples probably fights its own purpose.

In these cases, people can use an invisible enchantment ink. Of course, this increases the cost considerably as first, it is an expensive set of ingredients, and second, the time and skill you need from your enchanter increases by at least an order of magnitude.

Imagine knowing where every intricate line you wrote is without being able to see it!


Enchantment Enhancements

A very interesting aspect of people-based enchantments, enchantment enhancements are for extending the life of small-scale, limited-effect enchantments.

For instance, an enchantment that generally limits growth could be placed on the body to prevent hair growth on the scalp or face. You could put a toughness enchantment on each fingertip to prevent fingernails from chipping.

Probably the most egregious example – without taking into consideration anything carnal-related – is the people who use a whiteness enchantment on their teeth. You need one for each tooth!

Enchantment enhancements can last a few months to even years depending on the strength and how often it is used. For a tooth-whitening enchantment, if the person drank coffee every day, it would wear it down far more quickly.

Enchantment enhancements are usually far more expensive as it takes an enchanter with the actual skill they are imbuing onto the person.



Tiesa and I heard Risto in the other room saying goodbye, so we both came into the kitchen to send him off for the night. After the hugs, Gabor joined Tiesa and me in their sitting room.

As usual, Gabor failed to read the room all that well. “Ha, you two look tense! Was it about that final game? I couldn’t believe you saved that essence stone for that play Terry, must have had it for like twenty rounds. Getting your character to Tier 2 was such an amazing way to finish. She gets mad when she’s outsmarted!”

Tiesa laid a hand on his arm that communicated something far more than words ever could. It was almost like he had a smile meter that fell from 100% to zero in the matter of a few seconds, a steady decline from delight to frown.

“Terry, is there something we don’t know about that delve? The one where it was just you in the dungeon?” Tiesa asked, helping Gabor understand what we were discussing. She said it in a tone I couldn’t quite place. If I guessed, it was a mix of concern, pleading, parent who is ‘not mad, just disappointed’, and curiosity.

I attempted to distract her from why I wanted Gabby’s shard. “I feel like this is quite a stretch. I just want that shard to remind me of how far I’ve come and how close to death I was,” I tried, seeing if I could lead the bloodhound that was Tiesa’s strong bullshit detector away from my trail.

I felt guilty about lying to Tiesa but it seemed like the best way I could protect Gabby.

“What’s your souvenir from the rift that almost killed Steve? Or the wolves that almost killed you when that woman tried to assassinate you in that rift? I haven’t tried to pry but… do you feel bad about killing a sentient creature? I just don’t get why you won’t talk about that delve specifically.” Tiesa was fixing me with a laser stare that seemed to be getting more concerned.

“I kept the boss’ skull from the rift where Milica tried to kill me. I have it here on me, want to see?” While feeling a bit like a caged animal, I thought I saw my daylight out of this conversation.

“And why aren’t you turning that into a trophy?” she replied, seeming to get more and more tired.

Shit. Not sure how to play this. If I act indignant, it will probably shut it down but she’ll be more wary. If I act like it was no big deal, she knows about the scars, how I came out with a few more than I went in with, meaning something happened in there. I could try to make something up but… yeah, I’ll mix in a bit of my real feelings to give it authenticity.

I took a full minute to think before responding. “I’ve just never felt that alone.” It was somewhat true even if I had Gabby with me. Even in the wolf rift where Milica tried to assassinate me, I was mid-battle when I realized the group abandoned me. But delving Gabby the second time, it was all on me. “No, I guess… I had no one else to blame if I screwed up. Any mistake was entirely my own and was likely to be fatal. I’ve never felt that. It haunts me.”

Now that I was actually reflecting, thoughts and emotions started pouring out that I didn’t even realize were there. I started to tear up slightly, balling my hands into fists.

“In my previous life, the biggest challenge was a presentation or a test. Yes, it was ‘all on me’ but if I made a mistake or even completely failed, there just weren’t that dire of consequences. A bad grade, a bad performance review. Maybe I’d even flunk out or get fired. But not just simply die. Cease to exist.” Tears were falling from my eyes, utterly unwelcome. My voice wavered slightly.

“It felt like all my rash decisions were coming to a head. Like I risked so much on my own arrogance and it almost cost me. Over and over, it almost cost me. Why did I keep making dumb bets? What if it really had been a trap? I just—” I abruptly stopped at Tiesa’s look.

I tried to figure out what I could have said that was so earth-shattering but nothing came to mind.

“What if it was a trap? What do you mean by that?”

Oh no, did I just say that?

Tiesa looked me dead in the eyes. “It was a trap. You were fooled by the dungeon. Terry, you need to take responsibility for getting tricked.” She seemed to be trying to contain her anger at my stupidity.

Whew, saved by her thinking I’m a dipshit. I guess that’s better than the alternative…

I again decided to eat my pride – the second time that day as I’d done the same with Vana earlier – and went for a contrite look. She came over to give me a hug.

Gabor slapped his knees, saying, “Welp, I have no idea what the hell that was about but I’m going to bed. Babe, I’ll see you when you’re done putting him back together?” He gave my shoulder a squeeze and headed into the bedroom.

I debated trying my luck at getting the shard now but realized it was probably too soon.

“Oh yeah, did I tell you I asked Jasna out?” I asked as Tiesa pulled away from me.

***

The next morning, I was riding next to Inara on the horses we’d swap out on our journey to Chazin Mark. It was scheduled to be nearly two full days of riding just to get there as it was far further east than Pitola. I had a visit planned to the largest city in the former green essence zone on the way back to Velez so I could meet with Inga Balodis, Pitola’s mayor, to start building out that relationship.

“So, no minder this time?” Inara asked with a cheeky grin. “I am surprised they let you out of their sight.”

I pointed to the two Tier 3 escorts that were riding to the front and back of our group of four people and one sugar glider.

I didn’t quite get the economics of a horse swap every few hours but it cut down the time our guards had to be with us considerably. Instead of four days or more by carriage, the decision was made to ride quickly from village to village.

At least as Tier 1s, we shouldn’t get saddle sores or have other issues.

We also had two delves each day scheduled along our route so the horses would at least get an hour or so of rest for that.

I shrugged at Inara. “Also, Chazin Mark is where Jasna had some pretty bad stuff go down so she didn’t want to come and Tiesa had some local business in Velez. Gabor couldn’t take off ten days and neither could Risto. I didn’t think to ask Vana but could you imagine?” I said with a laugh.

“Yeah, that would have been fun if incredibly chaotic. Though more rumors might spread. So, why did you want to do these delves on the way there?” she asked, referring to our scheduled delves that were not through the Chazin Mark Council.

“A few reasons. The first is to get enough delves to become a full-fledged member of the Adventurers Guild. Probably makes things easier for accepting and even giving quests. Steve is also registered so he’ll get the same.”

“Makes sense,” Romie said on the other side with a facial expression that indicated they weren’t being sarcastic today. Given our cultivation, we had both louder voices and far better hearing so talking while riding was only a mild inconvenience.

“The second is I guess decency and maybe a bit of greed? I picked a few towns that put out a call to delve the rifts that were getting a bit too full for them to handle without risking crippling people. It’s potentially a danger to let the rifts fester – might cause breaks – but they also probably have decent rewards if the essence built up. And given they are Adventurers Guild contracts, I reached out and got the entrance fees waived too so they are pure profit.”

“Yeah but we don’t get paid to do them like we do on city contracts,” Pavel added. “So, are the economics actually worth it?”

“God, you’re starting to sound like him!” Inara laughed. Our front guard turned to look back at us curiously. “Please, I don’t need so many economics dorks around.” She gave us a weird look and returned to scanning the road ahead.

We continued to discuss but didn’t arrive on a conclusion as to which types of contracts were better. It all depended on the value of the reward after all.

***

Our first delve of day one was against what I could only call ‘drop bears’, the mythical Australian predator – angry, blood-thirsty koalas – made all too real.

Romie more than made up for their difficulties in a few of our recent delves, being the one to dictate when the monsters dropped, arrows piercing eyes over and over as the bears splatted to the forest floor. I made a bet with Inara that our archer would use a single shot to kill over 80% so, while Inara pretended she was going to bump our archer to take the bet, I won two silver tenpieces easily at a 94% final score.

The rift boss had an incredibly annoying ability that felt more like a video game: an empowered ass drop from the trees with a small concussive wave on landing followed by an immediate return to said tree from the ground. While it wasn’t the most dangerous – the monster made a sound preceding said booty bash – getting close enough to it for the few moments it was on the ground was nearly impossible until it ran out of mana. In the tree, it projected a small wind bubble around it, knocking away any projectiles.

As the designated bait, I spent a few minutes running around and dodging when it tried to crash down on me. I did manage to get it to land on my morningstar twice but it didn’t do much damage to its incredibly tough hindquarters hide.

Once it couldn’t return to the trees, it was a quick execution by the entire team.

The Adventurers Guild contract was one and a half gold to collect twenty bodies so we made a modest bit from that while our reward was an incredibly heavy piece of metal we planned to identify in a larger city.

Our second delve of our first day was far more interesting.

It was marketed by the nearby town as ‘the most popular rift between Zalano and the border’. Popular with teams near the peak of Tier 1 for the oft-interesting rewards the rift gave, it was also said by many to be ‘a popular grave’ for teams not so near the peak who thought to make it big but made a big mistake instead.

The rift itself was a wind-swept plateau that went for miles in either direction, the dust billowing around us, making visibility difficult. We sprung for the goggles that at least made it possible to see somewhat but it was still an anxious few moments of finding our bearings before we were attacked.

While the monsters looked a lot like penguins, they were anything but cute and awkward on land. The sharp-beaked creatures’ bodies were covered in a flowing metal that could be reformed into a number of different forms, from armaments to armor, making melee fighting an ever-changing challenge. They could also send out spikes of their metal through the ground, though then that monster lost a decent portion of said metal for fighting.

Having two giant feet helped them leap directly at their foes – mostly Pavel and me in this case – with a spike on the top of their head, trying to pierce our hearts.

The penguin-like creatures used a waddle to lull people into a false sense of security, trying to project an easy target. However, they could leverage a hidden knee joint with a bit of metal used as a support to make them quite quick at running.

Lastly, instead of cute little honks or similar, they had a disorienting sonic attack that could unbalance an unprepared delver or, in rare cases, cause them to drop their weapons or shields.

“Terry, take front. We trained for this one, show us what you’ve learned,” Inara called.

Rolling my eyes despite not facing her, I got into a lower stance and led with a shield bash.

The monster easily formed its own block of metal to absorb the blow but I used the mild distraction for a new addition to my kit from my shining blueish-purple armor: a small deployable blade on the fronts of my boots.

The slicing strike across the front of its ankle elicited an angry honk as it quickly shot a small spike for the bottom of my standing leg; but I’d anticipated and hopped into another less powerful shield bash, knocking it back.

I feinted again with my shield, throwing my left arm forward before pulling it back quickly. The monster committed to countering another shield bash before I spun to my right, bringing up my morningstar in a swing from the ground to just under its raised arm.

While the penguin monsters had a fair amount of metal, it wasn’t heavy enough, and I launched the beast a few feet away to land, sprawled on its side.

Knowing their tendencies to use spikes, I faked stomping on it, causing the exact reaction I wanted. Instead, I swung, using the heaviness enchantment on my morningstar, into the base of the spiny protrusion from its forehead, knocking off another chunk of metal and dazing it.

While I could use the penguin monster for more training, with more than half the flowing metal gone, I decided to end it quickly and efficiently.

An empowered strike to center mass temporarily winded it, rendering its sonic attack more worthy of pity than worry; I danced away as a last-ditch spike went for my boot, following up by bringing my weapon down directly on its beak.

The mass of metal, bone, and keratin driven backwards into its face managed to pierce its brain, quickly ending the fight with a rush of essence. We set about quickly harvesting as much of the metal as we could easily and then I collected the corpse into my spatial storage bag on my hip for Gabby – I knew my ring, with it’s accelerated aging or decomposition would make an absolute mess of the body before I could get back to Velez.

At Inara’s confused look, I shrugged. “Testing some things plus there might be a bit more metal to collect. Wanting to up my skills beyond just combat and this should help.”

She gave me a weird look but seemed to buy it and on we went.

“Okay, time for us to try with Romie striking from the back. Terry, your positioning needs to be crucial here to make the shot easier,” Inara said as we saw the next monster deceptively waddling towards us.

I signaled to Romie that I would take distraction duty while they prepared their shot.

Instead of letting the beast come to me, I opened the fight with a charge. The monster predictably placed two spikes in my way but my zigzagging run, while not the prettiest thing to watch, forced it to waste a lot of its metal before I arrived, driving my spiked black ball into its side.

Keeping myself on the back foot, I baited out more and more spikes, five in total, before Romie gave the call. A quick shield bash and backwards leap left all of its remaining metal on its front, making it an easy kill for our archer.

Looking down, my shield still poised to block an attack, I saw an arrow poking through the back of its mouth, its impending sonic blast dying like a scream in the vacuum of space.

We stripped the corpse again of the easy-to-harvest metal and I added a second creature to my sack.

I wondered idly if I could hire cheap corpse carts to drag them back to Velez for Gabby to consume but it would take a few days and slightly rotting meat showing up in town would probably raise flags, especially if it went to Vana’s inn.

From a later kill, I did decide to test grabbing one arm that still had some metal for my ring to see if just the flesh decomposed or if the metal did too.

Pavel and I tried a fight together and my new armor got its first test. I called for him to strike the left side of the monster to distract it but, over the noise of the battle, especially the creature’s angry sonic attacks, his AAI didn’t quite catch what I said.

A spike suddenly shot up at an acute angle, bouncing off the protective barrier just above my family jewels.

The scraping noise against the codpiece was the sweetest discordant noise of either life.

Inara couldn’t help but laugh but I asked the team to work with me while I at least started using Verdantese in battles. I already knew most of what they said and wanted to drill further in case my AAI ever had problems again.

Just not worth the risk, gotta put in the effort to really nail it down.

The final fight was oddly reminiscent of my first real delve: a large den littered with animal bones. While that felt weird for our enemies, it also gave a familiar sense of foreboding.

The biggest difference was of course our foes: Three four-legged and two-armed penguin beasts.

They looked extremely confusing to my brain, causing a bit of cognitive dissonance.

Are these penguin centaurs? Penguin-taurs?

Inara called out, “Disorientation field, not just attacks. We take them down in order. I’ll start, we take out the sonic attacker first.”

Each of the three monsters had its own specialty.

The first penguin-taur was essentially a tank. While it couldn’t use the spike attacks, it was almost 1,000 pounds (450kg), covered in almost a foot (30cm) of the liquid metal in every direction, so actually getting through its defenses was extremely tough. How it could walk or swing its incredibly heavy arms around, I really had no idea. The general strategy was to leave it for last.

The next penguin-taur was essentially nothing but spikes. It was covered in armor with tens of protruding spikes that it could shoot off in any direction or suddenly deploy through the ground with little warning. To kill it, teams usually baited out each of the fifty or so spikes, one way or another, before it was left essentially a slightly faster and hardier four-legged and metal-covered penguin.

Last and certainly our first target was a beast that used the sonic effect of the normal penguins in the rift but turned way up. It could send out devastating sonic attacks and had the aforementioned field around it that slightly confused and disoriented, which was especially dangerous if people were trying to dodge spikes from the second penguin-taur.

At my sub-Tier, a single misstep and even the most talented delver could easily be incapacitated or killed. The thoughts of ‘a popular grave’ rang through my mind and I gritted my teeth, knowing it would be a challenge. And a great training opportunity.

Inara called out our formation and strategy as Romie opened using a [True Shot] enchantment on their bow plus a concussive arrow to try to strike the disorientation penguin in the throat, the source of its most potent threats. As we expected, the tanky penguin created a shield in front which the arrow smashed into, making a very large – but very harmless – gong noise.

But that triggered plan B.

With our initial target’s vision blocked, Inara began stealthing around to get behind all three penguin-taurs.

Pavel and I approached the group of monsters cautiously, trying to bait out as many of the spikes as possible while they were still easy to predict and the dizzying effect was only mildly unpleasant, like getting off a fast rollercoaster rather than spinning around a bat twenty times before trying to run.

Pavel used the enchantments on his armor to draw all three penguin-taurs’ attention, then started charging. In any normal circumstance, it was a terrible strategy, running straight at an enemy who could spike your path. But some Tier 2 delvers had tested it for making a rift guide and if you ran at an angle that would cross a few feet in front of the spike-wielding penguin-taur on a slight arc away, like half of a parabola, you could draw out spikes that were just barely out of your way, at most scraping harmlessly against your shield, significantly reducing the risk to your team.

At least a dozen spikes barely missed my fellow front-line fighter, starting the process of depleting the spikes in earnest.

With one penguin-taur occupied and a second hopefully about to be assassinated by our team leader, I engaged the tank. I had picked up a set of backup weapons on the way out of town but knew none on the unenchanted armaments would hold up against the metal-covered monstrosity.

We began our slugfest, me opening with an overhead strike to land on a giant conjured pool of metal, some of which sloshed off onto the ground like spilled blood, though with less of a coppery smell.

The penguin-taur retaliated with a strike of its own, using a hammer so large, it would make ACME Corporation jealous.

It pushed me back far enough for Romie to try for a lucky arrow shot, hitting the indent in the liquid armor around its eye but only slightly damaging the monster’s vision, the metal deflecting most of the momentum.

The archer switched targets to the penguin-taur with the disorientation field, trying to keep its attention off the quickly-approaching rogue heading straight for it.

I heard a sudden inhuman squeal of pain then a much louder wail that quickly turned to a wet scream as Romie’s arrow struck the foreleg before Inara’s serrated dagger ripped across the bulge at the front of the penguin-taur’s throat.

While the vicious blow didn’t immediately kill the monster, it did spell its eventual demise through blood loss and incapacitated its most effective weapon and defense in one.

Suddenly on surer footing with the dizziness dispelled, I started more aggressively attacking the tank with Steve loudly chittering, cheering me on.

I chanced a glance at Pavel; he was baiting spike throw after spike throw, the incredibly dense and sharp weapons splashing harmlessly against his high-quality shield as he leapt around fifteen feet (5m) away.

Feeling we had things mostly in hand, at least to where I could focus on my own fight, I started working on my training.

An overhead smash followed with a one-handed sideways swing feint into a small jab with the toe boot caused the tank penguin-taur to reel back in pain, as its feet were unarmored. As a response, it tried for a four-limbed smash consisting of its front two legs and its battering ram arms.

I feinted like I was going to take the massive strike on my shield, dodging into a roll at the last second. It wasted a lot of momentum, stamina, and rage while I swung around behind it and worked in three hard smashes to its back right leg, breaking through the thin armor there and getting a spike deep into its hamstring area.

I continued to bait out overreaching attack after overreaching attack, making the beast madder and more frantic.

Risto had drilled me over and over on wearing down a heavily-armored opponent and I used every bit of stamina and smarts in occupying my enemy for the full three minutes it took the team to dispatch the other two penguin-taurs.

Finally, as I was starting to flag, only deflecting blows I would have dodged just 30 seconds earlier, Pavel joined the fight by my side.

Inara managed two slashing strikes to its back legs when it was focused on the two of us.

That signaled the beginning of the end as the only thing it could do was form metal to create an incredibly tough but brittle splint around the ruined appendages. Its mobility gone, we were able to wear it down.

After another minute, with the majority of its metal spent, Romie threaded an arrow into its mouth when it roared in pain to my morningstar blow. They used their [Triple Shot] enchantment – and the last of their mana – at the perfect moment, creating three arrows inside the beast’s mouth with significant momentum, shredding the back of its throat.

It let out a piteous moan and we stayed on guard while watching it flag more and more.

We collected what metal we could and headed for the reward distortion.

***

“Um, tell him I don’t want to marry his daughter I guess?” I asked as much as told Inara who was trying to contain her mirth. The village we stopped at for the night was only a few thousand people and had rudimentary walls at best.

The mayor was so excited we had delved the rift – bringing the null essence amount back down to a level their local team could tackle it – he was trying to give his daughter away.

Or at least that was his stated reason. He didn’t have an AAI chip so I couldn’t tell him well enough myself without hurting the girl’s feelings.

I said the young woman, probably in her late teens to early twenties, was too young for me. At the mayor’s clear confusion and consternation, he pointed to his other daughter that looked about sixteen and I just threw my hands up, walking away.

Whether it was a miscommunication or he was just a weirdo, I didn’t care.

At the inn, I asked Inara what it was all about.

Pavel answered instead. “He needs a better local team. Their local ‘champions’ are pretty green and he wants a big bad adventurer tied to here so he can remain independent. If the rift breaks, they’ll call for help from a bigger city and get annexed. Happens a lot.”

Inara nodded, adding, “I am guessing there are other reasons than just being remote for why he doesn’t have an AAI chip. Probably has some debts or something somewhere.”

We decided to settle in for the night after our mostly boring yet very taxing day. Our second delve rewarded us with an interesting looking sword that Inara called dibs on despite not using swords – it was a longsword for the very short woman.

Before turning in, we deposited our metal at a local blacksmith, getting seven gold for it in total as the rift was far fuller than normal.

***

The next day, our first rift was again uneventful. The contract from the Adventurers Guild was to collect a number of plants, some of which were the rift monsters trying to eat us. Inara went a bit wild with her new sword – which the other three of us all agreed we shouldn’t let her keep – and chopped down essentially every plant short of trees.

The fact she didn’t harvest things well – so we got far less than the optimal reward from the Guild – and we received only about half a gold coin’s worth of silver as a reward meant it was definitely not worth our time to stop. But again, we only knew that after-the-fact. The Adventurers Guild also sent a warning about completing quests ‘with quality, not quantity’, but still marked it as successful completion of the contract.

Only two more contracts left and I’ll be a full member.

Our final delve was far more interesting. Our contracted quest was to kill as many creatures as possible. We were able to submit AAI recordings for proof of kills as the bodies actually disappeared almost instantaneously when they died.

The rift was a bizarre one, a series of rope bridges connecting a number of wooden platforms with monkey-like creatures wielding throwing spears – which magically returned to their hands a few seconds after being thrown – above a mist-covered endless abyss below.

It reminded me of a few different scenes in the original trilogy of Star Wars movies, especially the Ewok village from Return of the Jedi.

If someone fell into the creepy gray clouds, instead of dying or taking massive damage, they were simply teleported to the rift entrance and given a small speed debuff. It also spawned at least one new monkey, sometimes up to five if the rift’s platforms were empty.

We also were limited to a single delve or would need to pay an exorbitant fee a second time through.

So, we did what any normal party would do and used the rift’s strange quirks and our quest’s mandate to make ourselves as much money as possible.

The rift was owned by a private company that had been accused of some less-than-upstanding behavior, so we happily screwed them over.

We cleared the rift relatively easily, killing the boss but not dissipating the reward distortion, heading back to the start of the rift.

Then, we played rock, paper, scissors via our AAIs – Inara was known for wildly cheating at the game otherwise – to see who would be our sacrificial lamb.

Luckily for almost all of us, it was Inara. She was the one who would suffer the most from a movement penalty but also struggled the most to combat a ranged enemy where you couldn’t approach with stealth. My and Pavel’s shields were more than sufficient to deflect the spears – especially as the enemies became weaker the more we killed, draining the rift’s essence – and Romie could shoot from a range they couldn’t match.

Pavel took the first honor of throwing his wife into the mist, yeeting her like it was a Super Smash Bros game.

She cursed his name and we heard her scream suddenly move from hundreds of feet below to right next to us. Except her speech was slightly slower, her yell slightly deeper.

Pavel repeated the process – though Romie and I also tossed her a few times – until we were sure a monkey monster was on every one of the 25 platforms again.

At one silver each for the first ten monkeys and five silver for each kill after that, our first run-through was only worth 100 silver – ten for the first ten and then 75 total silver for the next 15 monkeys, not including the boss, which was worth fifteen silver by itself – but it would now be worth 125 silver to quickly kill them all 25 monkeys again.

Which we did ten more times. It was only about fifteen minutes to do a complete slaughter of all 25 and ten times through netted us another twelve and a half gold in about two and a half hours.

We closely monitored Inara as the debuff was known to potentially stop someone’s heart if they hit it too many times, though that was for people low in Tier 1.

The amount of essence we drained from the rift – which lowered the strength from a 2% incremental debuff to about 1% by the hundredth throw – along with Inara’s peak Tier 1.9 physique, left her fine when she focused on keeping her heart beating and lungs working. Still, she was being a trooper, sending constant AAI messages of her status and vitals.

I lost five silver tenpieces to her when I bet she’d tap out far before we hit 100 tosses into the mist below.

On top of getting paid a boatload – and screwing over an evil company – there were myriad other benefits. My spirit was bursting to full and I was at least 60% of the way to Tier 1.4; Steve’s circlet had clearly made him smarter with how much he channeled into it as his thoughts became more and more complex, though still mostly about fighting and food; my storage ring had also received a significant amount of essence, feeling like it expanded around 20%; and Steve’s spirit also had him not that far from reaching Tier 1.2 when he was still near the bottom of Tier 1.0 just a few days prior.

There was also a superstition that if you killed more than 100 monkeys, you’d get a better reward from the rift. At nearly 300 kills, we hoped it was right.

We passed Inara’s form through the reward distortion at her request. Not only did it dispel the shimmering light but it removed the debuffs at the cost of spawning no more monkeys.

The rift dropped four essence stones. At about 50 gold each, that was 200 gold for our coffers, 40% flowing to Steve and I.

We all couldn’t help but laugh at the exasperated faces of our guards until we tipped them a gold each for waiting – we told them it would take a while! – and they seemed to lighten up as we rode on to Chazin Mark.

            

    
        Character Descriptions, Combat Kits, and Art #3: Vana, Steve, and Vidas

    
    
    
    
                Vana Soroka

Fast:

5’7 (170cm), darker skin, chestnut hair and eyes. She is quite curvy and usually has a twinkle in her eye and a joke on her lips.


Not so fast:

Vana is a pretty woman who looks to be in her late 30s to early 40s, though is older from having Tiered up pretty early in life. She is quite curvy and likes to wear things to show off her cleavage to mess with her guests, who are just as often women as men. Anyone who tries to make a move is tossed out and she has a three strikes policy she can easily enforce herself. Her attire ranges from evening gowns to something like a serving girl at Oktoberfest to dance team member at a sporting event. Most of the time she does a braid with her hair down the back but it can range to more complicated up-dos.


Vana’s combat build:

Vana was an accomplished delver, with a long single-handed thin blade and parrying dagger. She did some solo delving for those rifts she countered well as she had enough reach to be able to strike with her sword, which was designed for thrusting and a bit of slashing as well. The dagger was for anything stupid enough to come close to the buxom woman. She wore mostly studded leather to move quickly and fought on the front lines when she was on a team.

She has six skills: [Venomous Strike of the Cruel], a potent but slightly slow-acting poison skill that focuses on maximum pain rather than debilitating in other ways. Second is [Thrusters Thrust], a movement skill that allows for an incredibly quick dash to thrust with; if you use a non-thrusting weapon, the skill will not activate. Third would be [Restricting Vines]; it is popular for a reason! Her fourth is [Parry], a very simple skill with an extremely low mana cost that lets someone strengthen their parry. [Fortifying Brew] is a skill that enhances the effect of buffing potions at the expense of greater toxicity over time; it is known to cripple delvers that don’t use potions wisely. Finally, she has [Tough Enough], which allows her to take far harder hits.


Image #1: I think all of them really narrowed in on one single picture I uploaded of five but this is a bit how I imagined her. Maybe a bit wider of a face. She looks exactly like some actress that I can't place to me.

[image: image]


Image #2: Midjourney actually did a pretty good job of giving her a braid that is done up.

[image: image]


Image #3: I think this is the one that most resonates with me. Bit of a shit-eating grin.

[image: image]


Prompt:

Please generate a curvy woman with her hair up in a complicated pattern. She should be in her late 30s to mid 40s. She should have chestnut hair and eyes and have a beaming smile. She should be wearing something like an Oktoberfest outfit. Use a blurred background.


Steve Carver

Fast

Currently about 1’10 (56cm), Steve has bulbous brown eyes and gray and white patterning. He is usually chittering away and playing with his stick and ball or eating/trying to eat.


Combat build:

He’s got a stick. And a ball. WATCH OUT!


Image #1: Pretty cute though I think he probably looks a little more hard than this. He is a tough little monster after all.

[image: image]


Image #2: Grogu-ass (baby Yoda-ass) vibes on this one for me 😅

[image: image]


Image #3: Similar but also looking innocent

[image: image]


Image #4: Commissioned art for an ad I never ended up running; it's a clip of it because it has a mild spoiler

[image: image]


Prompt:

Please make an anthropomorphized sugar glider that has gray and white patterning across his face. He should be in a cute onesie that says ‘boxer’ on it.


Vidas Lysenko

From the text:

Vidas Lysenko was a 6’5 (196cm) gruff drill instructor type, sporting close-cropped dark brown hair, one orange and one green eye, a lot of scars across his face and arms, and a miniature, bright green hat at a jaunty angle.

It was enchanted to protect his entire head but it still ruined the look a bit.

Fast:

6’5 (196cm) drill instructor type look with close-cropped black hair, one orange eye and one green eye. Very well built. Often wearing his miniature enchanted green hat.


Not so fast:

Vidas is a very tall and usually has a rather grumpy look on his face. He wears dark leathers even when not in rifts, choosing to openly show off his prodigious arms when in town to keep people from bothering him. He has a large scar on his face and numerable other scars as well. He has one green eye and one orange eye, which makes his gaze extra intense. His longsword has no adornments and his armor doesn’t either. He let’s his fighting do the talking rather than his outfit or mouth.


Combat build:

Vidas is built entirely around single one-on-one combat. He has been training with a longsword – though it might be considered a greatsword in someone else’s hands given his height – since he was quite young. Every piece of his fighting style and kit are focused on being able to go toe-to-toe with the toughest opponents in his Tier. His longsword has a number of parrying and similar enchantments to allow him to better block heavy blows as he mostly relies on his own strength – and an armor-piercing enchantment – for his offensive capabilities.

He wears armor made of overlapping plates that still gives him some mobility. It is heavily enchanted again to be able to take a licking and keep on ticking. He has a few one-time-use enchantments, such as the one he used in the rift where Steve was blinded to prevent his arm from getting ripped off.


None of the images did differently colored eyes 🥲

Image #1: Scar is on the wrong side but the eyes are really cool and I think it got the brooding vibe right. I used a picture of Zac Effron for an example of the hair I wanted and I think it just ran with his face too. I think this is probably the closest picture to what I was thinking.

[image: image]


Image #2: I added a few more pictures to get the grumpier and tougher look. Eyes aren't right but I thought a really rectangular face was a good fit in my head.

[image: image]


Image #3: A good mix of #1 and #2 but I think for some reason it's the farthest from the mark 😅 Still pretty good tho.

[image: image]


Prompt (I didn't even try with the hat):

Large and well-built man with a scar under his right eye. He should have one green eye and one orange eye. He should be in his early 20s. His hair should be black and closely cropped. He should not have any facial hair but should have the scar under his eye. He should be looking directly outwards and look slightly angry or grumpy.

            

    
        Chapter 40, Part 1 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On Potion Toxicity

While potions are excellent, life-saving tools, they have their drawbacks, the two biggest being waning effectiveness and toxicity.

The first is rather easy: the more you use any potions, perfect or not, in a short space of time, the less effective they are. It happens for any combination of potions but is the most pronounced for the same potions. So, taking a strength-enhancing potion and a speed-enhancing potion before a fight, then taking an antidote and a healing potion after, that antidote and healing potion are both going to be far less effective. But taking three healing potions in a row, the third one will be at significantly reduced efficacy.

Most potions come with a little guide to let you know how quickly you can take them back-to-back for full bang for your bronze.

But toxicity is far more complicated to combat and measure.

Essentially all potions that aren’t rift-dropped – and even some that are dropped by rifts! – have at least minor contaminants in them. This can be from incorrect handling of ingredients, imperfections in the ingredients themselves, issues that arise during the alchemical brewing process, even dust particles floating on the breeze that plop into your cauldron.

There are people who say potions should be brewed in exceptionally sterile rooms but, even there, conditions are often extremely hard to control. The magical residue in the air from using mana-based heating for the cauldrons causes more fluctuations than is acceptable anyway and burning wood in an enclosed space without great ventilation isn’t usually the greatest idea…

A Tier 1 or higher body can usually handle the impurities in a reasonably well-made Tier 1 potion, especially any potions that would make it to a store’s shelves. There are controls in place where any store selling dodgy potions is likely to get shut down if the proprietor isn’t killed first by an angry delver.

But once you start to take potions in quick succession or if your potions are of dubious quality, things get dicey. It’s why most alchemical stores sell graded potions of exceptional, high, mid, and low-tier quality.

Low-tier potions are usually made so by either the quality of the ingredients and/or the quality of the alchemist. The same goes for higher in the quality ranges as exceptional quality potions are usually either rift-dropped or crafted by someone with both an Innate Capability related to potions and exceptional alchemical skill.

Each Tier 1 potion – at least as regulated by the Verdant Kingdom government – should only have enough contaminants to be processed out naturally by a standard low Tier 1 person in about three days and with essentially no impact. So a low-tier potion has the same amount of contaminants as a high-tier potion, just far less healing for the same level of bad.

It’s like if someone is really bad at making trail mix. How much of the things you actually want to eat are in there? Putting in 50% boring or bad stuff means you can only stomach so much of the mix – unless you try to pick at things individually but that ruins the analogy! And yes, most nuts are included in ‘the bad stuff’. And a few raisins are great but 80% raisins is a war crime.

The more potions you take, the more raisins contaminants get into your body, which limits the impact of any further potions – and other magical means of intervention, either healing or buffing – for a longer and longer period of time. The building toxicity in your body and essence channels becomes so high that it blocks the ‘good’ ingredients from taking effect.

There are theories about using a high potion toxicity to prevent some debuffs from working but, as far as this author’s research uncovered, the self-administered tests resulted in the subjects dying instead of finding some new secret weapon.

Using a dodgy healing potion often has far more negative impact than good. It might prevent any future healing for days, leading to someone slowly dying because the healing – potion-based or otherwise – cannot take effect in time.

There are some people with Innate Capabilities related to measuring potion toxicity in people but even that is an inexact way to tell. The only known Innate Capabilities related to clearing potion toxicity are internally focused. Those people can’t clear toxins in others unfortunately.

So be safe and careful out there. Only use potions you trust and keep a few high-quality potions on you just in case!



Our welcome to Chazin Mark was simultaneously better and worse than when we visited Struva.

On the one hand, no asshole Councilor getting in our way; on the other, our accommodations were not the nicest.

Upon arriving at the inn, nothing seemed amiss – the combined entrance area and common room were well-kept and there was even a small device in the corner playing some music softly.

The wizened innkeeper gave us one look, or rather sniff, and demanded we take baths before we could eat or see our rooms. We all still smelled ‘rather ripe’ as a few of our fellow patrons called it, so I could see the reasoning.

However, the baths were not included; we each paid two silvers for the experience of splashing cold water on ourselves with ineffective soap after an extremely long day of riding horses and two delves. There were also only two bathtubs we could use so it took a while.

Luckily, each of us had spare sets of clothes because the innkeeper also refused to do our laundry or send it out to be done by others.

When we finally all sat down, smelling at least marginally better, it was to cold stew. The old man shrugged as if there was no way to warm it up despite clearly having a stove he could turn on. Rather than fighting it, we all rolled our eyes, tired from a long day.

I took Inara aside. “I made the decision on how we should split the money for delves where I’m carried through. I am going with the model I came up with, 20% to the rest of the team, as I think that is best for us.” I indicated to Steve and myself.

Before I could explain my reasoning, mostly that the higher upside meant I could push things further faster with my other ambitions, she said, “Okay, sending to Vidas now.” A few seconds later, she added, “He says he’ll go to Zalano first thing in the morning to put the change in at the Adventurers Guild. We’ll do that model for the delves tomorrow even if it’s not on the books by the time any of them start.”

I smiled and we went back to our very underwhelming food.

It almost seemed like they made our rooms worse on purpose as the nice common room and at least clean bathrooms didn’t prepare any of us for the lumpy mattresses, rock-hard pillows, and damp smells in our rooms.

That’s at least three strikes. Rude innkeeper, cold baths, no laundry, bad food, and terrible beds…

I sent a message to Lurka, the assistant to the Velez Council, requesting we be put in better accommodations as the current inn was going to impact our readiness to delve.

While I prided myself on not being the ‘complain at the smallest inconvenience’ type, it did seem like someone was targeting us for no reason. Whether that was merely a bad innkeeper or the Council, I didn’t really care.

I picked up the sleepy Steve as we were getting ready for bed. “One nice thing about spatial storage is that we can move to another inn easily.” He nodded like he agreed but it was just his signal he wanted head rubs.

I looked over our itinerary for the next four days: five delves a day, two with The Order, but no other big city-led functions. Beyond that, not much else to do outside three one-on-one meetings with Councilors and one with a group of merchants that focused on cross-border trade with The Monetary Might Kingdom.

Zdenka had tried to set up meetings with two of the biggest consumer-facing businesses in the city about our debit card machines for a potential expansion in a few months but received rather rude responses. The Council came through with meeting offers to those companies but Nikolaj and I discussed with her and we decided to focus on other cities instead.

I reviewed the video guides for the delves the following day and turned in early.

***

Natalia, our guide for all four days we’d be in Chazin Mark, was escorting us to the first rift outside the city. It was a bit of a long jog at 45 minutes but none of us minded too much – it was a lovely day and the area was actually quite pretty, a large lake and some meadows spread out before us.

“Okay team! Are we excited for the first delve? I think you’re really going to love this one. It was a favorite of mine when I was your age. Ah, to be young again!” She was jogging backwards while talking at us, a bright smile on her face the entire time, her long brown braid swinging rhythmically behind her in a hypnotic pattern.

It felt like she was a counselor at a corporate retreat camp, someone whose job was to be peppy and chipper whether the audience was engaged or not.

And we were not.

At least we just tuned her out.

Our other companion for the day was Pal, who definitely did not live up to his name. The young man had shaved his head – though rather inexpertly – and kept giving grumpy glares at all of us and muttering about Natalia, surely loud enough for her to hear.

He was mid-Tier 1 like me but had not been told we’d be jogging, expecting a horse or carriage. Sent to take measurements of the rifts – so the city could advertise what sub-Tier they’d be safe for once we did a full clear – he’d clearly been drafted instead of volunteering.

The rift was fainter than I’d been expecting. On our Struva trip, the rifts hadn’t been full-to-bursting, but it felt far less powerful or foreboding than what I was expecting. Shrugging it off, we went through our final prep.

“Well, that was anticlimactic,” Inara said not too long after, handing over the small chunk of gold to Natalia.

“Yup,” Romie intoned and Pavel and I didn’t feel the need to add anything.

The delve had taken a little under an hour as we cleared our way through essentially a giant ant farm. The toughest part was when we had to climb vertically, Pavel and I acting as a platform for Inara to leap from and hang a rope down via driving a piton into the wall.

“Ooh, you lucky ducks! This is worth three gold coins! After taxes, it looks like you’ll be: Hitting – it – big!” She threw her hips from side-to-side on each word.

I soundlessly gawked at the excited woman, trying to figure out if she was kidding or not. Deciding to move on, I asked, “I think we’re ready, can you lead the way to the next rift?”

She tapped Pal on the shoulder and started running backwards, talking about her delves as a Tier 1 in the rift I was going to clear with teams provided by Chazin Mark.

She told me the lizards were not that fast but incredibly strong, able to inflict a bite that created a mild mana wasting effect. She was laughing about one teammate who wanted a picture next to one to impress a girl and the lizard wasn’t quite dead – he was out of mana for a full week afterwards.

Upon arriving, the clear and protection teams weren’t there yet. The trip already didn’t seem quite as well-organized as Struva but it was a smaller city that was having more financial troubles so I figured that wasn’t too out of the norm or against expectations.

I could see – and feel even more – the rift was relatively full; when I said it had more essence than the city led us to believe, Pal rolled his eyes and took out his equipment, sighing and groaning more than a petulant teenager on a shopping trip with their mom.

Five minutes later, he finished up as we saw the teams starting to arrive from the city on the horizon. “It’s totally fine, like I already said,” Pal complained. “It’s not even close to a break. You do your job, let me do mine.” He plopped down on the ground with a groan and tuned us out before we could reply, pushing an AAI notification he was on a ‘do not disturb’ mode.

“Wow, I hope I wasn’t bad at his age,” Inara said.

“That was last month,” Pavel replied. “And you were worse.”

At Inara’s incensed noise, Romie asked, “Worth it?”

Pavel gave the ‘kind of’ gesture and we all chuckled before I headed over to greet the teams that were going to clear the rift with me, Natalia in tow.

The ‘clear team’ was a long-term group of local delvers at Tier 1.7 so they were keeping 100% of the green essence and even a little of the null since this was a paid chance to advance. That was beyond the ‘generally preferred’ allocation from our city delve contracts of 100% of null essence to me and 10% of other essence type also to me but it wasn’t anything for me to get upset over, especially after our monkey madness rift the previous day gave me so much essence. I let Natalia know it was against the agreement but ‘it was fine this time’.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #55: Always evaluate when it makes sense to raise an issue. There are some people who are just looking to push your boundaries and some looking to get away with as much as they can. A lot of the time though, it’s simply people looking out for their own interests, which is valid and appropriate. Don’t sweat the small stuff but also let people know you see the small stuff.

My ‘protection team’ was not wearing any essence allocation bracelets, which was a bit weird to me since they would still absorb a bit of ambient essence rather than none if they wore bracelets turned to zero. It was even weirder as they were at the peak of Tier 1.9 and said they didn’t have skills to channel the extra essence into.

Not my monkeys, not my circus.

I cast [Poison Resistance] on myself as we headed in, all seven of us at once.

The monsters in this rift were known to spawn or wait – no one really knew how the rifts worked – near the rift entrance.

We all agreed it heading in together was the right call. The clear team needing to hold off monsters until I was inside or risk any debilitation with null essence if they killed a monster before I could absorb it was not a good strategy.

There was only one of the giant yellow and red monsters near as we emerged from the tear in space. It looked like an iguana took some really crazy steroids, glued pretty vicious spikes onto its side, added blades to its arms near its razor-sharp claws, and barbed its tail.

The clear team of four people fanned out quickly in practiced formation, calling out what they saw, showing they had delved the rift before.

Their main frontline fighter, outfitted in full-plate armor that creaked and croaked with every step, charged at it while yelling.

The iguanadon, as I named them, reared onto its back legs, slashing down at the man as if to split him from top to taint.

A sudden flash had a large, single-edged sword appearing directly in the way, braced by both of his arms. The monster tried to pull back but its momentum sheared off two of its seven toes on each front leg.

A blood-curdling scream ripped from the monster’s mouth as another of the team used the distraction to clip off the barb on the monster’s tail, their scimitar glinting in the late afternoon sunlight of the rift.

An ice spell hit the iguanadon’s side, slowing its movement as the monster looked wildly from person to person, trying to decide who to eviscerate.

And that dithering meant it was killed without mounting another attack, sitting still as a throwing axe struck the side of its head, knocking it directly into the path of an ascending sword swing that split its throat.

“Good work everyone,” the mage, who was the team shot caller, said before giving out notes.

I decided to call them by their equipment or fighting build to keep them straight. There was the mage, full-plate, axes – who wielded a battle axe and a seemingly inexhaustible supply of throwing axes – and scimitar. Mage was showing scimitar where they’d not hit well enough on a back leg and why the beast still had enough strength to swing at full-plate.

I collected the iguanadon body but quickly discarded it as it took up too much room in my storage sack. No one else wanted to grab them as their venom flowed through their blood, making the meat slightly dangerous to eat and taste repugnant. Their hides made a passable leather but it was far too hard to work with for the meagre output.

Both members of my protection team already looked bored after the opening battle. To keep them engaged from the start, as them paying attention was rather crucial to my safety, I asked about their backgrounds. After twenty words between them in answer to five questions, I went back to silence as well.

The first fifteen kills were clinical, the clear team obviously experienced at the formations and tactics they were using.

The first cracks started to show after that though.

“[Ice Bolt]!” the mage cried out, extending his hand to strike the side of the iguanadon’s arm as it pulled up for a smashing strike. The only reaction was a wet dribble from his fingers splashing harmlessly to the ground.

“Shit, I’m out, formation seven!” The mage reacted relatively quickly but not before full-plate took the arm the mage was supposed to freeze to the side, throwing him fifteen feet (5m) to the side, crashing into a rock and eliciting an undignified wheeze as the air was ripped from his lungs.

The team recovered quickly enough to dispatch the enemy and, after the fight, full-plate channeled some mana into his armor, reducing his pain and a bit of swelling for the time being with a rather impressive enchantment.

Five more fights and my protection team had to step in. The second sword wielder – scimitar – missed another called shot on an iguanadon’s back leg, leaving it with enough strength to pounce at axes. She artfully dodged out of the way but that left it free to charge past full-plate and try to tackle our group of three.

I had my shield and morningstar ready, knowing a second of inattention in a rift that felt so full was tantamount to suicide.

But my protection team calmly stepped forward, the man casting [Restricting Vines] to stop the charging monster dead in its tracks while the woman brought down her empty hand towards the powerless beast. An axe head on a chain materialized mid swing, smashing directly between the iguanadon’s eyes, killing it in one go.

While the weapon was impractical as hell, it more than made up for that in how cool it looked in action.

When asked about it, she laughed and pointed to her partner. “Aye, only when he immobilizes. It’s fun as fuck but gets stuck in bodies easy. Awful and dangerous to pull out mid fight, ya know? I was summoning my halberd but ‘twas stopped dead so had a wee bit o’ fun.” She shrugged as the weapon disappeared back into her storage item, a gaudy obsidian ring on her thumb.

In the fight with the rift boss, the clear team was obviously over their heads. While they probably would have killed the six-legged, two-headed beast that could also shoot a debilitating cloud of what smelled like fart spray without help, my protection team stepped in again to cast [Restricting Vines] so scimitar could impale one head, leading to a far easier fight against the remaining one.

As we cleared the reward distortion, the mage groaned loudly. “Lizard leather! Are you kidding me?” He cast a quick, very tuned-down ice spell on it.

The leather disintegrated.

At my noise of protest, he held up a hand. “If it’s magic-resistant, it’s worth something. Otherwise, that was spending a few silver, most of which would go to the city…”

Seeing how much of a bust the rift was, I asked the teams why they wanted me to bring the essence down for others to be able to run it.

Full-plate said with a carefully restrained voice, “Gives way more essence than a normal rift. The rewards are usually hot garbage at best but it’s the region’s best source of Tier 1 essence. I think the typical reward is worth less than half a gold.”

Groaning slightly, realizing I’d been had in a way, I figured I was being too lax again, expecting the cities to not screw me over because it meant damaging our relationship. If they were betting the null essence situation was going to be solved quickly, a single trip might take care of everything so they wouldn’t have to care.

Could simply be this is an economic boon to the area and they thought the 1.25 gold fee was enough… I guess I’ll see.

The clear team had taken more than half of the most valuable resource – the essence – and I’d gotten a single gold, my cut for each carried delve. It was also a delve with a team that was clearly out of practice, meaning the risk/reward was out of whack.

When we arrived back, I told Natalia that I wanted to allocate my essence there rather than head to the next rift first. I sent off a series of AAI messages with recordings to my teammates, asking their views as I split my attention between allocating the essence to my spirit and mulling over my own feelings and analysis.

The team consensus was that it was a one-off – a team that was clearly capable, just rusty, missed a call. I asked the mage as they were leaving about running out of mana.

He looked incensed but his look quickly softened. “I just lost count… I thought I had two more casts left and… I’m sorry.” With a resigned shake of his head, he walked off to join his team heading back to Chazin Mark.

“Well, if you are up and asking questions, that means you’re ready to roll out, right?” Natalia asked excitedly.

She frowned for the briefest of seconds when I said no, I still needed to allocate but then hiked her chipper smile back onto her face. “Well, that just means I can lead the others in a team-building exercise.”

I mildly pitied them while simultaneously chuckling.

            

    
        Chapter 40, Part 2 - Optimizing Your Isekai

    
    
    
    
                The third delve was extremely tightly run, alleviating some of my worries.

The rift was filled with plants that released a spore-based intoxicant into the air, making people relaxed and happy. Meanwhile, the monsters sent out writhing, spiked tendrils through the long grass to grab and then slowly crush delvers as they bled to death from spikes impaling them.

The clear and protection teams were both extremely professional, sharing videos of their strategies and how they’d each tackled the rift before. With the full facemask they provided, covering my eyes, ears, nose, and mouth, the plants couldn’t get a single spore through as the clear team systematically eradicated every plant.

I was also worried about Steve’s backpack cage and if it was air-tight. I hadn’t thought to require that when I commissioned it – though was told it should keep out water – and grew concerned when he fell asleep.

It turned out he was just bored as I refused to take him out between fights when they didn’t have a mask that fit him. That meant more of the essence flowing to him went towards his core instead of his intelligence-enhancing circlet and he was getting mighty close to Tier 1.2.

I’d love to see him get through Tier 1 as fast as possible. But if he wants to compete in the tournament, I have to slow his growth down. Otherwise, he’ll be at the bottom of Tier 1.3. I don’t want to put a little rascal with no real fighting experience in the 1.3-1.5 bracket…

When I’d put forth the idea of the tournament as best I could, Steve was elated, demanding his stick to wave around menacingly, smashing it into my shins and random furniture. It had already cost a few silver in damage to the various inn rooms we stayed in.

Annoyed but relieved that the bathysphere seemed like it was airtight – or at least nearly so, as I planned further testing – we finished with the rift, me trying to keep him engaged enough to stay awake.

The reward was a potion reagent useful in making Tier 1 concoctions. It helped with the process of removing some toxicity – usually only able to make a potion move about half a step from the middle of mid-tier to the bottom of high-tier quality at best.

Valued at all of eight gold, which meant I made two gold, sixty silver for the delve, I was getting more annoyed.

Not terrible but still, pretty disappointing. Are my expectations way out of whack? I should ask someone, but who?

I spoke with my team and they said they’d put out feelers to people they knew but, thus far, the rewards did feel rather lackluster.

***

I dodged right, moving my shield into the way as they swung at my head.

SCRAPE

The awful sound of nails on a chalkboard – or nails down a shield – reverberated throughout the rift. It was the fifth time one of the tigers the size – and somewhat the shape – of a moose had broken through our attempted containment.

But it was also the last.

Romie used my joke of the lion getting a thorn in its paw to good use, shooting a second arrow to strike one of the rift boss’ pads, making it move just slightly more awkwardly.

We had taken down one of the lieutenants that started the fight but Inara and Pavel were still wearing down the second.

Despite the creature’s size, it was rather wiry, its legs almost looking like a camel’s with angry cats’ paws and claws, so it relied more on speed than power and weight.

It brought its snarling maw down at my head so I ducked underneath, scoring a rather nasty crunching hit to its genderless undercarriage. It let out a piteous moan but managed to rear back on its hind legs all the same, going for another swipe.

Romie’s arrow hit it in the guts, right where I had just smashed it, letting loose a cord of entrails. The strike that crashed down on my shield was more like that of a sleepy kitten than a terrifying beast.

I shoved it away with my shield, stepping in to smash down on its head with a victorious snarl.

Feeling the essence rush, I dashed over to the only remaining monster, landing a surprise, enchantment-enhanced strike against a hind leg, hearing a slight crack but not fully breaking the leg. Despite their weird composition, the creatures’ legs were more solid than steel.

Still, the distraction and resulting swipe at my head, which was easy to dodge, left its throat open for Inara to sink in both daggers in the shape of an X. She dashed backwards to get out of the way of the resulting deluge of blood.

Which washed over a nonplussed Pavel.

During our delve, we leveraged Inara’s [Restricting Vines] spell to incapacitate two of the rift monsters to test how far away I could be from a kill before the allocation bracelets were ineffective for the purposes of filtering out null essence.

Theoretically, all allocation bracelets had a range of well over 100 feet (30m) but we found that the null essence attraction capabilities Ratmir designed only had an effective range of about 50 ft (15m).

It was good to know for the future and was something we could trade to Ratmir for other useful information. He was nothing if not ruthless in his pursuit of knowledge.

When Inara won our rock, paper, scissors game, this time not done over AAI so we let her cheat to her heart’s desire, the young woman skipped over to the rift reward distortion with glee. She swiped her hand through the air and deftly caught the falling object, turning gracefully to show us.

A ball?

It looked like a perfectly ordinary ball, though exceptionally well crafted and balanced, a bit bigger than a golf ball. Beyond that, nothing seemed interesting or special about it. She handed it to each of us and Steve seemed to really take a shine to it so we let him hold onto it until we could get it evaluated.

Natalia seemed entranced with the ball too as we jogged to the last rift of the day. Pal was just as sour-faced as ever, barely keeping up with the two of us.

I told the rest of the team to take off early and they went to try to do a few things in town, including visiting a weapons-maker that specialized in spears for Pavel.

The fifth rift was settled in a nice verdant valley of wildflowers, only a small trail to it indicating the way. Natalia said no one ever took anything other than the rewards from the rift so why have a big road going to it?

For this delve, all I had was a clear team as it was a trap rift. One of the members had an Innate Capability that let them spread their defensive power to the rest of the team and they were wearing what looked like three layers of armor on top of each other, puffing their size out quite a bit.

The man seemed to find it very funny. “We love this rift. Don’t get to run it often, too expensive. Gets some great rewards. But with Kyra an’ me, this thing’s a breeze!”

His teammate waved her hand, showing two rechargeable mana stones. At my surprised look, Kyra laughed. “My Cap is about not being fooled and I have the [Trap Finder] skill. So with these babies provided by the city, this is going to be hilarious.”

And hilarious it was. Kyra cast her skill once per room and pointed out every trap, not needing to worry about losing her mana.

Apparently, the rift had a tendency that the more traps were triggered or disarmed, the better the reward.

So the team of four set about setting off every trap. It took an hour longer than it should have because they brought some carcasses for the traps they couldn’t disable, partly for entertainment purposes. Seeing a pig leg stabbed with six spears simultaneously was really cool. Until it was the seventh time and there was barely any meat left.

Each triggered trap released some essence and every successfully disarmed trap released more.

The final room had a trap almost every step and took thirty minutes on its own to clear.

Kyra swiped her hand through the reward distortion and an ornate box fell into her hands.

“Aw, dammit!” she hollered.

“Why is that bad? I can feel it’s magical from here,” I said.

“It’s a trapped puzzle box. There can be really amazing things that come from it but they are a pain to open and it’s only about a 20% chance whatever is in there will be valuable. We just auction these off. They usually go for about 20 gold but still, not great. With how many traps we set off, I was hoping for something better… mama needs a new pair of boots.” She showed me how hers were absolutely falling apart, presumably from the fire, acid, and who knew what other stresses they were regularly tested against.

As I headed back to the city, to the new inn that Lurka had arranged for us, I reflected on the day.

Overall, it was pretty disappointing.

Five delves and, barring the ball being worth anything or the puzzle box going for way over expectations, it was far worse than Struva. In total, our rewards were only worth 35 gold. We had a three delve day in Struva that was by far our lowest at 50 gold. And our cut from the rifts with The Order especially was worth almost nothing since we had 50% of a small chunk of gold and a ball.

My personal net gain for the day was looking to be about eleven gold total. Under my previous agreement with The Order, it would have been six gold, thirty silvers, an abysmal amount in my book.

Maybe I really am spoiled…

“So, did it end up being worth anything?” I asked to the woman running by my side.

Natalia went back to the city to ask an official to appraise the ball while we ran the trap rift. Steve had been a little upset at it being taken away but seemed to understand it would be back.

“Nope, they said they’d give you a few silvers, five at most, for it but that’s it,” she said with a shake of her head, handing it to the rascal riding my shoulder with her smile returning quickly.

“Eh, that’s actually not the worst outcome, though maybe it is for my team. Per our contract, I am using my right of first refusal to buy the ball for five silvers,” I said with a smile. I let Steve know the ball was his as best I could, to which he rejoiced, throwing said ball into the air.

While we were still running.

We had to circle back to pick it up.

As I caught back up to Natalia, she gave me a downcast look, which was surprising. “The Council said it was a mistake and it’s a known reward. It’s worth ten gold.”

Smelling something fishy, I knew what to do. “Great, we’ll take our five gold from it instead then.” Steve could feel my smug reaction through our link and rejoiced again, confusing Natalia.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #56: When someone is clearly trying to screw with your money, force them to commit to one decision or another. Don’t play their games. Once they are out of options, just move forward with your decision. Negotiating with people trying to change the rules after a contract is signed is not worth the time or effort.

Clearly reading an AAI message, Natalia’s smile froze confusedly on her face. “Uh, they said that no, the original appraisal of five silver was correct and they are taking the ball.”

“Please forward me the official valuation with documentation and ask the Council’s main assistant for confirmation.” She did and a few seconds later I had it. After a back-and-forth with Inara, I sent the Council our team’s acceptance of the price for the ball and exercised my right of first refusal to purchase it.

The assistant to the Council sent back a confirmation with a tersely worded message asking why I was wasting the Council’s time over five silver and that this wasn’t how good relations were established.

When she read through all the details of the situation, her reply only read […I see…].

Chuckling to myself at my small victory, I arrived at the new inn, bathed, and quickly grabbed a bit of food before heading to my room. I had a late dinner meeting with a local member of the Council – Sigita Salub – arranged by the Velez Council so a few nibbles were all that was necessary for the moment.

Inara won again at rock, paper, scissors – this time fair-and-square – so she got to babysit Steve during my meeting.

Wearing a rather fetching suit that combined Velez and Earth styles Sofia helped me design, I entered the restaurant. The host took me to a private room where the Councilor in question, an older woman with salt and pepper hair and exceedingly gorgeous purple eyes, sat with a small frown plastered across her face.

The man next to her rose, smiling coldly. “So you’re the pig fucker that messed with my rift.”
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                Excerpt from The Profound and Pretty Princess’ Ultimate Guide to Cultivation, Captivation, Cuteness, and Carving Your Way to the Top, English Edition (the worst-selling guide in the history of Putijama)

On AAI Messages

Privacy

Almost all people with an AAI have the same basic settings.

If someone is nearby to others with an AAI, they can send a one-to-one connection request to communicate via AAI.

Or, if you’re quite rude, you can just blast out that you are open to connections.

If a connection request is accepted, you have the ability to send messages to that person for a specific period of time as set by the connection request. That can be for only a short period of time all the way up to permanently.

Similarly, few people allow anyone to send them messages without connecting first. That can make it a potential challenge if you haven’t ever met someone because how can you communicate?!

Enter the AAI ID. If you have someone’s AAI ID, you can send them a message. That person can of course ignore or block you but it’s at least a way to get your foot in the door— er, message in the inbox.

It’s considered extremely poor etiquette to give someone’s AAI ID away without their prior consent but some people suck!


Types of Messages

People can send all kinds of things. Well, really four kinds of things, and maybe two if you really boil it down.

The first is simply text. Pretty easy to understand.

The second is a myriad of files. The most common three are images, audio, and video. I’m sure there are others, but those are probably boring!

Most people do send at least some text if they are sending a file as zero context messages can be a bit off-putting.


Functions

If two people speak the same language, AAI connections, at least in the moment of interacting, are rarely used. Why have your brains talking to each other when mouths are more fun?

But if people don’t share a language, AAIs can live-translate the general intention if the AAI knows at least one of the languages. Of course, there are modules for the main languages on Putijama but AAI chips generally only come with one language and upcharge for additional ones.

There are also contracts like AAI-Backed Guarantees, sharing directional capabilities if using a map overlay, or the incredibly expensive remote live-streaming of your visuals where both parties need to be connected as well, but their use is far more rare.



“Sorry, I must have heard you wrong. Otherwise, I think I’m just going to leave,” I said, stepping fully into the room and blinking in surprise at his greeting.

Though ‘pig fucker’ is a rather evocative insult.

“Oh, look at this one. Willing to just walk away from a meeting with a Councilor like that. Tell you what, you transition that delve to a city-enabled one and we’ll call it even. I get my 50%, you get all that essence. And, of course, you don’t get on my bad side,” he said with a huge, smarmy smile. His accent marked him as clearly from The Monetary Might Kingdom.

It was then I looked the aggressor over, really took him in. In his early twenties, he was dressed like if Present Mic from My Hero Academia and Liberace coordinated to design an outfit and then three unicorns drunk on a barrel of moonshine each puked rainbows all over it.

The full-body jumpsuit had jutting shoulder extensions that reached out almost a foot past his shoulders; they were slightly different shapes too, one sharp and the other more rounded. It was covered in little clusters of what I guessed were rhinestones as they caught the glints from the muted lighting in the well-appointed private dining room.

I thought Lisa Frank would call the patterning ‘a little much’. The only phrase I could think of was ‘aggressively rainbow’.

His hair was comparatively normal, shaved on one side but falling in wavy turquoise to the other, reaching past his armpit. The man’s pinkish-orange skin had a series of almost stripes though I could see they were tattoos in some kind of minute writing.

To say he was a lot was to make the understatement of the century.

I’ve dealt with this kind before. Showing weakness in any way will lead to them going for the kill.

“Why in the world would I care about that? You’re someone who wrote a bad contract and it cost you. Be an adult, take the hit, move on,” I said. While I was usually willing to deal with a bit of rudeness, this was far too much.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #57: Sometimes the best course of action is to just be an asshole right back.

I sent the Councilor a quick AAI message asking what the hell was going on.

The man’s smile, if possible, got smarmier. “Ah, you clearly don’t know who I am. The Merchant Baron Travis Hozjan, Assistant Vice Underminister to the Merchant of Might of delving and war herself, Morgan Abolina.”

I certainly didn’t like how he emphasized the word ‘war’.

[Incoming Message from Sigita Salub: I apologize, he replaced his colleague at the last minute. I didn’t have your AAI ID to alert you to the situation. I recommend hearing him out. In addition to avoiding his retaliation, it could be quite lucrative.]

Ignoring the Councilor, I asked, “Am I supposed to know what that means? Maybe you haven’t done your homework here; I’m not from this world. But none of that really matters. Again, I’ll repeat: I think I’m just going to leave,” I said, heading towards the door.

He moved quickly from his chair to place himself between me and said exit, clearly of a higher Tier than my 1.4. However, he didn’t do it with the predatory grace of a delver, more like someone who had Tiered up through being carried and wielded soft power instead of personal power.

Can’t let myself get that soft, need to remember that with getting carried. Though kinda neat how I notice those things now. No, FOCUS.

“And if that action were to put my attention, my indomitable attention, on Velez, how would that sound?” Travis asked as though it were an innocent question. “I’ve heard these city conflict contracts are… an interesting proposition.”

Councilor Salub took in a sharp breath like he’d just decreed he would eat all the babies in Chazin Mark. When I looked at her curiously, she returned a small shake of her head.

The annoying man from The MM continued like there’d been no interruption. “Though, I’m always far more in favor of the direct approach, aren’t you? If you plan to wage war, economic or otherwise, just be direct and go for what you want. Announcing your intentions or following the rules others set are for fools, right?” He chuckled darkly.

“I’ll use language someone from the MM might understand. And I’ll use small words: I get what you’re selling here but I’m just not buying. I am going to go.” I indicated for him to move out of the way.

“Well shit, you just lost me another platinum,” Travis said though his smile only seemed to get brighter.

At my confused look, he went to put his hand on my shoulder congenially. I shrugged it off. “They told me you were a pushover. I bet my Overseer I could get at least one of those essence stones from you. Was even going to flick a coin at you as payment and everything. See, look at this, I had it made today just for this.” He pulled a coin from his pocket that had ‘fuck’ engraved on one side and ‘you’ on the other in Verdantese.

“I’m still leaving,” I said.

“Give us the room?” Sigita pleaded to Travis who looked none too pleased at the request. After a beat, he finally agreed with a small nod, sweeping through the door in a grandiose manner.

“<Seven minutes>,” he said, then slammed the door.

I walked over to the table and slumped into a chair across from Sigita. “Councilor, what the shit?” I asked tiredly.

We sat in a huffy silence for a full minute, her face holding on for dear life to dignity I knew she didn’t feel.

Finally, Sigita Salub’s face fell in resignation. “I didn’t… don’t want this any more than you do. That said, he can pull a number of strings here…” She took her time, clearly trying to find the right words.

Meanwhile, I fought against my nature, attempting to keep my face passive.

Isekonsultant Tip to Thriving #58: You don’t need to drive everything, to pull the words out of people. Sometimes you just have to give them the space to feel they can say what needs to be said.

“Our city has not held up exactly well under this null zone hell – and it has been all kinds of hell; economic, social, political, military power… and this is the result.” She waved her hand around at the gorgeous and lavish private room.

At my confused eyebrow, Sigita scoffed. “I mean,” she indicated to the door. “Pitola abandoned us so we now have to bow and grovel for our scraps to The MM. Or,” she put on a haughty voice, “‘The Merchant Baron Travis Hozjan, Assistant Vice Underminister’ and people like him.” The Councilor literally spat to the side.

“I don’t get why he’s here, at this dinner. Is it really just to harass me? To try to extract money from me?”

“Possibly? I am not sure. You were to dine with a young woman I have taken a real shine to, a merchant that could set up cross-border trade. Unfortunately, as I said, he stepped in at the last moment. She might have met with ‘an accident’ if she hadn’t agreed. I apologize, this isn’t the impression I wanted you to have of our city.”

“Yeah, it’s not been a good one from almost any angle.” She winced. “I first met Raisa near Struva and she was an asshole, we arrived and the inn seemed purposefully bad for some reason, one of your delve teams wasn’t good enough and put me in a bit of danger, I had to deal with stupid negotiations today for a nearly worthless ball for my bond, then this… I just don’t need to deal with whatever is going on here. Is there any reason I should stay?” I asked, genuinely curious if there was a good answer.

“I’ll look into the other things but… Travis, he reports to someone who reports to someone and on up the chain until you hit a Merchant of Might with entirely too much wealth and not enough brains and—” she cut herself off suddenly.

Her purple eyes meeting mine, she started again in a calmer tone. “Two reasons. The first is he’ll likely try to punish you if you leave. Yes, I see that look and no, I don’t think a pissing contest into the wind is a good idea. A bit of bad conversation is better than the alternative. It’s like when my husband is drunk, bad conversation is better than—” The Councilor stopped again, then seemed to regain a bit of composure.

“He mentioned some kind of city contract, what—” I faltered at her desperate gesture.

“Best to speak on that later. If that’s a real threat, it’s… it could be calamitous. For Velez and any other city involved.”

I couldn’t tell what was so distressing but it was clearly a real potential problem. I sent an AAI message off to Lurka, the main assistant to the Velez Council, for more information.

She cleared her throat. “The second reason is that he has business opportunities. As much as dealing with him is a pain, it is lucrative.”

“I’m not hurting for wealth and I have good protection. I think I’ll just head out, this is a headache I don’t need.”

I stood up and shook her offered hand. “Sorry our meeting was commandeered, maybe we’ll have one in the future.” I started walking to the door as the man burst back in, a huge smile plastered across his face.

“Time’s up! Now that you decided to stay, let’s chat. Would hate for that pending application to the Adventurers Guild to be denied. Only one more contract to complete, right?” He threw out a wink and an obnoxious smile.

I held up a finger, sent a quick AAI message to Inara to book us an Adventurers Guild delve on our ride back towards Pitola in a few days, got a confirmation she did, then smiled. “All good there but thanks for offering to make sure everything went smoothly.”

“Ah, then Velez it is. Councilor, what does Chazin Mark have at its disposal to aid in one of these city conflict contracts? Maybe we just restrict trade to start? I have ballistae at my disposal but would have to move them… Probably too drastic to start with that, no?” He started stroking his chin like he was thinking deeply.

“What are you trying to do here? In this ‘meeting’ that you crashed? I get you want to be the big man but it’s not working,” I replied, just utterly tired of his bullshit, though walking back to stand behind my chair.

I won’t give him the satisfaction of sitting just yet, petty as it is. Still, putting Velez at risk feels too far to avoid eating with a jackass.

Before he could respond, Sigita finally couldn’t contain herself. “Really boys, let’s stop with this asinine dick-measuring contest. Besides, if Terry is anything like Cornelius, he’d win.”

She blushed furiously before continuing despite chuckles from Travis. “Ahem, yes, Baron Hozjan, you have been less than kind here, maybe lay out your proposals rather than threats. The stick isn’t working, try the damn carrot. Speaking of carrots, I’m hungry. Either get to it or don’t, I want to eat.” She clearly sent an AAI message as the poor server, who presumably had been waiting just outside the door, stuck her head in and quickly left after acknowledging Sigita.

Travis laughed so hard he slammed his fist on the table, eliciting an ominous crack.

Ah, now I know why I especially hate this one. Everything, even life-and-death decisions, is just a game. Who can win is more important than what you’re playing for.

“Well said Councilor, I knew I liked you for a reason. Yes, your little stunt yesterday Terry, you and that silly-named group of yours, will hurt my quarterly report. The quarter closes in just a few days. I was likely to move up—,” he turned to Sigita, “—I’m guessing you heard that the Assistant Minister and her whole family were, let’s say, ‘terminated’. That means a lot of openings above me. Nothing like a good bloodletting to free up the ladder.” He looked genuinely happy at the prospect.

Travis paused as they brought in a creamy soup for us to enjoy. Talking with a bit of the tasty liquid falling from his mouth – like a savage – he continued, slurping between sentences. “But with a stain as big as that delve on my quarter… That incompetent moron at the Adventurers Guild didn’t see the loophole in the contract… A child could see it! In fact, my own progeny from my mistress, who’s only eleven, saw it in a matter of seconds. My numbers aren’t going to be good enough.”

He looked at me like I should fix it but I still just couldn’t care. I finally sat down before asking, “Is not getting a portion of the reward that bad? Rift rewards are random, I don’t even see how that could be part of your quarterly forecast. None of what you’re saying makes sense other than being a sore loser. Aren’t you the one who placed the contract?”

I was still antagonizing the man but it was hard not to. He had a very punchable face with a worse personality.

“First, I sent over the information and they formed to contract. That is on them.”

I knew passing the blame when I heard it.

“As to why that delve is an issue, a few reasons. The rewards are required to be reported and that rift has been underperforming, starting just after I took it into my portfolio. So it was already ‘due’ for something big to hit. There is increased scrutiny and I only manage twenty rifts right now so I can’t bury anything. Especially this late in the quarter.”

He sighed dramatically while starting to lap at the soup like an animal drinking water. It was clear now he was just being obnoxious for fun. “It will be seen. And noted.

“The other reason is the bastard son of a paramour of my Merchant of Might was scheduled to Tier up there.”

‘Bastard son of a paramour of my Merchant of Might’? That means the side-piece of the oligarch had a son with another woman and he’s important in some way? Or gender-swapped and the side-piece had the kid? The MM is really open about relationships, like France times twenty.

“The little… duke… thought it would be funny to see his in-rift guards struggling at significantly reduced speeds. Now, the essence density is such that they will almost certainly actually die before he could reach the peak of Tier 1. He’s still interested but his father doesn’t pay his guards enough for that.”

“Good information but I’m still coming back to the carrot. Thus far, all you’ve done is complain. What do you want and what’s in it for me?” I asked.

He tilted his head to the side. “Other than preventing harm to Velez?”

“Yes, other than that. It’s all rather vague. Were you so lonely and petty that you decided to invade this meeting just for your own ego?”

The first look of actual rage flitted across his face. It was gone as quickly as it came but I knew I’d hit on something.

“You are rather rude. Now I won’t present any opportunities until you hand over one of the essence stones,” he said petulantly.

“That’s not going to happen. So, I think we’re at an impasse. I’ll just go then?” I asked.

The Councilor looked at me pleadingly. Whether it was to give in or simply not leave her alone with the man-child, I wasn’t quite sure.

“Yes, if you’re going to behave like that, you best be off. But be wary of crossing me again. If not for your own safety, then that of this city you hold so dear and its people.”

I shrugged and left, grabbing one of the plates of a nice pasta dish with a cream-based sauce that was waiting on a table just outside the door, presumably waiting for the Councilor’s signal to be brought in.

I give it a seven out of ten. Tasty but, as always, far too small of portions.

***

“Thanks Inara, did you have any trouble with him?” I asked as she handed Steve over to me.

“He did suddenly get grumpy a few times, which I assume is your doing. Other than that, only issues were his taste in literature. Little guy wouldn’t allow me to read any of his picture books but seemed very invested in a teen romance story I had from my first days with my chip. We’re talking a romance story a thirteen year old girl loved.” She rolled her light purple eyes. “It was bad…”

Steve gave an indignant squawk like that was a secret only they were supposed to share. I could feel through the link said indignation was genuine.

“He did help me work out a knot on my shoulder though,” she said with a smile. “Seemed to like listening and kneading. His hands are getting strong for his size.”

Steve flexed and it was my turn to roll my eyes.

Wait, should he have understood that? Maybe he really is getting smart.

I took him back to my room – far nicer than at the previous inn – and tried to process my meeting.

“I still don’t get why he crashed the meeting. It almost seemed like he did it because he could but that doesn’t make sense to me. Yes, some people are that narcissistic but I got the impression he is at least mildly smart and capable… I don’t know, what do you think?”

My rubber duck – outfitted in a duck-patterned onesie Tiesa got him – was nodding along, though mostly trying to signal he wanted head pats.

“Yeah, I wasn’t my best self in that meeting but I just hate that type. What’s the likely fallout? Does this change any of our priorities? I think it was just some guy trying to wave his proverbial dick around.”

I hemmed and hawed before moving on.

“It sounds like The MM is trying to strengthen their power over Chazin Mark, who are already in dire straits. And when you make people desperate – or more desperate in this case – you gain a lot of power over them, even just via their hope you’ll make their lives a bit better. That is, until you push too far and they snap…”

[Incoming Message from Violeta Pocius: Per your dinner conversation, here is your updated delving schedule for tomorrow. File]

The message from the main assistant to the Chazin Mark Council was brief as always but they changed up a few rifts for the next day.

“Okay, we at least have some movement on things getting better, at least hopefully. I’ll send a thank you to Councilor Salub. But who on the Council do we think was messing with us today? That little trick with your ball was just obnoxious. The obvious answer is Raisa Barno but… I just don’t know.”

The niece of Uros Barno, the Velez Councilor I had the strangest relationship with, had been an asshat when she harassed us in Struva. I mulled it over for a minute or so, tossing the ball back and forth with Steve.

“Even if she’s a bit arrogant and petty, it feels a little too dull-witted for someone related to Uros. I just don’t see her being so ill-trained from her uncle to leave a paper trail. Yes, you’re right a digital paper trail. I wonder if they use that phrase here…”

I pushed some frustration through my link and Steve patted the bed. I sat down from my pacing and he climbed up, walking from shoulder to shoulder. It was cute and actually helped me calm down.

“You’re right, I think we have to try to bait someone out tomorrow. I’ll try to work with this Violeta, the Council assistant, to get official assessments of rift rewards if they try something again. Hopefully the teams are a bit better tomorrow…”

Deciding I couldn’t really make progress on such limited information, I worked out a few plans and then sent for an update on the other delvers I had helped gain a null essence dual-affinity.

[Incoming Message from Lurka Horvat: It is late and I have better things to be doing. Use that for future reference. That said, we had already compiled the reports. File]

[Incoming Message from Lurka Horvat: And you’ll be getting a briefing on city conflict contracts tomorrow. I am not allowed to send without the approval of the majority of the Council. We will want a full understanding on why you are asking… We have already dispatched someone to speak in person…]

That’s ominous.

Looking over what he did send, my two Tier 3 teams were actually the least productive. Most Tier 3 rifts were delved often enough that the null essence wasn’t a major issue yet.

Strangely enough, one rift that was delved very often near Pitola had its percentage of null essence rising rapidly, so Aras and his team tackled that rift. Since it was frequently delved and low on essence, the reward drop was nothing to write home about: five gold coins worth of Tier 3 iron.

Ratmir was speculating about why the null essence as a percent of total essence was higher than any other rift in the area.

He thought it was because that rift was so low in general on essence, most of the essence it currently had was null. There was no green essence left to overcome the null. Most Tier 3 rifts were never allowed to dip below around the midpoint of their total possible essence so the Tier 3 rift drops would generally be more valuable.

Vesna and her team of fellow Tier 1s were actually more active than we were. They themselves were taking on carry duties in delves in a very convoluted mess of contracts for extra money each day.

I didn’t mind the specifics – Nikolaj had looked over the terms and conditions for me and said they were fair – and said carry delves were apparently safe. Generating a steady amount of seven to nine gold coins a day for me each of the last five days was a nice little boost to my coffers.

Milda, my Tier 2 choice, was about to leave on her first big trip as she needed to group up with an entirely new team. They had been in intense training so were going to head out soon, first to Struva then over to Pitola just as Vesna’s team left the area.

My last message of the night was to Gabor looking for an update on when we might be able to sneak into Zalano to further investigate the first assassination attempt against me. He sent back a picture of the least lifelike wig I had ever seen. It looked like a skinned animal rather than something a human would naturally grow.

Groan.

I looked at my top three priorities in my AAI – 1) Steve’s and my safety, 2) figuring out issues related to Barry, and 3) preventing getting shackled in general – and none of them really changed so I didn’t do any major updates, only adding a short-term section to include the issues of the day’s events like looking into city conflict contracts and potentially meeting again with Councilor Salub if time permitted.

***

As we ran towards the first rift of the day, our guide Natalia meeting us at the inn sporting her typical manic grin, the message finally came through.

I nearly face planted, distracted the second I started reading.

This is far worse than I thought.

City conflict contracts were close in some ways to noble contracts – the mechanism that allowed a group of Tier 2s to try to slaughter our team on the way from Pitola to Velez – just targeted at a city. Their original stated purpose, at least according to Lurka’s notes, was to ‘enable high-performing cities to assist underperforming cities via influencing their operations and to settle city-to-city grievances’.

In practice, they had two real uses: cities annexing smaller cities in all but name or as a form of revenge, damaging a city in some way all the way up to destroying it via siege.

They were pretty rare – only three had been initiated in the last decade – and usually only involved a small spat over something inconsequential resolved via champions. Cities would nominate a person or group to do battle, usually in an arena to prevent serious harm or death, and whichever side was victorious ‘won’ the disagreement.

But they could escalate to full city-on-city warfare, with long sieges and the like. It hadn’t happened in nearly a century but it had happened quite frequently prior to that.

The last time a city essentially destroyed a smaller city, the thirteen surrounding smaller cities joined together to siege the larger city, eventually leading to a truce after the entire Council ‘suddenly keeled over dead without their heads’.

Lurka sent tens of pages of legalese from The Verdant Kingdom’s laws on the contracts and another few hundred pages of analysis about how they could be used.

Without going overboard, a clever person could cripple the trade of a city the size of Velez with just a few corrupt Councilors in a larger city like Pitola – or even most of the Council in Chazin Mark. Simply restricting the export or import of certain goods could quickly demolish the economy of cities that relied too heavily on one industry.

It was why most of the smaller cities paid deference, in one way or another, to the larger ones like Pitola or especially the capital of Zalano.

And that asshole threatened Velez like that? Over getting mildly tricked? This might actually mean war…

I was fuming so bad, Inara actually asked if I was okay.

When we arrived at the rift, I decided to take my frustration out on some poor, helpless rift monsters.
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