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Welcome to the Human History Forum

	 

	Welcome, Galactics!

	 

	The Human History Forum is the premier forum for the galaxy’s favorite new entrants from the thirteenth Dungeon World—Humans! Love them, hate them, hunt them; you’ll find stories about their greatest heroes and their most worthless zeroes.

	 

	Before you go any further, please note the following rules:

	 

	1. No Spam, Advertising, Self-promotion, or Skill Use on the Forums

	While we are a gathering of enthusiasts, these forums are a no spam or advertising location. Understand that we have employed the latest technology to hunt down those breaking our rules and will impose a System-fine on rule-breakers.

	Repeated rule-breakers will be referred to the Forum Judges. You do not want them to come for you. Or do. They pay us a portion of their earnings when they impose their Credit penalties on you.

	You have been warned.

	 

	2. Do not post System-restricted material

	Your System-restricted material will be deleted. You will be reported to the appropriate authorities. We are not your monster to call for freedom of information or other arbitrary plans. Deal with it yourself. Acquire your information legally via the System and then post it.

	 

	3. Postings that might be offensive, abusive, harassment, or otherwise are done at your own risk

	Remember, if you post anything that might be offensive or which might constitute defamation, harassment, or abuse, it is entirely at your own risk. Remember, we have Crusaders, Justicars, and Master Classes who visit this forum.

	 

	Use common sense while posting. This is a site for serious historians, not childish insults. We do not utilize any security or obscuring Skills.

	 

	4. Post in the Correct Forum

	Please refrain from posting the same story, article, or treatise in several forums. If in doubt, ask the moderators. They will allocate your story to the correct forum. Remember, we have sections for System-verified, verified, speculative, and “slash” fiction. Make use of it properly.

	 

	All moderator decisions are final.

	 

	5. Remain respectful. Or don’t. Just don’t blame us.

	Strive to be professional and courteous. You have every right to disagree, but do so courteously. Again, remember, Trolls, Justicars, and Forum-Seekers are all prowling this forum. As one of the fastest-growing interest groups, we attract a lot of attention.

	 

	It is not our job to keep you safe. It is yours to be respectful.

	 

	6. Retaliation for no good reason will result in bannings and outings

	Yes. In contradiction to point five (5) above, we do want lively disagreements. If you choose to undertake retaliatory attacks for professional and courteous disagreements, we will ban you and out all such interactions to appropriate parties.

	 

	And the final rule, 

	 

	7. Have fun!

	We are all here because of our shared love of human history and stories. So have fun. Enjoy yourselves! And don’t wander into the slash sections unless you know exactly what you’re getting into.

	 


Human and Galactic Interactions – Positive Bent

	 

	All right, you goblin-loving sacks of shit (respectfully!), I’m halfway done with my thesis about human and galactic interaction. Starting from, of course, the most famous of all beginnings, to current crises caused by humanity’s “Champions.” 

	 

	However, my thesis advisor says I’m being very one-sided in my current dissertation. So I need more stories to showcase more positive Galactic interactions. You know my preferences and what I’m looking for, you ingrates. 

	 

	As always, I’ve got recordings of the latest XC Arena Fights, the Mona X-45 Sub-Light Asteroid Runs, and the JK Monsterpede Works in trade and rewards.

	 

	Show me what you got, you ingrates.

	---- SharkEater_Gss-9811

	 

	CorruptQuestor42 – Formation of the X-People Guild by humans and miscellaneous immigrant aliens in Sao Paulo

	 

	SharkEater_Gss-9811 – Boring! Do better.

	 

	XanBRedMage-Crystal44 – How about this? First ever alien and human dungeon run in Bangui. Anomalous dungeon creation due to a fluctuating Mana wave formed a dungeon well ahead of the curve and nearly saw the destruction of the entire city. 

	 

	SharkEater_Gss-9811 – More like it. Keep it coming.

	 

	JoeDak_asp_DD – This work? A little more tame, but it’s a positive interaction. Non-combat classer too, which is rare, right?

	 

	SharkEater_Gss-9811 – Sounds boring, but let’s see what you got. It’ll probably tickle my professor’s junk. And he’s got four.

	 


After Party

	by D.J. Rezlaw

	 

	I’m Dave, and I like to party.

	At least, that was my slogan back when I was a party planner in the big city. You know, before the System happened. Before we all got Classes and Skills, and ninety percent of us died. I’d probably be dead too, if I hadn’t come back to my hometown in middle-of-nowhere Texas to plan a friend’s bachelor party. The city I’d lived in didn’t fare too well. Lots of dead people.

	So I got lucky, in a way. I lived. Most of my family lived. The surrounding countryside started out fairly low-leveled, which made surviving easier, if not easy.

	I got unlucky, however, in other ways. For example, I was very drunk when I made my Class choice. Remember the bachelor party? It went on into the early hours of the morning and looked as though it might keep going… until we all started seeing blue screens in front of our faces.

	I’ve sworn off alcohol since then actually. Thanks to that stuff, and my stupidity, I’m now a level 40 Party Planner. Yes, that’s my Class. And yes, it’s been very hard to level. The apocalypse started nearly two years ago, and this is as far as I’ve been able to get. And that’s with working my rear off every day. Us “non-combat” classes gain experience, and thus Levels and power, by completing quests tied to our class’s goal. A crafter class has quests to craft things. A lawyer has quests to… sue people? I don’t really know how a lawyer levels, or if any even survived the System.

	But a Party Planner? Turns out that I drastically overestimated the demands for parties in the apocalypse when I chose this Class. Not much to celebrate, what with all the monsters and death. No parties mean I can’t complete my Class quests, which means no access to easy, safe experience.

	Instead, I’ve had to go out with the combat Classes to fight the mutated animals and brand-new monsters that roam the plains around our small town. My Class doesn’t come with any offensive abilities, but I grew up hunting with my dad and friends. Now, the things we hunt are much more likely to hunt us back, but still, I’m familiar with the concept. I purchased some combat spells from the Shop, and I have my Party Hard buff, so I’m not completely useless. Not nearly as useful as I’d like to be, but I don’t slow people down too much.

	Several of my friends, on the other hand, chose actually useful Classes.

	“Look out!” Marsha calls as she tackles me to the side. 

	A red, slimy rope as thick as my arm misses us by inches as we fall, before slurping back into the mouth of the horse-sized bullfrog hiding in the tall grass near the trail. It’s big, ugly, and has an extra pair of legs. A glance is all it takes for my Level 1 Identify skill to trigger.

	 

	Grey-Bellied Groggert (Level 53)

	 

	Even before we stop moving, green is leaching from the plants around us and forming a ghostly shell around Marsha. She’s a level 45 Plant Warden and the tank for our regular group. That Plant’s Gift shield of hers can really take a beating—as long as she’s around living green things. Which is good, because from the chorus of earth-shaking croaks coming from farther in the grass, I can tell this groggert isn’t alone.

	But that’s okay—neither are we.

	“Yeehaw!” The pounding of hooves on the hard trail almost drowns out Connor’s shout as he gallops around the corner. Before his horse even slides to a stop, Connor raised his rifle and fired five times, all the shots slamming into the groggert’s massive forehead. Each bullet glows white with the power of his Wild Blast skill.

	I’ve gotten up by this point, but before I can use a single Skill or fire my beam pistol, Marsha has stabbed the wounded monster twice with her sword, killing it.

	As I said, I’m not completely useless out here, just mostly.

	I activate my group buff, Party Hard, which gives a 10% increase to Stamina, Health, and Mana Regeneration to friendlies around me. Like most of my abilities, it’s more powerful if I apply it to an event I’ve planned, but it still has some effect when I use it to boost my hunting group. That’s all I have time for before two more groggerts hop onto the trail, their grey-green bulk shaking the ground as they land.

	I raise my beam pistol, a Mark V Humbolt Special that I’ve been carrying, and upgrading, for the last year. As I fire off a quick blast, I duck back behind Marsha. Two years ago, hiding behind the five-foot-nothing former cheerleader would have seemed nuts. Now, thanks to our different stats and Skills, Marsha probably has three times my Health. And that’s without considering her shield. I’ve been putting most of my free attribute points into Constitution, but I still only have 510 Health. I’d be crazy not to hide behind the slim blonde.

	My first shot hits one groggert on its fleshy mouth, leaving a single mark but not doing much damage. Okay, straight energy blasts don’t seem to be the ticket. Time to try out my gun’s newest upgrade. The Mana Attunement Module, and its associated user manual download, wasn’t cheap, but if it does what the salesman said it would…

	My Mana drops as I fire my next blast, this one tinged a pulsing red. My aim stays true, and the shot goes straight into the groggert’s open mouth as it prepares to unleash its tongue. When the beam impacts the back of the demon frog’s throat, an explosion of flame and force sends the groggert flying onto its back.

	“Yes!” I yell, before glancing at the indicator on my gun. 

	That one shot took a quarter of the battery on my pistol, but the effect was definitely worth it. The Mana Attunement Module lets me channel compatible offensive spells into the pistol’s beam, overcharging the spell at the expense of the battery and delivering it with pinpoint accuracy. Luckily for me, Firebolt, an upgraded version of my first Store-bought spell, Spark, is compatible with the gun.

	With one groggert on its back and half of its Health gone, the rest of the battle ends quickly. I keep the inverted groggert busy with regular casts of Firebolt, mixed with a few blasts from my pistol, while Conner and Marsha take down the other one before turning on mine. Soon we’re left with three steaming, horse-sized toad corpses. Which, conveniently, is exactly why we’re out here.

	Conner swings down from the saddle and laughs as he claps me on the shoulder. “Great job, Dave! Brilliant! I wouldn’t have thought to pretend to be so helpless that the groggerts we were hunting would hunt you instead! You saved us tons of time!”

	He has a big grin and uses the same tone of voice he always does when he’s messing with me. It’s good to hear him laugh again. We’ve grown distant recently, but it’s easy to forget that in the afterglow of battle.

	I wince and rub my shoulder, letting out a little chuckle of my own. Connor’s an Advanced Class—only level 1, but that means he has 50 levels of Basic class under his belt. His Basic class, Cowboy, gave him plenty of points in strength, as my complaining shoulder attests. I don’t know much about his new class, Monster Rancher, but it must be a lot more difficult to Level. He got the class during the Big Raid a few months back, but hasn’t Leveled since then, even though he’s been out grinding for experience every day. He told me he’s still figuring out what the Class can do, and he’d show me once he did.

	“Yeah, playing bait is what I do best.” I stored the first of the corpses in my Party Prep expanded inventory. It’s the Class Skill I use the most, letting me transport the bodies of edible monsters and making hunting as a team much more efficient. It can also be used for carrying other party-related items, but it’s mostly just to let me be more useful on hunts.

	“No, pack-mule is definitely your role.” Marsha grins.

	I laugh even as I know she isn’t wrong. I don’t really mind. Lugging these behemoth frogs back with us would have been a major chore, even with our enhanced strength and Connor’s horse Silver. Instead, for the low price of three Skill points and losing 15 mana regeneration per minute, I can store all three corpses with plenty of room to spare.

	“Is that it?” Connor shifts in his saddle. I can tell he remembers he didn’t want to come on this errand in the first place and is anxious to get back to town.

	To check, I pull up my personal quest list. The self-assigned tasks don’t give any System rewards like experience for completing them, but this is far more convenient than scribbling notes on random scraps of paper. I scanned through the list, noting that everything has been marked complete.

	“We’re set!” I dismiss the translucent blue screen from my vision with a thought, my mind already moving to everything else I have to get done before tonight.

	Connor whistles, and Silver trots up from where she has been munching on the grass. He places one hand on the horn of the saddle before swinging nimbly onto his seat. Looking down at me, his expression changes, moving from the levity of a moment ago to the almost permanent scowl I’ve seen on his face for the past two months. “I still don’t see why you want to serve roast groggert at this thing. Only people that will eat it are those damn Furries, and we shouldn’t even be inviting them.”

	I sigh as I look at the trampled grass where the bodies had just been. This again. Glancing at Marsha, I see her looking worriedly between the two of us. She’s heard this argument more than once, and not just between Connor and me. She doesn’t approve of my plan either, but she isn’t as… outspoken as Connor is. I can understand how they feel, even if I don’t agree with it. Change is hard, and letting go of old grudges is even harder.

	I try humor at first. “Roast groggert is actually pretty good once you get used to it! Kind of fishy, but…” Connor’s scowl deepens, and I sigh again. “Look, I get it. The Hrugther”—I stress their real name— “aren’t from around here. We’ve had our differences, but—”

	“They didn’t take your home!” Connor almost yells, before he takes a deep breath. “They’re invaders,” he says more calmly. “This is our land, not theirs.”

	“They’re refugees,” I say, already tired of the argument we’ve had so many times over the last few months, since I started to actually get to know our neighbors. “And we would have been dead a hundred times by now if they hadn’t—”

	“Stop. Just stop.” Connor’s voice is flat. “I came out here because you’re my friend, and I’ll come to your little party, but don’t ever ask me to like those dog-headed freaks.”

	His horse stomps on the ground, perhaps sensing her rider’s anger. Looking down at Marsha, he holds out a hand. Marsha gives me a quick, apologetic look before swinging up behind Connor.

	“Are you going to be okay out here?” she asks, indecision on her face. They know that my next stop is the Hrugther, but Marsha is too much the tank of our group not to worry about leaving me alone out here.

	I give her a brief smile and a wave, and that’s all Connor needs before he takes off back down the trail toward our home. Honestly, I’d been surprised the two of them agreed to come with me on this hunting trip, given everything. Connor hasn’t even been hunting with our regular party recently, preferring to go out with some others who share his feelings.

	I guess I’d better explain what that’s all about. You see, Blue Screens, Levels, Classes, and monsters spawning to eat us aren’t the only changes that came with the apocalypse. We also got new neighbors. Our town has always, technically, been two separate entities divided by a river. More of a large creek, really, but it was enough. We’d even had two different mayors, one for each half, although I think only the mayors cared. Most of us just considered it one medium-sized town.

	And then the Hrugther appeared on the other side of the river. They said they had purchased that part of the town, our town, from the System. The same System none of us had asked for or wanted, and that had been doing its best to kill us.

	It didn’t go well, and most of that was on us. If the Hrugther hadn’t been significantly more powerful than us, and if they hadn’t had a code of honor that stopped them from doing more than defending themselves from our attacks, it would have gone far worse.

	I know, I know. What kind of savages attack another group of sentients unprovoked? Well, you have to understand that until a few days prior, none of us had ever met an alien. We had just survived the start of the apocalypse and had been fighting nonstop against monsters and mutant animals to keep surviving. And then these aliens that look as if they came straight from a furry convention showed up? And they were part of this System that was destroying our world?

	Yeah, we attacked. Not all of us, but I was there. Looking back, it was stupid. I mean, our highest leveled fighter, Connor, was only level 4 at that point, and most of us were level 1 or 2. On the Hrugther side? They had two Advanced Class fighters, and most of their kids, at least ones old enough to have a Class, were at higher levels than us. We couldn’t even hurt them, but we were too new to the System to understand how it worked or how outclassed we were.

	Luckily for us, one Roar of Dominance from their leader was enough to force us to our knees, the Charisma-based ability too much for our low Willpower to resist. That meant they didn’t need to use actual violence to defend against our attack. Equally lucky—they let us live. Even if they kicked all the humans out, forcing them to what is now our side of the river. As long as we stayed on our side, they stayed on theirs, even though they could have wiped us out.

	That confused me, but as I’ve learned more about our neighbors since then, it makes sense. Once part of a powerful empire of warriors, the Hrugther have been on the losing side of one too many wars.

	They really are refugees, as I told Connor, a scattered people looking for a home. This group saw a chance for that home when Earth became a Dungeon World, and they pooled their resources to purchase half of a little town in the middle of Texas. Despite fighting for scraps for generations, their pride and their honor remain strong, which is one reason they let us go.

	As one gruff Hrugther told me later, “If we killed every pup who tried to bite us, no pups would grow to be warriors!”

	The other reason they let us live was more practical, and one that the cooler heads on our side eventually came to realize as well—Dungeon Worlds are dangerous, and there is safety in numbers.

	By sending out every person who is willing to fight, even non-combat classers like me, we have managed, barely, to keep up with the monsters spawning in the plains on our side of the river.

	If we had to cover both sides? This new world would have wiped us off the map by the end of the first winter. And that isn’t counting the timely advice we’ve received from the Hrugther, like when they warned us to look out for Alpha and Boss monsters. Maybe they just helped us so they didn’t have to worry about a monster swarm hitting them in the back, but we appreciated the aid anyway.

	Or at least some of us did.

	A distressing percentage still resent the Hrugther for taking over part of our town. Some are like Connor, who had lived on the other side of the river and so felt personally robbed. Others just need someone to blame for the System, and our neighbors are the closest target for their hate.

	And as often happens, that anger and distrust has been met with anger and distrust from some of the Hrugther as well. All in all, we haven’t had the easiest relationship with them, but it mostly stayed civil as long as we both stayed on our respective sides.

	Until the Fire Ants, that is. About a year into the apocalypse, we started seeing giant, mutated Fire Ants wandering around on our side of the river. As much of a pain as the little guys had been, these big ones were way worse.

	Little known fact about the pre-System fire ant—their venom is so potent that if one the size of a tarantula bit a regular pre-System human, it would be fatal. These guys? Bigger than cows, and they had more than their venom to fight with. I guess the System took their name seriously, because we’re talking literal flames from these bad boys.

	We tracked the ants back to their nest, which at the time was just a Monster Lair. Its entrance was right next to our side of the river, about two miles south of town. As we had done hundreds of times, we sent in our best hunter team to destroy the nest. They didn’t invite me of course, but Connor had complained loud and long about finding “those damn Furries!” inside the nest already. Turned out the ants had built their monster den tunneling under the river, with entrances on both sides.

	That was the closest we came to open conflict, at least since that first day. Both us and the Hrugther claimed the nest, so neither of us cleared it, neither side wanting to break the uneasy peace.

	We would kill anything that came out of the entrance on our side, like our neighbors did on theirs. Most people actually forgot about the ants, except when complaining about the Hrugther, especially when the ants stopped coming out. The only ones who really noticed were the hunters, and they were just glad for the break from fighting the flaming bugs.

	Everything was quiet for about a month… until wave after wave of ants came pouring out of the entrances. We’d let the monster den fester for too long, and it had turned into a full-blown dungeon. And then when we didn’t clear it… well, it did what dungeons do when no one bothers to take care of them. We had a full monster horde on our hands, flaming ants flooding from both sides of the river.

	If we hadn’t had sentries at the nest, the bugs would have caught us completely unaware. As it was, we lost too many good people that night, the worst casualties since the early days. We fought back, and that time we actually worked with the Hrugther. Together, we beat back the horde and eventually cleared the Dungeon.

	I actually helped with that. We all did, on both sides, those of us who could fight or provide buffs.

	I won’t say our two races became best friends overnight, but the battle helped us see each other in a new light, at least a bit. The Hrugther saw that we had grown strong and were worthy of respect, and we saw that the Hrugther would sacrifice to save their town, their people, and us.

	It didn’t fix things, but it gave us a chance. An opening. A victory worth celebrating. And what better way to bring people together than a party? It took some doing, but I convinced both sides that our peoples deserved to celebrate our triumph and remember the lives we had lost. I’ve been planning and preparing for that celebration since then.

	And that party is in—I look at the System clock in the lower left of my vision—ten hours, forty minutes, give or take a few seconds.

	I’ve been working on this party nonstop for two months, and there is still so much to do! I walk toward the nearby river and the bridge. I’m not too worried about being attacked on my way because groggert are territorial, known for eating any monster smaller than them and running from anything larger.

	The fact that we had killed those three meant I should be clear at least to the water, and the Hrugther keep their side of the river well-patrolled. Still, I activate my Store-bought stealth ability, Quiet Steps, just in case. Even though I want to hurry, I move slowly, trusting my Skill and skill to keep my noise down. I won’t be able to finish my massive to-do list if I get eaten by a monster.

	While I move through the tall grass, I pull up the notifications from our brief fight earlier.

	 

	3 X Groggert (Level 61, 63, and 64) Slain!

	Your share of the experience: 2,186

	 

	Level Up!

	You have reached level 41 as a Party Planner. Stat Points automatically distributed. You have 2 Free Attributes to distribute.

	1 Class Skill Point available to be distributed.

	 

	I pause when I see the Level up notification, feeling a surge of satisfaction. I’d been stuck at Level 40 for a month, and my experience gain had slowed to a crawl as I’d had to focus on the party instead of hunting.

	Finally! I put my free points into Constitution, my go-to stat since I really enjoy being alive, and pull up my new Skill options. I’m tempted to put the skill point into my Party Hard buff, even though it’s a lower tier, because it’s one of my few Class Skills that is useful in combat. I’ve placed six points into it already, and I hope a few more will let it evolve into an even more useful skill.

	Still, level 41 means I’ve finally unlocked the highest tier skills my class offers, and it doesn’t hurt to look at what they are. I pull up their descriptions.

	 

	Customize

	The Party Planner can access a limited Shop interface to customize a typical Event Material, changing it to another Material of the same Event category (food, drink, decorations, etc). Base Material must be System-registered. Tier of Material can be upgraded for additional cost. Choices in Customize interface based on Skill level and recipes known.

	Cost: 100 Mana per kilogram changed. Additional cost for upgrading Tier of material.

	 

	Party Stamina

	Passive: The Party Planner gains 5% additional Constitution.

	Active: The Party Planner emits an aura that gives all friendlies at the party 5% additional Constitution while at the party. Buff limited to 5% of Party Planner’s Constitution.

	Cost: Passive: Permanently reduces Mana regeneration by 5 mana per minute.

	Active: 5 Mana per minute

	 

	Bounce

	The Party Planner gains final say over who may remain at their Event. The Party Planner can target one System-registered guest to the Event and Bounce them. Targeted guest must have violated an official Event Rule as defined by the Party Planner at Event Registration. Targeted guest is stunned and loses access to System skills and abilities for two minutes. Effect modified by Level and tier difference between target and Skill tier.

	Cost: 500 Mana

	 

	I realize I’d started walking faster as I read through those, and I force myself to move more cautiously again, but it’s hard. These are surprisingly good! Or at least the first two are.

	Customize could let me make a tidy profit, if I’m reading the description right, by buying low tier materials and upgrading them to a higher tier. Basically, I could turn Mana into credits, which would be very nice. And Party Stamina would give me effectively 10% more health while in combat, not to mention the boost to my team.

	Bounce seems pretty niche, so I set that one aside. If I were running Events as a business, it would make sense, but I need Skills that can give me an edge in my day-to-day life. 

	I’m really torn on the other two, however. One gives direct benefit in combat, while the other means a steady source of Credits that I could use to buy better equipment or new Skills.

	As I’m deliberating, I hear a slight rustle in the grass behind me and I realize I’m being stalked. Allowing myself to be so distracted while out in the wilds is a rookie move. I passed over the bridge while reading the Skill options and I’m now approaching the Hrugther side of the town, the tall wall they built visible from here. I steady my breathing and do my best to keep my footsteps consistent. Another rustle.

	Almost…

	There!

	I spin around and catch the black fuzzball that comes hurtling out of the tall grass toward me. Stepping backward to absorb the impact, I feel sharp claws skitter over the armor on my chest. I spin to the side and, with a brief surge of strength, push my attacker to arm’s length.

	“Ah! No fair!” Agalder, the aforementioned fuzzball, whines as I hold him up before me. “You promised! You have to let me pounce you!”

	He’s about the size of a three-year-old human, and just as wiggly. He squirms, trying to get free. Some things are consistent between our two species, and the energy level of young kids is one of them.

	Of course, we rarely let our kids out to play with the monsters spawning outside of town, but the Hrugther have a different view on child endangerment than we do. Part of that is probably due to having been in the System for so long, but part of it is just their culture. They value safety a lot less than we do. Although even they don’t usually let their young out unsupervised…

	Laughing, I set down the squirming kid. “I said I’d let you try.” I try to keep my perception open, searching for any sign of the caretaker I know is out there. “Stay away from the dry grass when you stalk. It makes too much noise—”

	Cold steel presses against my neck and I freeze on instinct. A moment later, a throaty chuckle comes from right next to my ear and the knife blade withdraws as if it had never been there. Agalder, below me, has what passes for a smug grin on his furry, doglike face. I shake my head as I turn, a wry smile on my face, already knowing who I’ll see.

	A tawny figure stands a few feet behind me, her large, expressive eyes laughing as she twirls a dark steel blade in one hand. Esslin is the much older sister of the pup at my feet, and also my best friend among the Hrugther. Her body, under the armored tan suit she wears, looks surprisingly human. If you ignore the sleek fur that covers the rest of her and her almost canine face and tail, you’d think she was a twenty-something human woman. A very fit, dangerous-looking woman who’s still pointing a knife at me and has definitely noticed me checking her out.

	Again.

	I really need to get a girlfriend. Maybe if I increase my Charisma…

	“You said you were going to pounce him, Lin!” a piping voice says from behind me.

	Esslin’s eyes widen in panic. Hrugther do not blush, but thanks to the body language knowledge I downloaded from the Shop, I can read her embarrassment in the slight droop of her tail and flattening of her pointed ears. I’m struggling with the direction of my own thoughts as well, and I’m really glad my tanned skin hides the heat I feel coming to my cheeks.

	“I said I would ‘get him’ if you failed, little one,” Esslin says hurriedly as she makes her knife disappear. “And I did.” This last is said with another laughing glance at me, her voice deeper than a human woman’s.

	I snort. She and I both know I hadn’t stood a chance against her. She’s a level 5 Lone Stalker, an Advanced Class that specializes in stealth, for crying out loud. 

	“Yeah, good job picking on the non-combat Basic Class, Esslin.” She lets out her own snort of laughter before I continue. “Now, I’d love to stick around and play training dummy, but I have a delivery for your father. Is he in his shop?”

	“Did you get them? We have seen none on our side of the river in ages…” Esslin says, her voice eager. 

	Instead of answering, I drop one of the groggert corpses onto the ground next to us, flattening a large circle of grass. The two Hrugther don’t even flinch, used to the magic tricks of the System, but they showcase their canine grins at the sight.

	“Yep, and I have two more like that in my bag.” I touch the cold flesh of the massive amphibian and pull it back into my Party Prep storage. “But I really have to hurry, so…”

	“Of course. Father actually sent us to look for you.” She scoops up her brother and turns back toward the gate into the town. “He said something about groggert needing at least eight hours to roast properly and…” 

	Esslin laughs as I sprint past her. I was cutting my delivery too close!

	I only slow down when she admits to stretching the truth—because of her father’s class as High Pack Chef, he only needs six hours to turn the carcasses into the fully prepared dishes I’m planning on serving at the party. She just wanted to see me run, the b—I stop myself. Somehow, calling her a female dog seems like a cheap shot, even in my head.

	As we walk, still at a good pace but no longer running, Esslin grills me on the plans for the event. She’s been my main cultural liaison during the preparations, and I’ve relied on her to make certain I understand the critical elements of a party from her culture. Mostly that boils down to lots of traditional dishes, but there are important dances and music as well. Working together, we’ve planned an event that should be a celebration of both of our cultures.

	“And you will have the bars of candy?” Agalder asks from his perch on Esslin’s shoulders. It’s the third time he’s asked, and the third time I’ve reassured him we will. What is it with kids and candy?

	“Have you even ever tried a candy bar?” I smile at him, amused.

	“No…” He looks sad, then brightens. “But my friend, Peggy-Lynn, says she has! I can’t wait to try one!”

	I chuckle, making a mental note to stop by the Store for a few more bags of chocolate. It’s a small price to pay to encourage the young friendships I’ve seen crop up between the children of our two people.

	This side of town is so familiar, yet very changed. The Hrugther have kept most of the building exteriors, but seeing aliens walking down the street still gives me a strange sort of vertigo. And it isn’t just the Hrugther. A menagerie of beasts and monsters walk, crawl, or fly through the town, from mutated, giant bobcats to strange creatures I don’t have a name for. For whatever reason, about half of Esslin’s people have Beast Tamer type classes, and their varied pets and companions add to the oddness of the scene. 

	It doesn’t take long to make it to Esslin’s father’s store, built in an old Whataburger. He greets me warmly with a traditional arm clasp as we walk in but hurries us out after I drop off the meat. The roast isn’t the only dish he’s preparing for tonight, and even with his Skills and skill, he has to hurry to get everything done.

	He isn’t the only one, and I head quickly toward the human half of town. Esslin comes with me, having dropped off her brother to “help” in the kitchen. I still need to meet with the baker about the pies and cake, and Maria about her more traditional Mexican dishes, and I need to make certain the tables are—

	My first sign of trouble is Esslin disappearing. I don’t see the clawed hand that grabs my shirt until I’m already slammed up against a wall. My ribs creak as they grind together, and my health drops by fifteen points from the impact. I look up to see my least favorite Hrugther.

	“Hi, Lanfrig. Could we not today?” I wheeze out, doing my best to stay calm. I don’t make eye contact, knowing from experience that he views it as a challenge. It grates, not being able to stand up to him, but this is an unfortunate reality of the System that I’ve learned to deal with. Lanfrig is a level 3 Fanged Warrior, an Advanced Class, and he could squash me like a bug. “Big party to throw, and—” 

	“I told you to stay away from my sister, Human.” Lanfrig growls. “You might have fooled her, but I know what you cowardly humans really are.”

	I look around exaggeratedly. “I don’t see your sister here, do you?” 

	He looks around the street, and I watch as he notices the other Hrugther staring at him, an Advanced Class warrior, as he holds a non-combat Basic Classer up against a wall. None of them are a match for him in a fight, but they don’t have to be—it’s his pride, not his health he’s worried about.

	He lets me go with a growl, stalking off through the crowd. After a few glances, the rest of the Hrugther ignore me, and I head toward the bridge again.

	Esslin joins me a few minutes later. Her tail is lashing, and the fur on the back of her neck bristles. 

	I glance at her. “Thanks. I know—” 

	“Don’t,” she snaps, then takes a deep breath. “I’m going to break his arm next time he touches you. I get to decide who I’m friends with, not Lanfrig.”

	I nod but stay silent. Lanfrig lost a close friend in the Fire Ant attack and has made it very clear to me he blames humans for it. I’ve asked Esslin to let me handle the situation. It isn’t a macho thing—I’ve long since grown used to the idea of powerful women stepping in to save my bacon from danger—but it’s all about results. I want to bring our communities together, and I feel that violence, especially between brother and sister, is the last thing we need. Maybe I’m wrong, as I’m not an expert on their culture, but that’s how I feel.

	After a few minutes of walking in silence, we cross into the human town. There, Esslin opens up again as she gets lost in her curiosity. She’s been a regular visitor here for several months, and still, she has questions. I answer as best I can as we rush about, getting everything ready for the party.

	Several hours later, I’m standing at the top of the stands of the local high school football stadium. The football field is one of the few places large enough to hold the celebration and, being nestled close to the center of town and the river, it makes for a safe and neutral location.

	I look out over everything one last time. The grass has been freshly cut. Rows of tables, covered in delicious-looking food and drinks, line both sides of the field. I’m too far away to smell the apple pie I can see on the nearest table, but I can already taste it in my mind. A large central area has been reserved for dancing, and rings of smaller tables surround it for mingling and eating.

	I couldn’t get a live band, but upgrading the music system in the stadium hadn’t been terribly expensive. Fairy lights, which have a totally different meaning now that magic is real, hang above and light the entire scene with their ever-shifting glow.

	It’s ready, or as ready as it will be. I glance at the clock. Five minutes until go time.

	With a thought, I activate the button in the air before me, the one that reads “Start Party.” It’s not the first time I’ve pressed it of course, but that was always for little after-hunt celebrations or birthday get-togethers. Then, the Skill had boosted my party-related Class Skills, and I don’t expect anything different now.

	Inviting two entire towns must have crossed some threshold, however, because this time, a new screen pops up, asking for parameters. I hadn’t expected there to be paperwork involved, and I glance at the clock nervously as I read quickly, making selections as I go. Type of celebration, Victory. Cultures involved, Human (Texan), Hrugther (Bone Claw). Rules… I enter the only one I can think of, “No violence, except in self-defense.” Hopefully I’m filling this out correctly. I really wish my Class had come with a manual. I rush through the rest of the selections and finish as the clock rolls to the top of the hour.

	As I select “Approve,” a wave of Mana rolls out of me, followed by a steady drain as the auras I’ve selected activate. They should help everyone enjoy themselves tonight, keeping them full of health and stamina while also helping people relax. The cost to keep them up will be manageable, with the occasional Mana potion, but I will want to prioritize my Mana regeneration rate if I want to do this often.

	A notification goes out to those on my invite list, which is everyone in both towns, as soon as the party opens, thanks to my Class Skill Party Invite. I never thought I would actually get to use that Skill, but I had to get it in order to unlock some more useful Skills in my Class Skill tree.

	I’m alone at first, Esslin having gone home to get ready for the party, but it isn’t long before the first people arrive. Soon the place is… well, not packed, given how many we’ve lost, but we comfortably fill the space. The music, right now a piece from the Hrugther that sounds surprisingly like country music, is playing over the sound system.

	At first, the two species stay mostly apart, standing with their own kind. And then there is a laugh as a little human girl, maybe four years old, pulls Agalder onto the dance floor, followed shortly by more kids of both species. That’s all it takes to break the ice, and everyone mingles. I’m still getting used to using my Class Skill Host’s Insight on such a large group, but everyone I check seems to be enjoying themselves.

	Maria, the level 35 Abuela, looks as though she’s thirty-five years old again, even with her still-grey hair, as she dances with a grizzled older Hrugther. The gene treatments she bought from the Store, along with her increased stats, have done wonders for her. And she definitely deserves the fun, as she’s outdone herself making the tamales I’m currently munching on. Her food is literally magic.

	Then there’s Darryl, the large Armorer who used to be the town’s auto mechanic. He’s the leader of the Artisan classers and has stepped naturally into the role of Settlement Owner after the previous Owner, the Mayor, fell to the Ants. He’s been one of my largest supporters in getting this party approved and planned, at least from the human side. Darryl’s sitting at a table near the dance floor, a wide smile on his face as he watches the crowd.
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